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			Chapter 1

			Gerard de Lacey did not remember his mother.

			His older brothers did. Edward had been eight, and Charlie eleven, when she died. He’d been only five, too young to have fixed memories. Sometimes his brothers would mention something about her—the songs she sang to them, the way she made their father laugh, her passion for the gardens—that made Gerard wild with envy they still had some piece of her, and he had almost nothing. Nothing bright and lovely, at any rate. Nothing that was purely his.

			He’d seen the portraits of her, of course; the portrait painted when she was a young woman newly engaged to the Duke of Durham, the formal portraits of her and his father after their marriage, the family portraits of her with her sons. He knew she’d been pretty and slim, dark-haired and blue-eyed; but that didn’t help. In one portrait she held him on her lap. They must have sat for hours for the artist like that, but try as he might, he couldn’t recall the sound of her voice or the feel of her arms around him even though he had been told she was a warm and affectionate mother, and that he had been the particular favorite of her boys. The very fact he had no real memory of her made him miss her even more, more than either of his brothers did, Gerard was sure.

			His only memory of her, in fact, was terrible. He remembered the day she died.

			His father came to breakfast that morning in the nursery. That was the first clue something was wrong although Gerard didn’t realize it at the time. His father was a larger-than-life figure to his young eyes, and it was always thrilling when Father would come striding up the stairs, his heels ringing loudly on the treads, his deep voice booming off the high-vaulted ceilings of Lastings, their house in Sussex. Gerard remembered being tossed in the air, that exhilarating feeling of flying, then the sickening plunge before being caught safely in his father’s arms. In later years he discovered it was quite rare for a man like the Duke of Durham to spend so much time with his children, but at the time it only served to make him idolize his father. Durham was the best rider, the keenest hunter, the most jovial companion, the most forceful personality Gerard ever knew.

			But that morning, Durham had been none of that. He came up the stairs grave and quiet, while they were eating their porridge. Charlie and Edward must have known why, for they didn’t say a word. Gerard, though, had no inkling until his father sat down at the round table with them as Nurse was bringing their toast.

			“I’ve brought some sad news, my lads,” said the duke heavily.

			Gerard thought it was about the puppies, just born to the duke’s best pointer bitch. Why he remembered the damned dogs and not his mother, he never could fathom.

			“It’s Mother, isn’t it?” Edward said in a small voice.

			The duke hesitated, then nodded. Edward put down his spoon.

			“What’s wrong with Mother?” Gerard asked.

			“She was very ill,” Father replied. “But now, unfortunately, she’s died.” Edward said nothing. Charlie put his head down on his arms. “I’ve written to your aunt, Lady Dowling,” Father went on. “I invited her and your cousin Philip to come stay for a few months.”

			“I don’t want Aunt Margaret,” said Gerard. “I want Mother.”

			“She’s dead,” Edward whispered.

			Gerard scowled at him. “She is not!”

			“Gerard, son, she is,” Father told him. “I wish it weren’t so.”

			His chin wobbled. Gerard knew what dead meant. It meant they took the dog—or person, he supposed, but so far he’d only seen dogs die—and dug a hole behind the stable to put them in. Surely Father would never let them do that to Mother. “I don’t believe it.”

			The duke was quiet for a moment. Gerard never forgot how the morning sun shone on his father’s forehead, the skin smooth where his hair had receded. “Would you like to see her?”

			Gerard nodded. After a moment, so did Edward.

			“Yes, sir,” mumbled Charlie. “Please.”

			The duke nodded once, and all three boys slid off their chairs to follow him, breakfast forgotten. They went down the narrow stairs that led directly into the duchess’s sitting room. It was still and quiet in there, which was unusual. Gerard often came running down those stairs to see her and climb into her lap, and the room was always full of people: the housekeeper, the duchess’s maid, servants carrying tea trays and stoking the fires and bringing letters. She never minded it, and never told him not to come, or even not to run. Today the room was deserted. The duke opened the door to her bedroom and waved one hand, sending the servants within scurrying for the door. Then Father stepped back and let them come in.

			Later, Gerard would wish he hadn’t done it. He thought perhaps, without that last, terrible view of her, he might have clung instead to some other, happier, memory of his mother. But as a child he had no idea, and he went into the room to see her lying on the bed, so altered from her normal self he could hardly recognize her. Her dark hair was pulled back from her face, which seemed to have sunk into her head. The covers had been stripped back from the bed, and she wore a stark white nightgown, which only made her skin look gray instead of its normal pink-and-white prettiness. A bundle of cloth was tucked into the crook of her arm. She didn’t look like she was sleeping.

			Beside him Edward made a gasping, snuffling sound. The duke put his hand on Edward’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, lads,” he said again, very quietly. “You may go if you like.”

			“Thank you, sir,” choked Charlie, before he turned and ran for the door. Edward sniffled, then dragged his sleeve across his face before he, too, went out without a word.

			Gerard inched closer to his father. It looked a little like Mother, there on the bed, but not really. “Is she really dead?” He looked up to see his father’s slight nod. “Why did she die, Father?”

			For a moment the duke was silent. He wore an odd expression, rather like the one Edward had the time he realized he’d broken his own new compass: distraught and guilty at the same time. Edward had even punched Charlie when Charlie pointed out it was his own fault. “It is God’s retribution,” said the duke at last, almost inaudibly. “She was too good for me.”

			Gerard looked back at his mother. He thought she was perfect. He wanted to touch her face, on the chance it might wake her up, but didn’t dare. “Are we going to bury her behind the stable?” he asked sadly. “She won’t like that, Father.”

