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Dear Reader

Every author dreads the question, Where do you get your ideas? because the truth is, most of the time we just don't know. All we can do is hope and pray that they keep coming.

But sometimes we do actually know where those precious ideas come from, and To Catch an Heiress is one of those cases. I was struggling with the manuscript, thinking that it had to be the worst thing I'd ever written. (But of course I think that about every book while I'm writing it!) Most troubling, I wasn't sure I really knew Caroline, my heroine, and if there is one thing I need, it's to know my characters inside and out.

And then, right when I was just about ready to tear my hair out, my father did something really vexing. He subscribed me to the A Word a Day listserv. As if I weren't busy enough trying to finish a troublesome manuscript, now I was getting unsolicited vocabulary lessons via email!

But then it all fell into place. I knew who Caroline was, and I knew how to make the reader know, too. Caroline would keep a sort of diarya personal dictionary, really, in which she jotted down new words and then used them in context. And every new entry would provide the reader (and me!) with a little more insight into her character. Flip to the first page of any chapter in this book, and you'll see what I mean. From that moment on, the-manuscript-that-wouldn't-behave became the-book-that-wrote-itself. I hope you enjoy it.

With my warmest wishes,







    
For Mama Chiks, Sister Song, Freener, and Nosk from Bools



And also for Paul, even though it's a miracle I got this book finished at all since be kept stealing my computer to play DOOM.
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Chapter 1



con.tu.ber.nal (noun). One who occupies the same tent; a tent-fellow, comrade.

The thought of Percy Prewitt as my contubernal causes me to break out in hives.

From the personal dictionary of Caroline Trent





Hampshire, England

July 3, 1814

Caroline Trent hadn't meant to shoot Percival Prewitt, but she had, and now he was dead.

Or at least she thought he was dead. There was certainly enough blood. It was dripping from the walls, it was splattered on the floor, and the bedclothes were stained quite beyond redemption. Caroline didn't know very much about medicine, but she was fairly certain a body couldn't lose that much blood and still live.

She was in big trouble now.

Damn, she muttered. Although she was a gentlewoman, she hadn't always been raised in particularly gentle circumstances, and her language occasionally left a bit to be desired.

You stupid man, she said to the body on the floor. Why did you have to lunge at me like that? Why couldn't you have left well enough alone? I told your father I wasn't going to marry you. I told him I wouldn't marry you if you were the last idiot in Britain.

She nearly stamped her foot in frustration. Why was it her words never came out quite the way she intended them to? What I meant to say was that you are an idiot, she said to Percy, who, not surprisingly, didn't respond, and that I wouldn't marry you if you were the last man in Britain, andOh, blast. What am I doing talking to you, anyway? You're quite dead.

Caroline groaned. What the devil was she supposed to do now? Percy's father was due to return in just two short hours, and it didn't require an Oxford degree to deduce that Oliver Prewitt would not be pleased to find his son dead on the floor.

Bother your father, she ground out. This is all his fault, anyway. If he hadn't been so obsessed with catching you an heiress 

Oliver Prewitt was Caroline's guardian, or at least he would be for the next six weeks, until she reached her twenty-first birthday. She had been counting down the days until August 14, 1814, ever since August 14, 1813, when she had turned twenty. Just forty-two days to go. Forty-two days and she would finally have control of her life and her fortune. She didn't even want to think about how much of her inheritance the Prewitts had already run through.

She tossed her gun onto the bed, planted her hands on her hips, and stared down at Percy.

And then  his eyes opened.

Aaaaaaack! Caroline let out a loud scream, jumped a foot, and grabbed her gun.

You b Percy started.

Don't say it, she warned. I still have a gun.

You wouldn't use it, he gasped, coughing and clutching at his bloody shoulder.

I beg your pardon, but the evidence seems to indicate otherwise.

Percy's thin lips clamped into a straight line. He swore viciously, and then lifted his furious gaze to Caroline. I told my father I didn't want to marry you, he hissed. God! Can you imagine? Having to live with you for the rest of my life? I should go bloody insane. If you didn't kill me first, that is.

If you didn't want to marry me you shouldn't have tried to force yourself upon me.

He shrugged, then howled when the movement sparked pain in his shoulder. He looked quite furious as he said, You've quite a bit of money, but do you know, I don't think you're worth it.

Kindly tell that to your father, Caroline snapped.

He said he'd disinherit me if I didn't marry you.

And you couldn't stand up to him for once in your pathetic life?

Percy growled at being called pathetic, but in his weakened condition he couldn't do much about the insult. I could go to America, he muttered. Surely savages have to be a better option than you.

Caroline ignored him. She and Percy had been at odds since she had come to live with the Prewitts a year and a half earlier. Percy was quite under his father's thumb, and the only time he showed any spirit was when Oliver quit the house. Unfortunately, his spirit was usually mean and small and, in Caroline's opinion, rather dull.

