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      Lady Rebecca Graham stood with her arm linked through her old friend’s, the Baron Brightmore, and said a silent prayer for small favors. She’d not have wanted to attend this funeral, of all funerals, alone.

      As if Dillan sensed her discomfort, he patted the hand tucked into his elbow. “Are you all right?”

      “Fine,” she replied softly, swallowing down her lump of regret. “Please tell Alexi how much I appreciate her suggestion that you attend with me. Your wife is an angel.”

      Dillan gave her a look of sympathy as he whispered his response. “She is. But I get at least some of the credit for coming, don’t I?”

      “Of course,” she said as she ducked her head. She was the slightest bit jealous of his newfound happiness with his bride. Not that Dillan didn’t deserve all the good the world could bring him, he most certainly did. But if he’d gotten the future he’d earned, she must be a terrible person because the last several years, she’d experienced nothing but misery. This funeral marked the last tie she’d had with her own dream of a happily-ever-after.

      She and Dillan stood at the very back of the group of mourners who gathered outside the mausoleum of the Marquess of Northampton.

      The man who was supposed to be her father-in-law.

      That thought caused her mouth to tighten once again as pain radiated through her chest. She and the marquess had remained in contact over the last three years, neither having any family left.

      They’d been drawn together by grief. Northampton had lost both of his sons in the span of the month, the younger son, Bennet, had been her fiancé. When the marquess had come to London to live out his remaining years, she’d moved as well to pursue a career. She’d been too grief-stricken to even think of marrying someone other than Bennet.

      Even recalling his name made her throat tighten in pain. Three years had done little to quell the ache.

      He’d been her whole world before his untimely death. Even now, she could picture his face…his strong jaw, straight nose, and dark brown eyes, the sort that always seemed to look deep into her soul.

      He was nearly a head taller than her, so she’d often placed her arms about the thick column of his neck; whenever she looked up to speak to him, he’d always responded by pulling her close to his hard chest, his fingers splaying out on her back.

      Her chest throbbed again. She had to stop thinking like this. The memories were a torture of their own and they were driving her slowly mad. In fact, two weeks prior, she’d been certain…

      Well, she could have sworn that she’d seen Bennet walking down the street in the middle of the day. Surely, she’d imagined it because the ache of knowing his father was about to pass was more than she could bear.

      She looked away, blinking back tears.

      She’d lost her parents at the age of twelve. That was when she’d left her childhood home and traveled to live with her aunt in Cheshire. Her aunt had been ancient and half daft, but Bennet and his family had anchored her during that time. They’d met when she was fourteen, and their friendship had grown into romance, which had blossomed into a binding love and promise of marriage at the age of eighteen. And now she was losing the last thread of that life and any family she might call her own.

      Perhaps she should have married another man. Had a family.

      Her heart revolted at the idea. She’d only ever loved Bennet. But at least her life would have had meaning if she’d moved on. Instead, she’d come to London and taken a position with the Morning Herald. She’d hoped to write gripping stories about the crime that riddled the city. After Bennet’s death, that spoke to her.

      But she’d mostly been confined to society pieces on the latest gossip within the ton. The editor had argued with her status as the daughter of an earl, she was perfect for the position, but she wanted to delve into crime and help bring the darkness to light.

      She blinked several times, clearing her gaze from the misty tears that threatened to spill over.

      The marquess was gone, the last of Bennet’s family, and tomorrow, she’d return to her work, where she’d write another piece on this year’s skirt size, and who had been ruined at the previous night’s ball, and…

      In the distance was a row of trees, and she saw that a figure stood under one. He leaned one broad shoulder against the trunk, his arms crossed and his hat pulled low. There was a careless grace to the man that reminded her of…

      She cursed to herself. She had to stop obsessing about Bennet. He was dead. A plaque commemorated his life in this very mausoleum. Lost on the Thames during his return journey to London.

      Not that she could find any details or evidence of what had happened to his ship on that fateful night.

      She’d tried.

      Perhaps her editor, Watkins, was correct and she was better off writing fluffy pieces. She’d exhausted every investigative trick in her arsenal and was still no closer to finding Bennet’s murderers.

      She looked away from the man under the trees to the mausoleum as the priest finished the final prayers. Bennet wasn’t under the trees. But her gaze was once again drawn to the man. He shifted, scrubbing at his jaw, and then his gaze caught hers and he froze.

      They were too far away and yet their eyes locked, a shiver racing down her spine. “Bennet?” she whispered under her breath, even the low word cracking in her mouth.

      “Rebecca?” Dillan asked.

      She didn’t answer as her hand slipped from his arm. Her breath was coming in shallow gasps as her gaze remained fixed on the lone figure under the tree.

      She took a step toward him, and then another.

      She needed to know. Was she imagining Bennet all over the city, or by some chance…

      The man pushed off the tree, taking a step toward her, his shoulders straight as he held her gaze.

      Quite without realizing it, she lifted her skirts in her hands and took several more steps toward him, each one quicker than the last until she was running toward him.

      He stood strong and tall, looking for all the world like he might catch her until she’d closed half the distance between them—then he tipped his hat before turning and starting in the opposite direction.

      “Wait,” she called out, but that only seemed to fuel his speed as he found the gate beyond the trees and stepped out onto the street.

      Lifting her skirts higher, she moved faster, cursing the corset that restricted her breathing. He’d get away if she didn’t hurry.

      “I see him,” Dillan ground out from next to her. “I’ll get him.”