			The duke sighed, then leaned down and scooped up Gerard in his arms. “No, son, we won’t put her there,” he murmured. “She’ll lie in the mausoleum by the chapel, and someday you’ll lay me there beside her, to keep her company.”

			“I don’t want you to die. I don’t want her to die.”

			“Neither do I,” said the duke, his voice bleak and hollow. “Neither do I.”

			“What is that?” Gerard pointed at the bundle of cloth. He could see the family crest embroidered on it in silver thread.

			“Your sister. She was born too early.”

			“Oh.” He stared at the bundle, wide-eyed. “Did she die, too?”

			“Yes.”

			Gerard put his head on his father’s shoulder. He started to put his thumb into his mouth out of habit, then remembered himself and folded his hand into a fist. “Will she stay with Mother?”

			The duke’s grip on him tightened. “Yes. She’ll stay with Mother, and I’ll stay with you and your brothers.”

			“Thank you, Father,” Gerard said softly. “I don’t want you to go away, too.”

			“I won’t, lad,” whispered his father. “I promise.”

			And Durham kept his word. He never married again, but oversaw his sons’ rearing personally, with as much demanding exactitude as he expended on everything else. Gerard recited Latin verbs and history lessons to his father until he knew them perfectly. He stood and confessed his misdeeds to his father, then took his punishment from the duke’s own hand. His father sat him on his first horse, and bought him his first commission, as a junior lieutenant of cavalry. A man must deserve responsibility, the duke said, declaring he wouldn’t buy a captaincy or a majority for a twenty-year-old boy so he could get himself and others killed. At the time Gerard seethed with impatience, but as he grew more experienced in the military, he acknowledged that his father was right. A lieutenant followed orders, hopefully learning from his superior officers before he, too, had the duty to order men into battle and the responsibility for leading them wisely. Too many majors and colonels, it became clear, had skipped the crucial step of learning, and the burden of command sat uneasily or lightly on them. It was yet another confirmation of Durham’s care for his children.

			But Gerard’s faith in his father took a dreadful blow when the duke died. With his dying breath Durham begged forgiveness, but only when they were preparing to lay him in the mausoleum beside the long-dead duchess and infant daughter did Gerard and his brothers discover what sin Durham had committed. A clandestine, scandalous marriage, years before he inherited the dukedom ... or married Gerard’s mother. A Fleet marriage that was never annulled or terminated in divorce. A marriage that could cost Gerard and his older brothers everything they’d grown up believing was theirs because it could invalidate Durham’s marriage to their mother and render them all illegitimate. And all because Durham, in his boundless arrogance and faith in his own judgment, concealed it from his sons even when threatened with exposure and ruined by a blackmailer.

			Gerard was furious with his father for that. The dukedom of Durham was enormous, one of the wealthiest in England, and all their expectations were tied to it. This sin, bursting like grapeshot among them, stripped everything away. Durham had left some specific bequests in his will, of the unentailed property he had bought as duke and of their mother’s dowry funds; but compared to what they would have had, it was laughable.

			Charlie, who had been raised to become a duke, was left a country house in Lincolnshire that nobody had much used or cared for during Durham’s lifetime, and barely enough funds to maintain it. Edward, who had devoted most of his life to running the Durham properties efficiently and prosperously, would see all his work go to benefit another, most likely that preening boor Augustus, their father’s distant cousin. And Gerard, the youngest, who had always known he would have to find some other way to distinguish himself, would be forced to give up the army career he had chosen, bled for, and come to value very highly, to be left with nothing. They would all be bastards, cast out of most good society, with only a thousand pounds a year to live on and no property at all.

			And his mother ... Gerard stayed behind after Edward and the rector and the few servants invited had left, when his father’s body had been laid to rest in the crypt. Edward gave him a curious glance, but Gerard shook his head. He knew they had much to attend to, and no time to stand around in some pose of mourning. He and Edward agreed they must go to London at once, to tell Charlie about their misfortune since Charlie hadn’t managed to make it back to Sussex even for Durham’s funeral. They had to decide what must be done to protect their inheritance because none of them was giving it up without a fight. Gerard just needed a moment before rushing off.

			So he stood in the family mausoleum, alone with the ghosts of generations, and laid his hand against the cold stone plaque on his mother’s bier. ANNE, DUCHESS OF DURHAM, it read, with the dates of her life. Below was a small note about the infant buried with her. She didn’t even have a name. Of course, she could be as illegitimate as the rest of them, thanks to their father’s carelessness. If everything fell apart, would the next duke—Augustus, curse him—remove Anne and her nameless daughter?

			He closed his eyes and said a silent promise to her. He wouldn’t let that happen to her—for her sake, for his own sake, for his brothers’, even for his father’s. One way or another, Gerard intended to save his family from the ruin that loomed before them.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			Gerard and Edward accomplished their first goal quickly since their brother Charlie turned out to be confined to his bed in London with a broken leg. As suspected, Charlie showed little sorrow for their father’s death, but shockingly, he evinced little care for the possibility that they might lose everything. Edward was sure Charlie did care, but that didn’t even truly matter to Gerard. Of greater interest to him was what they should do to solve the problem, and there was little agreement on that.