I suppose I'm going to have to save you now, she grumbled. You're certainly not worth the gallows.

You're too kind.

Caroline shook a pillow out of its case, wadded up the cloththe highest quality linen, she noted, probably purchased with her moneyand pressed it against Percy's wound. We have to stop the bleeding, she said.

It appears to have slowed down, Percy admitted.

Did the bullet go straight through?

I don't know. Hurts like the devil, but I don't know if it's supposed to hurt more if it goes through or gets stuck in the muscle.

I imagine they're both quite painful, Caroline said, lifting the wadded pillowcase and examining the wound. She turned him gently and looked at his back. I think it went through. You've a hole in the back of your shoulder as well.

Trust you to injure me twice.

You lured me into your room under the pretense of needing a cup of tea for a head cold, she snapped, and then you tried to rape me! What did you expect?

Why the hell did you bring a gun?

I always carry a gun, she replied. I have since  well, never you mind.

I wouldn't have gone through with it, he muttered.

How was I to know that?

Well, you know I've never liked you.

Caroline pressed her makeshift bandage against Percy's bloody shoulder with perhaps a touch more force than was necessary. What I know, she spat out, is that you and your father have always quite liked my inheritance.

I think I dislike you more than I like your inheritance, Percy grumbled. You're too bossy by half, you're not even pretty, and you've the serpent's own tongue.

Caroline clamped her mouth into a grim line. If she had a sharp way of speaking, it wasn't her fault. She'd learned quickly that her wits were her only defense against the parade of horrible guardians she'd been forced to endure since her father's passing when she was ten. First there had been George Liggett, her father's first cousin. He hadn't been such a bad sort, but he certainly didn't know what to do with a small girl. So he'd smiled at her oncejust once, mind youtold her he was happy to meet her, and then tossed her into a country home with a nurse and governess. And then he proceeded to ignore her.

But George had died, and her guardianship had passed on to his first cousin, who was no relation of hers or her father's. Niles Wickham was a mean old miser who'd seen a ward as a good substitute for a serving girl, and he'd immediately given her a list of chores longer than her arm. Caroline had cooked, cleaned, ironed, polished, scrubbed, and swept. The only thing she hadn't done was sleep.

Niles, however, had choked on a chicken bone, turned quite purple, and died. The courts were at a bit of a loss as to what to do with Caroline, who at fifteen seemed too well-bred and wealthy to toss into an orphanage, so they passed her guardianship on to Archibald Prewitt, Niles's second cousin. Archibald had been a lewd man who'd found Caroline entirely too attractive for her comfort, and it was then that she began her habit of keeping a weapon on her person at all times. Archibald had had a weak heart, however, and so Caroline had only had to live with him for six months before she attended his funeral and was packed off to live with his younger brother Albert.

Albert drank too much and used his fists, which resulted in Caroline's learning how to run fast and hide well. Archibald may have tried to grope her on every occasion, but Albert was a mean drunk, and when he struck her, it hurt. She also became quite adept at smelling spirits from across a room. Albert never raised a hand against her when he was sober.

But, unfortunately, Albert was rarely sober, and in one of his drunken rages he kicked his horse so hard that his horse kicked him back. Right in the head. By then Caroline was quite used to moving about, so as soon as the surgeon pulled the sheet over Albert's face, she packed her bag and waited for the courts to decide where to send her next.

She soon found herself residing with Albert's younger brother Oliver and his son, the currently bleeding Percy. At first Oliver had seemed the best of the bunch, but Caroline quickly realized that Oliver cared for nothing so much as money. Once he learned that his ward came with a rather large portion, he decided that Carolineand her moneywould not escape his grasp. Percy was only a few years older than Caroline, so Oliver announced that they would marry. Neither of the prospective couple was pleased by this plan, and they said so, but Oliver didn't care. He needled Percy until Percy agreed, and then he set about convincing Caroline that she ought to become a Prewitt.

Convincing entailed screaming at her, slapping her about, starving her, locking her in her room, and finally ordering Percy to get her with child so that she'd have to marry him.

I'd rather bring it up a bastard than a Prewitt, Caroline muttered.

What was that? Percy asked.

Nothing.

You're going to have to leave, you know, he said, abruptly changing the subject.

Believe me, that fact is quite clear.

Father told me that if I don't get you with child, he'll take care of it himself.

Caroline very nearly threw up. I beg your pardon? she said, her voice uncharacteristically shaky. Even Percy was preferable to Oliver.

I don't know where you can go, but you need to disappear until your twenty-first birthday, which is  when?  soon, I think.

Six weeks, Caroline whispered. Six weeks exactly.

Can you do it?

Hide?

Percy nodded.