      A rush of breath left her lungs as she slowed her steps. Thank goodness for friends who didn’t ask the whys in a situation like this. As Dillan sprinted past her, she did her best to keep up, tossing out a silent prayer that Dillan would catch the mystery man and then she could truly bury the dead.
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        * * *

      

      Bennet Northampton slipped between buildings, letting out a string of multilingual curses as he did. He’d known he should not attend his father’s funeral. It was bad enough that he’d seen Rebecca on the street a fortnight prior.

      He was dead, and he needed to stay that way for another month at least. But he wasn’t about to stay away from the services on behalf of his departed father.

      Likely a fool’s errand.

      But he’d wanted to say his goodbyes and he’d wished to apologize. He should have been home before this. Should have held his father’s hands when he’d taken his last breaths. Should have had Rebecca by his side.

      Bennet hit his closed fist against his thigh, his jaw tight as he watched the man who was Rebecca’s husband run past the alley where Bennet hid in the shadows.

      Of course she’d wed in his absence. She thought him long dead, and Rebecca was a spirited beauty with intelligence and passion and… He forced himself to stop. His knuckles dug deep into his outer thigh as he ground his teeth together.

      He’d not regret his choices now. He was too far down the road, a road that was about to end. He had another month to solve this case before their queen insisted that he re-enter society, miraculously found after capture by pirates or some such cover story, and take his rightful place as the new marquess.

      Never mind that the man who killed Bennet’s older brother, the former heir, was not only still out there after three years, his identity was still unknown.

      And once Bennet became the marquess, a target would be on his back.

      Perhaps that was better.

      He’d face off with whomever had killed Marcus and be done with it. His investigation had gotten him nowhere. So many times he’d been close, only to have the perpetrator slip through his fingers.

      But if he were going to be out in the open, he’d not have Rebecca anywhere near him. She was the one person left in this world whom he cared about, and she’d be far away from the trouble when it landed at his door.

      Rebecca ran by the entrance of the alley, stopping just in front of the street where he hid. He should have ducked further into the shadows, but it was the closest he’d been to her in such a long time.

      And somehow, the years had only made her more beautiful.

      The black dress she wore accentuated her dark brown hair and glittering green eyes, her high cheekbones flushed from her efforts.

      He had clear memories of other times he’d brought such color to her cheeks. Those memories had carried him through many a lonely night.

      Her full lips were parted as she panted for breath, her hands coming her hips. Her eyes searched, scanning his way, forcing him to shrink into the shadows.

      Damn, but he wished he could kiss her. Hold her in his arms again.

      The other man returned to her side. “Rebecca,” he said, reaching out to hold her arm. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” she gasped. “Did you lose him?”

      “I did. I’m sorry.” He grimaced, a look that did nothing to detract from his handsome visage.

      Rebecca’s head bent down as her hands came to cover her face. “I’m going mad.”

      “You’re not,” he replied and then he wrapped his arms about her, pulling her closer.

      Bennet nearly lost his senses then. He wanted to stalk from his hiding place and rip the other man’s arms from around her back. But he had no right. And what was more, he’d only endanger Rebecca by becoming part of her life again.

      And so he stayed where he was, fists clenched.

      “I think I am,” she said, her words breathy and broken. “That’s twice I thought…”

      Bennet shuddered. So this new man of hers knew about him? Knew of her dead fiancé? Did he know that they’d sworn to love each other forever? Know that she’d promised to only ever be his and his alone?

      Bennet closed his eyes. He didn’t have the right. He’d left her. First when he’d joined the elite group at the intelligence office. He’d wanted to provide a future for himself and Rebecca, but he could confess that he’d also wanted the adventure. He’d had a longing to see the world and experience the excitement of intrigue.

      And Rebecca had readily agreed. Neither wished to just be landed gentry that farmed and spent quiet evenings in the country. She wanted to complete investigations as well, and together she and Bennet had reasoned that as a woman, she’d never be allowed to do so on her own. But once he completed his intelligence training and they were wed, she’d join him as his partner.

      But they’d both been too young to understand that their vision for the future could never work like that.

      The men he fought would take a woman like Rebecca and rip her apart. Even his brother hadn’t been strong enough to stand against them.

      Which was why…

      Which was why as the man wrapped his arm about Rebecca’s shoulders and tucked her against his side, Bennet silently watched as he led her away.

      Better.

      Safer.

      But inside, another piece of his heart broke away and died. He swallowed a bitter lump. If only he could go back and marry her, settle her on that farm his father had bequeathed to him years ago. His brother would still be alive. His father wouldn’t have spent his last years a broken shell. And Bennet would have the love of his life in his arms.

      But that would never be.
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      Rebecca wasn’t the usual sort of woman.

      Yes, she cried. She even allowed emotion to overwhelm her on occasion. But those moments were fleeting and brief. And once she recovered from them, her mind began to work on the problems in front of her again. He thoughts spiderwebbed out to all the possible solutions and eliminated the least likely for the more statistically possible.

      Which was how she and Dillan ended up back at the graveyard.

      That man, the one who looked like Bennet, had been attending the marquess’s funeral, and she’d interrupted his partaking of the service when she’d spotted him.

      It wasn’t the most likely scenario that the man would return to finish grieving, but it was possible. And she had no other lead, so that made it a simple choice.

      The rest of the mourners had returned to the marquess’s estate where they were likely eating and drinking, but not her. She stood outside the mausoleum in the afternoon sun.

      “Rebecca.” Dillan interrupted her thoughts with a gentle voice. “Tell me about Bennet again.”

      She sighed. Dillan had been her childhood friend. He’d lived on the neighboring estate to her parents’. They’d been friends, although she’d been closer to his sister, Daniella. When Rebecca had gone to live with her aunt, she’d written, of course. But after Daniella died, they’d lost touch. Which meant Dillan knew so little about Bennet.

      “He was Northampton’s second son
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