			Edward favored calling in the best solicitors in London and staking a strong legal claim to Durham before anyone else could. Once the title was awarded to Charlie, it couldn’t be taken away, no matter what evidence turned up. Gerard thought this was fine, as a starting point. He hadn’t Edward’s patience and discipline. Solicitors acted at the pace of half-asleep snails, and if they failed in the end, it would be far too late to do anything else. Charlie, of course, agreed this was a sensible plan, willing as ever to shrug off any responsibility. Charlie would have agreed with whatever was put to him so long as he could continue his self-absorbed ways. As proof, he also agreed with Gerard’s proposal that they pursue the blackmailer and deal with him in ways no solicitor could. Ever the peacemaker, Edward declared he would engage the solicitor, and Gerard could do his best to find the blackmailer. It was left unsaid that Charlie would probably do very little of any use.

			However, despite Gerard’s urging to say nothing of the possible bigamy to anyone, Edward insisted on trusting his fiancée, Lady Louisa Halston. Within two days, the most rabid gossip sheet in town printed their private scandal for all of London to read. It became impossible to walk down a street in town without being gaped at, pointed at, or jokingly asked if he intended to hie off to the Continent with his mother’s jewels. Gerard would have been tempted to have it out with his brother for trusting a woman, except that Lady Louisa also took pains to jilt Edward in the most public and humiliating way possible: in the pages of that same gossip sheet.

			Edward was better off without her—Louisa was a dull, quiet creature, although pretty enough—but he had cared for the girl. Gerard couldn’t rub salt in his brother’s wounded pride. There was nothing to be done but double his determination to find that blackmailer and dispose of him and whatever “proof” he might have of Durham’s clandestine marriage.

			He covered every possibility in London. One of the letters demanded five thousand pounds, in coin, to be left in a London churchyard on a certain gravestone. Gerard visited the church, spent a few hours chatting with the friendly rector, and learned that the grave specified was over a hundred years old and probably hadn’t been touched or visited in decades, nor had anyone asked about it. The rector was quite sure no one could have come around at night, either, as he personally locked the gate every evening. It struck Gerard as curious; why seek a ransom if no one ever attempted to collect it? The demand was made in the third letter, and the fourth letter made no mention of money at all.

			That only made him more eager to get out of the city. Edward insisted he would deal with the gossip in town although his plan, which turned out to involve a Titian-haired widow with a magnificent bosom and a siren’s voice, sounded shaky to Gerard. Not the part about the redhead—that part he understood very well, although his brother insisted it was only business between them. But it was Edward’s concern, and if he lost a bit of his reserve under the sensual widow’s influence, Gerard thought it would serve him well after Louisa’s callous treatment. All the better if Edward actually succeeded in tamping down the gossip as well.

			There was one other reason he needed to leave London, one he hadn’t felt like sharing with either of his brothers. Whether legitimate or not, Gerard was a third son. Even under the best of circumstances, he would be expected to make his own way. The title, with its properties and wealth and duties, would go to Charlie. Edward would most likely continue to run the estates, as it was highly improbable Charlie would take an interest now or develop the skills needed to take over anytime soon. Gerard had chosen the army and done well there, but it wouldn’t sustain him forever. Durham had advised him years ago that he should take notice of pretty young ladies with large dowries, and now this “Durham Dilemma,” as the gossips were calling it, only made that more urgent. Gerard meant to find the blackmailer, but he also intended to find himself a wealthy bride before his situation grew any worse. And since every lady in town was whispering of the scandal already, his best chances lay in towns outside London—towns like Bath, where two of the blackmail messages had originated.

			He managed to secure extended leave from his regiment, but then his horse needed to be reshod. An old friend from the army turned up and insisted on dining with him one night and drew him into another engagement the next evening. But finally he settled his affairs, bade his brothers farewell, and made his way out of the city, across the river. Traffic was surprisingly heavy on the road, and it was evening by the time he reached The Duck and Dog on the southernmost outskirts of London. Reluctantly he told his man, Bragg, they would stop for the night here. He had wished to be farther along, but he was hungry, and at least tomorrow they could be off at first light.

			After a hearty dinner and an excellent bottle of wine, he took out the pernicious letters once more. Two had been sent from Bath and one from London. The fourth postmark was smudged beyond reading, but as it was the first and oldest letter, Gerard set it aside. Why would they be sent from different towns? The blackmailer must travel, fairly often, between London and Bath. The first letter was dated almost a year ago. The second letter, bearing a Bath postmark, was dated eight months ago; the third, mailed from London, almost six months ago; and the fourth, again from Bath, was just over seven weeks old. Did that mean another letter would soon follow? Or would Durham’s death change the blackmailer’s calculations?

			Gerard leaned back in the chair and thought. Properly, the blackmailer would assume his demands should be directed to Charlie, unless the fellow knew anything at all about their family. Charlie might be the heir, but anyone familiar with the de Laceys would know that appealing to Edward would yield swifter and surer results. Naturally in public Edward deferred to Charlie, but in private, Edward was the unquestioned authority behind the Durham name. Perhaps the next letter would ask for money again. Perhaps it would demand something completely new, given the changed circumstances. Gerard pulled off his boots and slouched deeper into the armchair, letting all the mysteries run laps around his brain in search of an answer.

			He had just begun to doze off when someone tapped at the door. It was a light, quick knock-knock-knock, almost as if the person were testing the wood rather than requesting admittance. Gerard stayed slumped in his chair, his eyes unwilling to open just yet. Perhaps the intruder would go away, and he could drift back into the pleasant, half-asleep state he’d been in. But the knock sounded again, faster and a little harder. With a sigh, he pushed himself up from the surprisingly comfortable armchair. The blackmail letters he tucked back into his saddlebag. He’d read them enough to know every word by heart even when he wasn’t too tired to see straight. He stretched his arms and rolled his head, feeling the muscles in his back tighten and twinge. Sleeping in the chair was probably a bad idea. Sleeping in the bed sounded pretty damned good, though.