I'll have to, won't I? I'll need funds, though. I have a bit of pin money, but I don't have access to my inheritance until my birthday.

Percy winced as Caroline peeled the cloth away from his shoulder. I can give you a little, he said.

I'll pay you back. With interest.

Good. You'll have to leave tonight.

Caroline looked around the room. But the mess  We have to clean up the blood.

No, leave it. Better I let you get away because you shot me than because I simply botched the plan.

One of these days you're going to have to stand up to your father.

It'll be easier with you gone. There is a perfectly nice girl two towns over I've a mind to court. She's quiet and biddable, and not nearly as skinny as you.

Caroline immediately pitied the poor girl. I hope everything works out for you, she lied.

No, you don't. But I don't care. Really doesn't matter what you think, as long as you're gone.

Do you know, Percy, but that is precisely how I feel about you?

Amazingly, Percy smiled, and for the first time in the eighteen months since Caroline had come to live with the youngest branch of the Prewitts, she felt a sense of kinship with this boy who was so nearly her age.

Where will you go? he asked.

Better you don't know. That way your father can't badger it out of you.

Good point.

Besides, I haven't a clue. I haven't any relations, you know. That is how I ended up here with you. But after ten years of defending myself against my ever-so-caring guardians, I should think I should be able to manage in the outside world for six weeks.

If any female can do it, it would be you.

Caroline raised her brows. Why Percy, was that a compliment? I'm stunned.

It wasn't even close to being a compliment. What kind of man would want a woman who could get along quite well without him?

The kind who could get along quite well without his father, Caroline retorted.

Percy scowled as he flicked his head toward his bureau. Open up the top drawer  no, the one on the right 

Percy, these are your undergarments! Caroline exclaimed, slamming the drawer shut in disgust.

Do you want me to lend you money or not? That's where I hide it.

Well, it stands to reason that no one would want to look in there, she murmured. Perhaps if you bathed more often

God! he burst out. I cannot wait until you leave. You, Caroline Trent, are the devil's own daughter. You are plague. You are pestilence. You are

Oh, shut up! She yanked the drawer back open, disgusted with how much his words stung. She didn't like Percy any better than he liked her, but who would enjoy being compared to locusts, gnats, and frogs; the Black Death; and rivers turning to blood? Where is the money? she demanded.

In my stocking  no, the black one  no, not that black one  yes, over there, next to the  yes, that's it.

Caroline found the stocking in question and shook out some bills and coins. Good heavens, Percy, you must have a hundred pounds here. Where did you get this much?

I've been saving for quite some time. And I nick a coin or two each month from Father's desk. As long as I don't take too much, he never notices.

Caroline found that hard to believe; Oliver Prewitt was so obsessed with money it was a wonder his skin hadn't turned the color of pound notes.

You can take half of it, Percy said.

Only half? Don't be stupid, Percy. I need to hide for six weeks. I may have unexpected expenses.

I may have unexpected expenses.

You have a roof over your head! she burst out.

I might not, once Father discovers I let you get away.

Caroline had to concede his point. Oliver Prewitt was not going to be pleased with his only son. She dumped half the money back into the stocking. Very well, she said, stuffing her share into her pocket. You have the bleeding under control?

You won't be charged with murder, if that's what you're worried about.

It may be difficult for you to believe, Percy, but I don't want you to die. I don't want to marry you, and I certainly won't be sorry if I never clap eyes on you again, but I don't want you to die.

Percy looked at her oddly, and for a moment Caroline thought he was actually going to say something nice (or at least something as nice as she'd said) in return. But he just snorted. You're right. I do find it hard to believe.

At that moment, Caroline decided to dispense with any last shred of sentimentality she might be feeling and stomped to the door. Hand on the knob, she said, I'll see you in six weekswhen I come to collect my inheritance.

And pay me back, he reminded her.

And pay you back. With interest, she added before he could.

Good.

On the other hand, she said, mostly to herself, there might be a way to conduct my affairs without meeting with the Prewitts again. I could do everything through a solicitor, and

Even better, Percy interrupted.

Caroline let out a very loud, very irritated exhale and quit the room. Percy was never going to change. He was rude, he was selfish, and even if he was marginally nicer than his fatherwell, that still made him a boorish lout.

She scurried along the dark corridor and up a flight of stairs to her room. Funny how her guardians always gave her rooms in the attics. Oliver had been worse than most, relegating her to a dusty corner with low ceilings and deep eaves. But if he had meant to break her spirit he had failed. Caroline loved her cozy room. It was closer to the sky. She could hear the rain against the ceiling, and she could watch the tree branches bud in spring. Birds nested outside her window, and squirrels occasionally ran along her ledge.

As she threw her most prized belongings into a bag, she stopped to peer out the window. It had been a cloudless day and now the sky was remarkably clear. It somehow seemed fitting that this should be a starry night. Caroline had few memories of her mother, but she could recall sitting on her lap outside on summer nights, staring up at the stars. Look at that one, Cassandra Trent would whisper. I think it's the brightest one in the sky. And look over there. Can you see the bear? Their outings had always ended with Cassandra saying, Each star is special. Did you know that? I know that sometimes they all look the same, but each one is special and different, just like you. You are the most special little girl in the whole world. Don't ever forget that.

Caroline had been too young to realize that Cassandra was dying, but now she cherished her mother's final gift, for no matter how bleak or desolate she feltand the last ten years of her life had given her many reasons to feel bleak and desolateCaroline had only to look up at the sky to give her a measure of the peace. If a star twinkled, she felt safe and warm. Maybe not as safe and warm as that long-ago toddler on her mother's lap, but at least the stars gave her hope. They endured, and so could she.

She gave her room a final inspection to make certain she hadn't left anything behind, tossed a few tallow candles into her bag in case she needed them, and dashed out. The house was quiet; all the servants had been given the night off, presumably so there would be no witnesses when Percy attacked her. Trust Oliver to think ahead. Caroline was only surprised that he hadn't tried this tactic sooner. He must have originally thought that he could get her to marry Percy without resorting to rape. Now that her twenty-first birthday was approaching, he was growing desperate.

And so was Caroline. If she had to marry Percy, she'd die. She didn't care how melodramatic she sounded. The only thing worse than the thought of seeing him every day for the rest of her life was having to listen to him every day for the rest of her life.

She was making her way through the hall toward the front door when she noticed Oliver's new candelabra sitting majestically on the side table. He'd been crowing about the piece all week. Sterling silver, he'd said. The finest craftsmanship. Caroline growled. Oliver hadn't been able to afford sterling silver candelabras before he'd been appointed her guardian.

It was ironic, really. She'd have been happy to share her fortunegive it away, evenif she'd found a home with a family who loved her and cared for her. Someone who saw in her something more than a workhorse with a bank account.

Impulsively, Caroline yanked the beeswax candles out of the candelabra and replaced them with the tallow ones in her bag. If she needed to light a candle on her travels, she wanted the sweet-smelling beeswax Oliver reserved for himself.

She ran outside, mumbling a short thanks for the warm weather. It's a bloody good thing Percy didn't decide to attack me in the winter, she muttered, striding down the drive. She would have preferred to rideanything that would get her out of Hampshire fasterbut Oliver kept only two horses, and they were currently attached to his carriage, which he'd taken with him to his weekly game of cards at the squire's house.

Caroline tried to look at the bright side and reminded herself that she could hide more easily on foot. She'd be slower, though, and if she ran into footpads 

She shuddered. A woman alone was very conspicuous. And her light brown hair seemed to catch all the moonlight, even with most of it stuffed into a bonnet. She'd have been smart to dress up like a boy, but she hadn't had enough time. Perhaps she should follow the coast to the nearest busy harbor. It wasn't that far. She'd be able to travel faster by sea, take herself far enough away so that Oliver couldn't find her within six weeks.

Yes, it would have to be the coast. But she couldn't travel via the main roads. Someone was bound to see her. She turned south and began to cut through a field. It was only fifteen miles to Portsmouth. If she walked quickly and through the night, she could be there by morning. Then she could book passage on a shipsomething that would take her to another part of England. Caroline didn't want to leave the country, not when she needed to claim her inheritance in six short weeks.

But what was she supposed to do with herself during that time? She'd been cut off from society for so long she didn't even know if she was qualified for any type of gentle employment. She thought she might make a good governess, but it would probably take six weeks just to find a position. And then  Well, it just wasn't fair to take a position as a governess and then leave the post mere weeks later.

She did know how to cook, and her guardians had certainly made sure she knew how to clean. Maybe she could work for room and board at some little-known, very out-of-the-way inn.

She nodded to herself. Cleaning up after strangers wasn't terribly appealing, but it seemed to be her only hope of survival for the next few weeks. But no matter what, she had to get away from Hampshire and its neighboring counties. She could work at an inn, but it would have to be far away from Prewitt Hall.

And so she increased her pace toward Portsmouth. The grass under her shoes was soft and dry, and the trees shielded her from the view of the main road. There wasn't much traffic this time of night, but one couldn't be too careful. She moved swiftly, the only sound her footfall as her boots met the earth. Until 

What was that?

Caroline whirled around but saw nothing. Her heart raced. She could have sworn she'd heard something. It was just a hedgehog, she whispered to herself. Or perhaps a hare. But she didn't see any animals, and she didn't feel reassured.