			Snapping his braces back over his shoulders, he padded across the room in stocking feet and pulled open the door. To his surprise, it wasn’t the innkeeper nor even a chambermaid, but a woman of moderately advanced age, thin and short, a pinched expression on her weathered face. She wore all black except for the ivory lace cap on her gray head. Someone’s hired companion, or the mistress of the local girls’ school. Either that, or Newgate had begun hiring female warders. Gerard couldn’t think of a single reason for a woman like her to be at his door, particularly since he hadn’t told anyone except his brothers where he was going. It put him on guard. “Good evening,” he said, keeping a firm grip on the door.

			“Good evening, Captain.” Her faded green eyes flickered up and down him, clearly unimpressed. “You are Captain Lord Gerard de Lacey, are you not?”

			Gerard’s gaze darted left, then right, but she was alone in the corridor. “Yes.”

			She gave a small nod. “My mistress will see you.”

			His eyebrows went up. “Will she, indeed? And who, pray, is your mistress?”

			“A lady.”

			“What is her name?”

			Her lips pursed up as if she were trying to swallow them. “Will you come, or will you not?”

			Gerard met her glower with a shrug. “Not. Good night, madam.”

			“I cannot say her name,” hissed the strange woman as he moved to close the door. “But she must see you. I beg of you, sir, please.”

			“Why can’t you tell me?” He crossed his arms. “If she wishes to see me, she won’t be able to conceal herself for long.”

			“She does not wish to conceal herself from you,” muttered the woman with a ferocious scowl. “She is a lady in need. Will you come, as a gentleman, or will you not?”

			Gerard smiled faintly at the stress she laid on the word “gentleman.” “What’s she in need of? Should I bring my pistol?”

			Her lips twitched, and her head came up. She gave him another examination. “Not this time,” she said, a little more civilly. “She awaits you in the private parlor below.”

			“Very well,” he said, but she had already turned on her heel and walked away. He leaned into the corridor to watch her go, the lace lappets on her cap bobbing sharply with each step. She didn’t look back.

			He closed the door. How odd. Who was the mystery lady? And how the devil had she fastened on him as her savior? Gerard knew his abiding weakness was curiosity; it had gotten him into more scrapes than he could count, and this time would probably be no different. His visitor had said not to bring a pistol this time, as if there would be other times when he should bring one. He sat down and wondered what sort of lady would need him to bring a pistol, then he pulled on his boots again. He slid his knife down inside the left one, no matter what the old woman said.

			He went down the stairs, his imagination running in ten different directions at once. This person knew who he was, so it wasn’t just some woman in distress appealing to the most capable-looking man she saw or because of his army coat. Whoever she was, she must have followed him across the river from London. He supposed it was possible he was walking into some sort of trap, but it seemed unlikely. He didn’t have anything worth stealing except his horse, and that could have been done without her speaking to him. Besides, this was a reputable inn, well kept and close to the main road. He was perfectly able to defend himself, and looked it. It could be tied to that wretched Durham Dilemma, but that could be as much to his advantage as anyone else’s.

			At the private parlor he knocked twice, then pushed the door open peremptorily. The old woman who had sought him out earlier gave him another dark look as she hurried forward. She grabbed his sleeve and almost pulled him into the room, whisking the door closed as soon as he was through it. He gave her a piqued glance, but this time she looked less impatient and more tense. Frightened, even. She motioned him on. Gerard said nothing and stepped farther into the room.

			It was empty save for the figure standing in the far corner, concealed in a cloak with the hood pulled over her head. The hem of a skirt peeped out beneath the cloak; otherwise there was no clue to the person’s sex or identity. He folded his arms and waited.

			After a moment the cloaked figure stepped forward. “Good evening, Captain. Thank you for seeing me.” Her voice was low, soft and pretty. Definitely a woman.

			Gerard made a very slight bow. “How could I refuse such a summons?”

			He couldn’t see her face but sensed the exchange of a glance between her and the older woman. “I apologize for approaching you this way.”

			“Not at all,” he replied. “I haven’t been so intrigued in days.”

			She didn’t move. “Before I explain, I must beg your promise not to speak of my visit.”

			“Who might be asking?”

			She hesitated again. “I will understand if you refuse my request for any reason. I will go away and leave you in peace forever if you wish. I only ask that you not tell anyone I came to see you. Please, sir.”

			He narrowed his eyes. Her face was still lost in the deep cowl of her hood, but he heard the thread of worry in her voice. “Very well. I won’t speak of it.”

			Her shoulders fell in relief. “Thank you.” She raised one gloved hand and pushed back the hood of her cloak.

			His first thought was that he’d been right about the old woman’s being a schoolmistress; this must be her prize student, the one who would someday take her place. She wasn’t pretty at all, with too-prominent cheekbones and a wide mouth. Her hair was dark blond and scraped back from her face as severely as the schoolmistress’s. She had fine eyes, dark in the firelight and thickly lashed, but the expression in them was opaque and utterly without warmth. Her lips were pressed into a grim line that gave no hint of their shape. She stared at him, unsmiling, for a moment, as open in her appraisal as he was in his. Gerard couldn’t recall the last time a woman had looked him over so frankly. “Shall we sit down?”

			He must have passed inspection. More amused than anything else, he decided to stay and see what she had to ask of him. He took the seat she gestured to, in front of the fire, and she finally came forward to take the opposite chair. The old woman fluttered around the back of the room before bringing two glasses of wine. Gerard waved her off, and she shot him a disapproving look but set the glass on the table beside him. His companion took a small sip of her wine and handed it back to her servant—he couldn’t believe the old woman was anything else from the way she hovered so solicitously at the younger lady’s elbow—who retired to the back of the room.