Just keep moving, she told herself. You must get to Portsmouth by morning. She resumed her trek, walking so fast now that her breath began to come faster and faster. And then 

She whirled around again, her hand instinctively reaching for her gun. This time she'd definitely heard something. I know you're out there, she said with a defiance she didn't quite feel. Show your face or remain a coward.

There was a rustling noise, and then a man emerged from the trees. He was dressed completely in black, from his shirt to his bootseven his hair was black. He was tall, and his shoulders were broad, and he was quite the most dangerous-looking man Caroline had ever seen.

And he had a gun pointed straight at her heart.





    

Chapter 2



pug.na.cious (adjective). Disposed to fight; given to fighting; quarrelsome.

I can be pugnacious when backed into a corner.

From the personal dictionary of Caroline Trent





Blake Ravenscroft wasn't certain what he thought the woman would look like, but this certainly wasn't it. He'd thought she'd look soft, coy, manipulative. Instead, she stood tall, held her shoulders square, and stared him in the eye.

And she had the most intriguing mouth he'd ever seen. He was at a complete loss to describe it, except that her upper lip arched in the most delightful way and

Do you think you could possibly point that gun elsewhere?

Blake snapped out of his reverie, appalled by his lack of concentration. You'd like that, wouldn't you?

Well, yes, actually, I would. I have this thing about guns, you see. I don't mind them, precisely. They're good for some purposes, I supposehunting and the like. But I don't particularly enjoy having them pointed at me, and

Quiet!

She shut her mouth.

Blake studied her for several moments. Something about her wasn't right. Carlotta De Leon was Spanish  well, half-Spanish at least, and this girl looked English through and through. Her hair couldn't be called blond, but it was definitely a light shade of brown, and even in the dark night he could see that her eyes were a clear bluish-green.

Not to mention her voice, which was tinged with the pommy accents of the British elite.

But he'd seen her sneaking out of Oliver Prewitt's house. In the dead of night. With all the servants dismissed. She had to be Carlotta De Leon. There was no other explanation.

Blakeand the War Office, which didn't precisely employ him but did give him orders and the occasional bank drafthad been after Oliver Prewitt for nearly six months now. The local authorities had known for some time that Prewitt was smuggling goods to and from France, but it was only recently that they had begun to suspect that he was allowing Napoleonic spies to use his small boat to carry secret diplomatic messages along with his usual cargo of brandy and silk. Since Prewitt's boat sailed from a little cove on the southern coast between Portsmouth and Bournemouth, the War Office hadn't originally paid much attention to him. Most spies made their crossings from Kent, which was much closer to France. Prewitt's seemingly inconvenient location had made for an excellent ruse, and the War Office feared that Napoleon's forces had been using him for their most delicate messages. One month ago they had discovered that Prewitt's contact was one Carlotta De Leonhalf-Spanish, half-English, and one hundred percent deadly.

Blake had been on the alert all evening, as soon as he'd learned that all of the Prewitt servants had been given the night offan uncommon gesture for a man as notoriously stingy as Oliver Prewitt. Clearly something was afoot, and Blake's suspicions were confirmed when he saw the girl slip out of the house under the cover of darkness. So she was a trifle younger than he'd supposedhe wasn't going to let her guise of innocence deter him. She probably cultivated that look of blooming youth. Who would suspect such a lovely young lady of high treason?

Her long hair was pulled back into a girlish braid, her cheeks had that pink, well-scrubbed look, and 

And her delicately boned hand was slowly reaching down toward her pocket.

Blake's finely tuned instincts took over. His left arm shot out with startling speed, knocking her hand off course as he lunged forward. He hit her with all his weight, and they tumbled to the ground. She felt soft beneath him, except, of course, for the hard metal gun in her cloak pocket. If he'd had any doubts of her identity before, they were now gone. He grabbed the pistol, shoved it in his waistband, and stood back up, leaving her sprawled on the ground.

Very amateur, my dear.

She blinked, then muttered, Well, yes. That's to be expected as I'm hardly a professional at this sort of thing, although I do have some experience with 

Her words trailed off into an unintelligible mumble, and he wasn't at all sure if she was speaking to him or herself. I've been after you for nearly a year, he said sharply.

That got her attention. You have?

Not that I knew who you were until last month. But now that I've got you, I'm not letting you go.

You're not?

Blake stared at her in irritated confusion. What was her game? Do you think I'm an idiot? he spat out.

No, she said. I've just escaped from a den of idiots, so I'm well familiar with the breed, and you're something else entirely. I am, however, hoping you're not a terribly good shot.

I never miss.

She sighed. Yes, I feared as much. You look the sort. I say, do you mind if I get back up?

He moved the gun a fraction of an inch, just enough to remind her that he was aiming at her heart. Actually, I find I prefer your position on the ground.

I had a feeling you would, she muttered. I don't suppose you're going to let me go on my way.

His answer was a bark of laughter. I'm afraid not, my dear. Your spying days are over.

My spyingmy what?

The British government knows all about you and your treasonous plots, Miss Carlotta De Leon. I think you'll find we do not look kindly upon Spanish spies.

Her face was a perfect picture of disbelief. God, this woman was good. The government knows about me? she asked. Wait a moment, about who?

Don't play dumb, Miss De Leon. Your intelligence is well-known both here and on the continent.

That's a very nice compliment, to be sure, but I'm afraid there has been a mistake.

No mistake. I saw you leaving Prewitt Hall.

Yes, of course, but

In the dark, he continued, with all the servants dismissed. You didn't realize we'd been watching the hall, did you?

No, no, of course I didn't, Caroline replied, blinking furiously. Someone had been watching the house? How had she not noticed? For how long?

Two weeks.

That explained it. She'd been in Bath for the past fortnight, attending to Oliver's sickly maiden aunt. She'd only returned this afternoon.

But that was long enough, he continued, to confirm our suspicions.

Your suspicions? she echoed. What the devil was this man talking about? If he was insane, she was in big trouble, because he was still pointing a gun at her midsection.

We have enough to indict Prewitt. Your testimony will ensure that he hangs. And you, my dear, will learn to love Australia.

Caroline gasped, her eyes lighting up with delight. Oliver was involved in something illegal? Oh, this was wonderful! Perfect! She should have guessed he was nothing more than a lowly crook. Her mind raced. Despite what the man in black had said, she doubted Oliver had done anything bad enough to hang for it. But perhaps he'd be sent to jail. Or forced into indentured servitude. Or

Miss De Leon? the man said sharply.

Caroline's voice was excited and breathy as she asked, What has Oliver been doing?

For the love of God, woman, I've had enough of your playacting. You're coming with me. He stepped forward with a menacing growl and grabbed her by the wrists. Now.

But

Not another word unless it's a confession.

But

That's it! He stuffed a rag into her mouth. You'll have plenty of time to talk later, Miss De Leon.

Caroline coughed and grunted furiously as he bound her wrists with a coarse piece of rope. Then, to her amazement, he put two fingers into his mouth, and let out a low whistle. A glorious black gelding pranced out of the trees, its steps high and graceful.

While she was gaping at the horsewho must have been the quietest and best-trained animal in the history of creationthe man hefted her up onto the saddle.

Iiiii shrr  she croaked, quite unable to speak with the grimy gag in her mouth.

What? He looked over at her and took in the way her skirts were cutting into her legs. Oh, your skirts. I can cut them or you can dispense with propriety.

She glared at him.

Propriety goes, then, he said, and hiked her skirts up so that she could straddle the horse with more comfort. Sorry I didn't think to bring a side-saddle, Miss De Leon, but trust me when I tell you that you've far greater worries just now than my seeing your bare legs.

She kicked him in the chest.

His hand closed painfully around her ankle. Never, he spat out, kick a man who is pointing a gun at you.

Caroline stuck her nose in the air and looked away. This farce had gone on quite long enough. As soon as she got rid of this blasted gag she'd tell this brute she'd never even heard of his Miss Carlotta De Leon. She would bring the force of the law down on his head so fast he'd be begging for the hangman's noose.

But in the meantime, she would have to settle for making his life miserable. As soon as he mounted the horse and settled into the saddle behind her, she elbowed him in the ribs. Hard.

What now? he snapped.

She shrugged innocently.

Another move like that and I'm stuffing a second rag in your mouth. And this one is considerably less clean than the first.

As if that were possible, Caroline thought angrily. She didn't even want to think about where her gag had resided before her mouth. All she could do was glare at him, and from the way he snorted at her she feared she didn't look fierce enough by half.

But then he set his horse into a canter, and Caroline realized that while they weren't riding toward Portsmouth, they also weren't heading anywhere near Prewitt Hall.

If her hands hadn't been bound she would have clapped them together with glee. She couldn't have escaped any faster if she'd arranged transport herself. This man might think she was someone elsea Spanish criminal to be precisebut she could straighten all that out once he'd taken her far, far away. In the meantime, she'd be quiet and still, and let him kick the horse into a full gallop.



Thirty minutes later a very suspicious Blake Ravenscroft dismounted in front of Seacrest Manor, near Bournemouth, Dorset. Carlotta De Leon, who had done everything short of hurl fire at his toenails when he'd cornered her in the meadow, hadn't put up even the tiniest resistance the entire ride to the coast. She hadn't struggled and she hadn't tried to escape. She'd been so quiet, in fact, that the gentlemanly side of himwhich reared its polite head all too often for Blake's likingwas tempted to remove her gag.