			“Your maid wouldn’t tell me your name, yet she made certain of who I was,” Gerard said. “I don’t like being toyed with, so let’s dispense with the mystery, shall we?”

			“My name is Katherine Howe,” she said. “I don’t expect you to know it.”

			“Or remember it after tonight, apparently.”

			She looked at him oddly, almost as if she didn’t understand what he said. “I know of your family—I was raised near Lastings in Sussex. Then I was Katherine Hollenbrook. My father was Mr. Edgar Hollenbrook of Henfield. He was a wool merchant.”

			He tilted his head and studied her more minutely. She had the air of a judge contemplating sentencing him to hard labor, grave and reserved and so very stiff in her chair. “I’m afraid I don’t recognize the name. I’ve not been in Henfield these last five years or more.”

			“I don’t expect you to recognize it. I tell you merely to assure you that I’m familiar with your situation and am not acting capriciously. My family knew of yours—your father in particular. I decided to approach you when I heard the recent rumors in London.”

			Gerard’s temper stirred. “Well, if you’ve come to stir up trouble in that regard, you’ll have to join the queue,” he drawled. “And I think that ends our conversation.” He started to get to his feet.

			“Wait.” She held up her hand. “I haven’t finished.”

			“Yes, I think you have.” He started walking toward the door.

			“I came to make you a proposition,” she said in a rush as his hand closed on the doorknob. “One that will suit both our needs.”

			He turned and flashed a disdainful smirk at her. How dare she come try to take advantage of his family’s troubles? “Unless you want to come upstairs and warm my bed for the night, I can’t think of anything you could offer me to suit my needs.”

			Her jaw firmed. Her glare was withering. If she’d had a switch, she probably would have blistered his palm with it. “I came to propose a marriage, Captain,” she said coldly. “If the rumors are true, you will be disinherited and declared a bastard. You will need money. I have money, but need a protector.”

			“I don’t need money badly enough to marry the first woman who offers herself,” he growled.

			She raised her chin. “You will.”

			“I’ll let you know when it happens.”

			“Don’t you dare leave, Captain!”

			Gerard was so astonished by the order, he turned around. She was pale and rigid with fury, on her feet now with hands in fists at her sides. The old woman stood behind her, clutching the wine bottle as if to hurl it at his head if he set foot outside the room. He put his hands on his hips, annoyed with himself as much as with her. Damn his curiosity. He should have ignored the knock on his door and stayed peaceably in his room. “Why not?”

			“Please let me explain,” she said stiffly. Her throat worked. “I apologize for the abruptness of my manner. I haven’t much time before I must be home.”

			“You came to propose marriage to a man you’d never met, and you can’t spare more than a few minutes for it?”

			“No,” she said bitterly. “I’ll be missed if I don’t return soon, and if that occurs, this will all have been for naught, whatever you decide.” She took a deep breath. “I am in a desperate moment, Captain. Please listen to what I have to say. If you decline, I’ll leave, and you’ll never hear from me again, you have my word.”

			Gerard sighed. Damned, damned curiosity. “Very well.” He stalked back to the chair and dropped into it.

			Slowly Katherine Howe sank to her seat as well, watching him as if afraid he would bolt from the room. “I need a husband,” she said baldly. “You are—or very soon may be—in want of a wife with money if the rumors about your father are true. I have heard you will be left virtually penniless if your brother cannot inherit the dukedom of Durham.”

			“Not quite,” Gerard said in clipped tones, “but go on.”

			She clasped her hands in her lap, lacing her fingers together. Her thumbs dug into the backs of her hands so hard, the leather of her gloves creased. “My father left me a large fortune. He made it in trade, but money is money. When I was younger, he arranged an advantageous marriage for me, to Viscount Howe of West Sussex. Lord Howe was older than I, but desperately in need of funds. My parents were pleased with the connection, Howe was pleased with my marriage portion, and it was done. Howe died last year, and his nephew Lucien inherited the viscountcy.”

			“And you cannot wait to cast off the widow’s weeds?” Gerard asked when she fell silent.

			“Very much the contrary.” Her expression turned stony. “I would gladly wear them for the rest of my life. Instead I’m now being pressured to marry Lucien, whom I cannot abide.”

			“I presume he wants your money as well.”

			Again she gave him that queer look. “No. It is worse. Not only did Howe spend my marriage portion, he borrowed a large sum from my father. The expectation, of course, was that my father’s wealth would descend to me at his death, then to my children, and there would be no need for repayment. Unfortunately for Lucien, Howe died before my father, without a child. By the terms of my father’s will and the loan agreement, I now hold the note against the Howe estate. Not only must Lucien return half my dowry since I had no children, but he owes me the sum of the loan as well.”

			“Which, naturally, he does not have.” Gerard guessed.

			She nodded once. “My husband did not spend wisely. Even if Lucien wished to, it’s unlikely he could borrow enough to repay me, given the state of the Howe finances. He could pursue an heiress, but most would be unhappy to hear that the bulk of their fortune must be paid out immediately to me.”

			Gerard studied her. In the firelight she looked almost bloodless, cold and hard like alabaster. “You needn’t call in the loan—ever, let alone at once.”

			“But I could,” was her answer. “And Lucien will never forget it.”

			He leaned back in his chair and stretched out his feet toward the fire. “So the new Lord Howe finds it easier to wed you than bestir himself to honor his uncle’s debts in some other way. Sounds a bit lazy to me.”