But he resisted the impulse to be nice. The Marquis of Riverdale, his closest friend and frequent partner in crime prevention, had had previous dealings with Miss De Leon, and he had told Blake that she was deceptive and deadly. Her gag and bindings would not be removed until she was safely locked away.

He pulled her down off of the horse, holding her elbow firmly as he led her into his home. Blake employed only three houseservantsall of them discreet beyond compareand they were used to strange visitors in the middle of the night. Up the stairs, he grunted, pulling her through the hall.

She nodded cheerfullycheerfully?!?and picked up the pace. Blake led her up to the top floor and pushed her into a small but comfortably furnished bedchamber. Just so you don't get any ideas about escaping, he said roughly, holding up two keys, the door has two locks.

She looked over at the doorknob but other than that had no obvious reaction to his words.

And, he added, it's fifty feet down to the ground. So I wouldn't recommend trying the window.

She shrugged, as if she'd never for a moment considered the window a viable escape option.

Blake scowled at her, irritated by her nonchalance, and looped her wristcuffs over the bedpost. I don't want you attempting anything while I'm busy.

She smiled at himwhich was really quite a feat with the filthy gag in her mouth. Bloody hell, he muttered. He was utterly confused by her, and he didn't like the feeling one bit. He checked to make certain that her bindings were secure and then began to inspect the room, making sure he'd left no objects lying about that she might turn into weapons. He'd heard Carlotta De Leon was resourceful, and he had no plans to be remembered as the fool who'd underestimated her.

He pocketed a quill and a paperweight before shoving a chair out into the hall. He didn't think she looked strong enough to break the chair, but if she somehow managed to snap off a leg, the splintered wood would be a dangerous weapon indeed.

She blinked with interest when he returned.

If you want to sit down, he said curtly, you can do it on the bed.

She cocked her head in an annoyingly friendly manner and sat on the bed. Not that she had much choicehe'd bound her hands to the bedpost, after all.

Don't try to charm me by being cooperative, he warned. I know all about you.

She shrugged.

Blake snorted with disgust and turned his back on her as he finished his inspection of the room. Finally, when he was satisfied that the chamber would make an acceptable prison, he faced her, his hands planted firmly on his hips. If you have any more weapons on your person, you might as well give them up now, since I'm going to have to search you.

She lurched backward in maidenly horror, and Blake was pleased that he'd finally managed to offend her. Either that or she was a prodigiously good actress.

Well, have you any weapons? I assure you that I will grow considerably less gentle if I discover that you have attempted to conceal something.

She shook her head frantically and strained against her bindings, as if trying to get as far away from him as possible.

I'm not going to enjoy this either, he muttered. He tried not to feel like a complete cad as she shut her eyes tightly in fear and resignation. He knew that women could be just as evil and dangerous as menseven years of work for the War Office had convinced him of that basic factbut he'd never gotten used to this part of the job. He'd been brought up to treat women like ladies, and it went against everything in his moral fiber to inspect her against her will.

He cut one of her wrists free so that he could remove her cloak and proceeded to rifle through her pockets. They held nothing of interest, save for about fifty pounds in notes and coin, which seemed like a paltry sum for a notorious spy. He then moved his attention to her small satchel, dumping the contents onto the bed. Two beeswax candlesLord only knew what she wanted those for, a silverbacked hairbrush, a small Bible, a leather-bound notebook, and some underthings that he could not bring himself to sully with his touch. He supposed everyone deserved some measure of privacy, even treasonous spies.

He picked up the Bible and flipped quickly through it, making certain there was nothing concealed between its pages. Satisfied that the book contained nothing untoward, he tossed it back onto the bed, noting with interest that she flinched as he did so.

He then picked up the notebook and looked inside. Only the first few pages contained any scribblings. Contubernal, he read aloud. Halcyon. Diacritical. Titivate. Umlaut. He raised his eyebrows and read on. Three pages full of the sort of words that earned one a first at Oxford or Cambridge. What is this?

She jerked her shoulder toward her mouth, motioning to the gag.

Right, he said with a curt nod, setting the notebook next to the Bible. But before I remove that, I'll have to  His words trailed off, and he let out an unhappy exhale. Both of them knew what he had to do. If you don't struggle I'll be able to do this faster, he said grimly.

Her entire body was tense, but Blake tried to ignore her distress as he quickly patted her down. There, we're done, he said, his voice gruff. I must say I'm rather surprised you weren't carrying anything other than that pistol.

She glared at him in return.

I'll remove the gag now, but one loud noise and it's going right back in.

She nodded curtly, coughing as he removed the rag.

Blake leaned insolently against the wall as he asked, Well?

Nobody would hear me if I made a loud noise, anyway.

That much is true, he conceded. His eyes fell back upon the leather-bound notebook, and he picked it up. Now, suppose you tell me what this is all about.

She shrugged. My father always encouraged me to expand my vocabulary.