			“Yes.”

			“And you would rather marry a complete stranger than simply take your own house and hire a solicitor.”

			She sighed and spoke with slow deliberation. “Lucien has all my property still under his control. He will not let me leave at will. Mrs. Dennis is the only person in the whole household I can trust.” The old lady sharpened her minatory eye on Gerard. “And I would rather die than marry Lucien. I am sure my death would suit him just as well as a wedding—perhaps even more so—which is why I will take any other option open to me. And at the moment, those options are limited to you.”

			Gerard picked up the glass of wine the older woman had poured for him earlier. He held it up as if studying the hue of the burgundy, then took a long sip. He hated being treated like an idiot, particularly by a woman who claimed to be in desperate need of his help. She was going to have to work for it if she truly wanted him to marry her. Because, curse it all, she was absolutely right about his needing money, from her or some other heiress. “And why have I been so fortunate to be preferred over both Lucien and death?”

			“My father respected your father. He called him an honorable man.”

			He raised one eyebrow skeptically. “You chose me because of my father?”

			“You’re a military man of some acclaim. I’ve read about you in the papers.”

			“You must have an extraordinary memory to remember a passing mention here and there. And I don’t think war heroes make the best husbands in any event.”

			She gave him a quelling look, as if he were a naughty schoolboy for contradicting her. “If you wish to hear my explanation, perhaps you could keep silent long enough for me to give it.”

			Gerard grinned, perversely amused at her prissy manner. “Of course. Go on, my dear.”

			A flicker of discomfort crossed her face at the endearment. Interesting, he thought, but she didn’t say anything about it. “As I was saying,” she continued acidly, “I believe you to be an honorable man. I did not choose you at random but based on your family and your personal merit. Whatever else you might think of my request, please don’t think it hasty or ill considered.”

			“As you wish.” He sipped some more wine. “You’ve set forth a persuasive case for you to marry me, illustrious, dashing fellow that I am. Now tell me why I should marry you.”

			Mrs. Dennis stirred, her face pinched up in disapproval. “No!” Katherine Howe turned her head sharply toward her servant. “It is a fair question.” She faced Gerard again, and took a deep breath. “Rumor holds that you are about to lose your entire inheritance. If you are stripped of your birthright and pronounced a bastard, as whispers in London indicate, you won’t be an eligible husband for any young lady, let alone one of good family and fortune. You hold a captaincy, but you’re ambitious; it will be expensive to rise to higher rank. In addition, I imagine it would be quite difficult to adjust to life without a fortune when you’ve been raised as a son of immense wealth and privilege. In your place, any clever man would look around at once for an heiress to marry, while the scandalous rumors are still just rumor and not known fact. If the rumors are disproved, you would still be a third son, who no doubt would have wanted an heiress anyway. If the rumors stand ...” She shrugged, a very slight movement. “Your chances of finding a wealthy wife are at their best right now.”

			“Hmm.” Right in every particular, to Gerard’s disgust. She might look as plain as boiled pudding, but there was nothing lacking in her brain. “But why you in particular?”

			“My fortune is over one hundred thousand pounds, including the loan Lucien still owes.”

			Indeed. That was far more than he had expected, and Gerard had to work hard to keep his astonishment from showing. He could tell from her face that the sum was her trump card, that she expected him to be bowled over by the amount and fall to his knees, stammering acceptance. And damn it all, it was a near call. Many men would have, even those not caught in the coils of his present situation. Gerard hated to admit it, but part of him wanted to do it. He’d wanted to find a wealthy bride, and here was one presenting herself to him without any effort on his part—yet—and with a larger fortune than he’d even hoped for. All he had to say was yes.

			But the other, more cynical, part of him wasn’t about to be bought that easily. Marriage was forever, as his father had demonstrated all too well, and the only thing worse than not being able to find a wife was having one he would give anything to be rid of. Gerard had seen men who had sold themselves for a fortune and spent the rest of their lives repenting the poor bargain. Katherine Howe didn’t look intimidating, but he’d seen enough steel in her to know she wasn’t going to be a quiet, biddable wife who never troubled him. Not even for a hundred thousand pounds would Gerard let himself be tied to her apron strings or kept under her thumb, and she might as well realize that now.

			“Impressive,” he said carelessly. “What else? There’s more to marriage than money.”

			For the first time a spot of color came into her cheeks. “I won’t be a demanding wife, Captain, but I will be a loyal one. I shall do my utmost not to impose on you. I know I’m not a beauty, and I am old, past the usual age for bearing children. But in every other respect I shall give you no reason to regret wedding me.”

			“Then you don’t intend this to be a sterile marriage of convenience?”

			The color in her face grew brighter. “I would be satisfied with one. But if you insist on more, I will agree.”

			And then she would lie there like a wooden doll, he thought. It must be a sign of what lengths she would go to in order to persuade him. She obviously wasn’t keen on the prospect, given her stiff, prickly attitude and obvious disinterest in lovemaking. He didn’t see the need to force a wife to accommodate him when he could easily find someone else who would actually enjoy the experience. Still, he didn’t want to tie himself for life to a cold, untouchable woman. Who knew—perhaps with a little coaxing, Katherine Howe would thaw and soften. Some men might see it as a challenge to warm her up. Gerard, unfortunately, tended to be one of those men.

			“Very well,” he replied opaquely, neither confirming nor denying her implied question. “But—you’ll pardon my wariness—your proposal comes with some significant shadows about it. You’ve done your research; I hope you’ll allow me to do mine as I ponder your proposal.”