Blake stared at her in disbelief, then flipped through the opening pages again. It was some kind of code. It had to be. But he was tired, and he knew that if she confessed to something that night, it wasn't going to be anything as destructive to her cause as the key to a secret code. So he tossed the book on the bed and said, We'll talk more about this tomorrow.

She gave another one of those annoying shrugs.

He gritted his teeth. Have you anything to say for yourself?

Caroline rubbed her eyes, reminding herself that she had to remain on this man's good side. He looked dangerous, and despite his obvious discomfort at searching her, she had no doubt that he would hurt her if he deemed it necessary to his mission.

Whatever that was.

She was playing a dangerous game and she knew it. She wanted to remain here at this cushy estate as long as possibleit was certainly warmer and safer than any place she could afford on her own. To do that, however, she had to let him continue to believe that she was this Carlotta person. She had no idea how to do this; she didn't know Spanish and she certainly didn't know how a criminal was supposed to act when apprehended and tied to a bedpost.

She supposed Carlotta would try to deny everything. You have the wrong person, she said, knowing he wouldn't believe her and taking a wicked delight in the fact that she was telling the truth.

Ha! he barked. Surely you can come up with something a little more original.

She shrugged. You can believe what you want.

You seem to be acting very confidently for someone who is clearly at the disadvantage.

He had a point there, Caroline conceded. But if Carlotta truly was a spy, she'd be a master at bravado. I don't appreciate being bound, gagged, dragged across the countryside, and tied to a bedpost. Not to mention, she bit off, being forced to submit to your insulting touch.

He closed his eyes for a moment, and if Caroline hadn't known better she would have thought he was in some sort of pain. Then he opened them and once again looked at her with a hard and uncompromising gaze. He said, I find it difficult to believe, Miss De Leon, that you have come so far in your chosen profession without having had yourself searched before.

Caroline didn't know what to say to that so she just glared at him.

I'm still waiting for you to talk.

I have nothing to say. That much, at least, was true.

You might reverse your opinion after a few days without food or water.

You plan to starve me, then?

It has broken stronger men than you.

She hadn't considered this. She'd known he would yell at her, she'd thought he might even hit her, but it had never occurred to her that he might withhold food and water.

I see the prospect doesn't excite you, he drawled.

Leave me alone, she snapped. She needed to develop a plan. She needed to figure out who the devil this man was. Most of all, she needed time.

She looked him in the eye and said, I'm tired.

I'm sure you are, but I'm not particularly inclined to let you sleep.

You needn't worry about my comfort. I'm not likely to feel well-rested after spending an evening tied to the bedpost.

Oh, that, he said, and with a quick step and flick of his wrist, he cut her free.

Why did you do that? she asked suspiciously.

It pleased me to do so. Besides, you have no weapon, you can hardly overpower me, and you have no means of escape. Good night, Miss De Leon.

Her mouth fell open. You're leaving?

I did bid you good night. Then he turned on his heel and left the room, leaving her gaping at the door. She heard two keys turn in two locks before she regained her composure. My God, Caroline, she whispered to herself, what have you gotten yourself into?

Her stomach rumbled, and she wished she'd had something to eat before she'd run off that evening. Her captor appeared to be a man of his word, and if he said he wasn't going to give her food or water, she believed him.

She ran to the window and looked out. He hadn't been lying. It was at least fifty feet to the ground. But there was a ledge, and if she could find some sort of receptacle, she could put it out to collect rain and dew. She'd been hungry before; she knew she could handle that. But thirst was something else altogether.

She found a small, cylindrical container used to hold quills on the desk. The sky was still clear, but English weather being what it was, Caroline figured there was a decent chance it'd rain before morning, so she set the container on the ledge just in case.

Then she crossed to her bed and put her belongings back in her satchel. Thank the heavens her captor hadn't noticed the writing inside the Bible. Her mother had left the book to her when she died, and surely he'd have wanted to know why the name Cassandra Trent was inscribed on the inside front cover. And his reaction to her little personal dictionary  good heavens, she was going to have trouble explaining that.

Then she had the strangest feeling 

She took off her shoes and slid off the bed, walking on silent, stockinged feet until she reached the wall that bordered the hall. She moved closely along the wall until she reached the door. Bending down, she peered through the keyhole.

Aha! Just as she'd thought. A wide gray eye was peering back at her.

And good evening to you! she said loudly. Then she took her bonnet and hung it over the doorknob so that it blocked the keyhole. She didn't want to sleep in her only dress, but she certainly wasn't about to disrobe with the chance that he might be watching.

She heard him curse once, then twice. Then his footsteps echoed as he strode down the hall. Caroline stripped down to her petticoat and crawled into bed. She stared up at the ceiling and started to think.

And then she started to cough.
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