			“Of course.” She put one hand into her pocket and drew out a sealed letter. “You may speak to my father’s solicitor in the City, who knows all the particulars. This letter will assure him he may speak to you in confidence. I hope that will be sufficient.”

			Gerard took the packet and tapped it against his knee. “It should be.” Along with some other discreet probing of his own, of course. “How shall I inform you of my decision? Where is your home?”

			“You cannot come to the house,” she said quickly. “Whatever your answer is. I—I shall return here. How long do you need?”

			“I hadn’t planned to stay that long,” Gerard said, watching her from beneath lowered eyelids. “I have pressing concerns elsewhere and expected to quit London in the morning.”

			She didn’t move. “Should I take that as refusal?”

			“No.” He turned her letter over, gingerly, as one might handle any dangerous object. Was this the solution to his quandary or an invitation to further disaster? “Not yet.”

			“I also would appreciate an answer as soon as possible,” she said.

			He glanced at her. “So you can find another candidate if I say no.”

			“Yes.” She spat the word out.

			“Very well.” Gerard sat forward in his chair. “Two days? Three?”

			She flinched backward at his movement, but nodded. “Yes. I can return in three nights.”

			“I suppose I can’t offer to escort you home.”

			“No, that isn’t necessary.” She got to her feet, and Gerard did the same. Although not a tiny thing, she still only came to his shoulder. Watching her intently in the firelight, Gerard caught the flicker of unease in her face as she sized him up from so close. He wondered if her husband had beaten her; she had the defiant but skittish posture of someone who’d been abused. “Thank you,” she said stiffly, raising her gaze to his.

			He bowed, never looking away from her face. “It appears I should thank you. I shall expect you in three nights.”

			She just nodded, and he turned to go. At the door he paused and looked back at her. He held up the letter, which had his name written on the front in a neat, small hand. “Were you that certain I would say yes?”

			“No.” She was pulling her cloak around her again but met his eyes steadily. “But I was that certain you would consider it.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 3

			The second the door closed behind Captain de Lacey, Katherine whirled to Mrs. Dennis. “What do you think, Birdie?” she whispered as she retied her cloak. “What is your impression of him?”

			Birdie snorted, reaching for her own cloak. “Determined. Suspicious. Not used to being thwarted. That one’ll work out every secret you have.”

			“But big,” Katherine said softly, casting another glance at the door. “And strong.” Gerard de Lacey was tall and broad and all man. Not fat in the slightest, and he looked strong enough to break her in two. When he’d reached out to take the letter from her, just the size of his hands had taken her aback. She remembered him as a tall stripling of a fellow, his boyish face alight with laughter. That had been over a decade ago, but she hadn’t been able to alter the image in her mind. The Gerard she remembered was kind and patient, even to a plain, awkward girl too shy to speak properly to him. She knew she hadn’t improved in looks, but at least she’d become bolder.

			Of course he barely resembled that boy in her memory, from the several stone of muscle he’d put on to the way his face had filled out and grown sharply attractive. When he stepped into the room, her first thought was that Birdie must have knocked on the wrong door and summoned the wrong man, a powerful, dangerous man with a cynical intelligence glinting in his eyes. Not until she took a step forward and got a better look at his face was she assured it really was Gerard de Lacey, the charming boy grown into a man. It was clear he didn’t remember her at all—she hadn’t really expected him to although some stupid corner of her heart harbored hope that he might, just a little. Once she saw him, though, it was almost a relief he did not. If she’d known before their meeting how much he had changed...

			But she hadn’t. Katherine tried not to think about those changes except as they related to her immediate need, and not how much they appealed to more frivolous feelings like attraction. She needed a husband who would stand between her and Lucien Howe’s demands. Gerard de Lacey needed a wife with money. Whether he was strong and broad-shouldered, or skinny and balding, all that mattered was his willingness to help her. She had chosen him mainly for his family connections and his need of her, not his physical appeal. She would do well to keep that thought firmly in mind, and all others out.

			She finished tying her cloak and pulled the hood far down over her face until she could only see the floor in front of her. Birdie went to the door and peered cautiously out, then whispered for her to come. Without a word Katherine followed. Her heart had barely calmed down from the shock of Captain de Lacey’s appearance and the stress of their interview; now it thumped hard and fast inside her chest as they hurried quietly down the back corridor of the inn and out the door to the stand of trees near the road where they had told the hired hackney to wait. If she got caught sneaking out of London this way, it wouldn’t matter what the captain decided; she’d never be able to get out of the house again to hear his answer.

			The driver had drifted off to sleep on his box but roused when Birdie poked his foot. Katherine climbed into the carriage without looking his way. A moment later Birdie joined her, and the cab lurched forward.

			“I offered him an extra half crown if he gets us back before the hour,” Birdie said.

			“Very good.” Katherine undid the bundle of clothing left on the floor of the carriage. She knew they were cutting it very fine with this expedition and hadn’t a moment to waste. She shook out her nightdress and handed it to Birdie with her slippers.

			“You spoke longer than anticipated with him.” Birdie took the cloak from her when Katherine pulled it off. “Was he not what you expected?”

			“Partially.” Katherine stripped off her gloves and began unbuttoning her dress. “Not quite as I remembered him, but he’ll do.”

			Birdie sniffed. She had fretted over this from the moment Katherine told her of it, but like the dutiful abigail she was, she hadn’t argued. Katherine still felt Birdie’s worry, for it scraped at the edges of her own mind. She had turned this plan over in her mind for some time, but choosing the captain in particular was the act of an impulse. She saw his name—or rather, his father’s name—in the scandal papers, and the idea came to her like a bolt of lightning. She had been straining to think of a gentleman who might suit her purpose and be amenable to her suggestion, and here was one she knew, however slightly, and even admired, however secretly, in dire need of someone just like her. It seemed a sign of divine providence.

			It had taken her two days to learn where to find him without arousing suspicion, and then she had almost missed him entirely, for he was about to leave town. Birdie paid a large percentage of Katherine’s dwindling pin money to a groom at Durham House to find out where he was headed. By a stroke of good fortune, Lucien was out that night at one of his meetings, and Katherine was able to plead a headache to her mother, then sneak out with Birdie after dinner. Then they traveled all the way across London, over the river to this inn on the main road away from town. It took quite some time, but Katherine was immensely grateful it was even possible. Just one more day of delay would have meant disaster, for the captain would have been too far out of town for her to catch.

			Not that she was safe yet, though. She wriggled out of the dress and petticoat, and Birdie bundled them into a ball. It took some doing to unlace her stays and get them off in the dark, narrow carriage, even with Birdie’s help, but she finally slipped her nightdress over her head. She took off her shoes and put on her slippers over her woolen stockings. The chill night air raised gooseflesh on her limbs, and she shivered as she pulled the cloak gratefully back around herself.

			“You’ll catch your death of cold,” muttered Birdie. “Such foolishness this was.”

			“It would have been more foolish to do nothing,” Katherine replied.

			“Hard to say yet.”

			“I say so.”

			Birdie’s mouth twisted, but she said nothing more. She motioned with one hand. “Turn, so I can take down your hair.”

			Katherine obediently twisted on the seat. She clenched her teeth as Birdie tugged and pulled, fishing out the handful of pins that secured her hair in a tight knot at her neck. She wished she’d been able to meet the captain looking well dressed and groomed instead of like a runaway from the workhouse, but it was vital she not be seen or recognized. Her mother had assured Lucien that Katherine would surely accept his proposal, so he grudgingly allowed her some freedom. If he came to suspect she was scheming to wed someone else and deprive him of her money, he would put an end to it at once. And to be honest, Katherine admitted that even at her best, her looks weren’t likely to sway the captain one way or another. Perhaps it was better that he saw her first at her most drab; then she could only improve on further acquaintance.

			Birdie was just plaiting her hair into a long braid when the carriage slowed to a stop. Again the abigail stepped down first, waving behind her back for Katherine when it was safe. Head down, she slipped from the cab and walked quickly away, whisking into the darkest shadows in an alley nearby. After Birdie paid the driver and the cab rattled away over the cobbles, Katherine peeked around the corner. The square was dark and quiet. The house across the street was also rather dark, which was a good sign; Lucien probably wasn’t home yet.

			Birdie hustled up and Katherine handed her the bundle of clothes. Together they hurried silently across the street, circling the square until they reached the mews near the house. Again Birdie went in first. Katherine huddled in her cloak, waiting, sure the pounding of her heart would be audible to each and every neighbor. She listened to Birdie talk with the housekeeper for a moment, then with a male servant. The minutes ticked by, and her feet grew numb in her slippers. She could hear an occasional carriage rattle past on the street in front of the house but kept her eyes resolutely fixed on the door.

			Finally Birdie opened it and beckoned to her. Instantly Katherine slipped into the house, shedding her cloak in one quick motion into Birdie’s waiting arm. Her abigail pressed a candle into her hand and pushed her toward the stairs. “He’s home,” she whispered, putting her cheek almost against Katherine’s as she draped a shawl around her shoulders. “Go quietly.”

			Katherine nodded. Her nerves were gone now, for the most part. She was back in the house, dressed for bed, with no proof she’d been away. She mounted the stairs quietly but no longer afraid of being caught.

			Which, of course, she was, by Lucien himself, in the corridor outside her room. “There you are,” he said in his vaguely reproving way. “You weren’t in your room.”

			Of course he looked in her room. He considered every inch of the house his, open to his inspection at any moment. Katherine walked past him and opened her door, no longer wasting her breath in protesting it. “I wanted a cup of tea and went to fetch Birdie.”

			“She should answer the bell,” he said, following her into the room but leaving the door open. “I’ve half a mind to sack such a lazy servant.”

			“She is my abigail, and I would be lost without her. I gave her leave to go out this evening since I was indisposed.” Katherine hated to subject Birdie to Lucien’s censure, but everyone knew Birdie had left the house. There was nothing to gain by trying to hide it. At least claiming she had given Birdie permission to go meant Lucien couldn’t direct his full ire on the abigail. Katherine set her candle down on the mantel. The room looked as she had left it, a fire burning low and a lamp glowing on the table by the armchair near the hearth. “Why were you looking for me?”

			He glanced pointedly at the bed, cloaked in shadows in the corner but clearly untouched. “I wished to see that you were well, but obviously you are. Your headache, I presume, is better?”

			“Some. I couldn’t sleep,” she said evenly. “I was reading.” She gestured toward the chair.

			He walked over and picked up the book she had left on the table. “Tillotson’s Sermons.” He glanced at her, pleasure lighting his face for the first time. “I’m pleased to see you reading it.”

			“Every night.” Lucien had given her the book and urged her to read it, so she did. Every night she read another sentence or two, just to prove it. She might have had more respect for Lucien’s devout faith if he hadn’t used it as a cudgel against her, berating her for any sign of independence or gaiety, which he termed willfulness and indecency. Katherine never thought of herself as
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