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Prologue


London—June 1806

Gemma Barton paced restlessly up and down the length of the drawing room. Her aunt sat in a corner, knitting and dozing, oblivious to her niece’s mood. It was almost teatime.

Where was Rob?

She’d sent a note to him hours ago, imploring him to come to her. Perhaps she hadn’t conveyed her desperation enough because he hadn’t shown up yet. She paused and looked out the window, trying to calm herself. Rob wasn’t at her beck and call. She knew how busy he was since he reported for military duty soon. His father, the Earl of Covington, had purchased his younger son a commission upon his graduation from university a month ago. Rob would leave at week’s end for a brief training period and then join Wellesley’s staff as an aide.

Funny, but she’d never pictured her best friend as an army officer. She’d seen him more as a Cambridge don. He was adept at anything academic. He spoke four languages fluently and could get by in three more. Computing complicated mathematical formulas in his head proved easy for him, while Gemma needed paper to add anything in double figures. Rob spouted historical dates and could draw detailed maps of various countries in his sleep. Even though second sons were usually destined for a military career, she’d thought Lord Covington would make an exception and allow Rob to pursue a gentler kind of life, one more suited for his temperament.

Not with England at war, though. Rob confided to Gemma that although he loathed the idea of charging into battle, he was willing to do his part for king and country. She knew, though, that Lord Covington had more than nudged his son into accepting the commission. She only wished it was Richard, the earl’s older son, who left to fight. Richard was lazy and irresponsible and already at five and twenty in more debt than a young man his age should be. He had markers out all over town and gambled far too recklessly. Gemma thought Richard would make a terrible earl and that it should be Rob, the responsible one of the two brothers, who should inherit.

She thought it unfair that a man’s title and estate had to pass to his eldest son. Richard would most likely bankrupt the estate once he became Covington, while Rob would have been a caring landlord who watched over his tenants. Instead, her friend would be stuck in the army for God knew how many years as the fight with Bonaparte raged on.

A maid rolled in the teacart and Aunt Sylvia perked up.

“Oh, I do hope Cook made some of that spice cake again,” she said, greedily eyeing the items on the cart.

As the servant left, their butler stepped into the room and said, “The Honorable Robert Smythe.”

Relief washed through Gemma. “Do send him in at once.”

Moments later, Rob rounded the corner, a ready smile for her. He greeted her aunt first and then Gemma.

Knowing it would arouse her aunt’s suspicions if they took off with tea awaiting, Gemma asked, “Would you like some tea, Rob?”

“Certainly. Especially if it comes with a biscuit or slice of cake. Your cook makes the most marvelously moist cakes. She could definitely show ours a thing or two in the kitchen.”

Gemma poured tea for the three of them and they spent the next half-hour discussing Rob’s leaving at the end of the week.

“Training first, for a short while, and then I’ll report to the higher ups.”

He sounded optimistic but she knew how much he dreaded going, leaving behind his treasured books and friends.

“You will be a credit to your country, Mr. Smythe,” Aunt Sylvia proclaimed.

After requesting a second cup of tea from her, Gemma flashed Rob a sign that she needed to speak to him as she poured.

He sipped at it and then said, “I think what I’ll miss most is how green England is. Our parks. The gardens.” He paused and then said, “Would you have time to walk with me now in Hyde Park, Gem? I may not have another opportunity to do so.”

She looked to her aunt, who nodded in agreement and added, “Don’t forget you have the Parkington ball tonight.” Sylvia smiled slyly. “I believe it will be quite the night for you, my dear.”

Her words confirmed Gemma’s worst fears.

She and Rob left the room and she quickly went to her bedchamber. Pinning on her hat, she collected her reticule before joining her friend again in the foyer.

They started toward the park, which was only a few blocks from the Barton townhouse. Gemma tucked her hand through Rob’s arm.

“I came as soon as I could, Gem,” he apologized.

“I know you have many obligations before you leave,” she said. “But I am in need of your advice.”

He grinned. “Has someone asked for your hand? Do I need to give my approval of this husband-to-be?”

It was a logical question, considering Gemma was in her second Season and had just turned twenty. During her come-out, she’d made many friends and had several young men interested in her. None had struck her as someone she wished to spend the rest of her life with, though. Already two months into the current Season, she still hadn’t found anyone who interested her enough.

That’s where the problem began.

Her father, Sir William Barton, was rarely home. He worked at the War Office and spent most of his waking hours there thanks to the threat of Bonaparte. Her father had sat her down two weeks ago and explained that she needed to find a husband to take her off his hands. Sir William claimed he worried that Gemma’s standards were too high. She needed to broaden her outlook and find a husband this Season—or he’d do so for her.

The pressure to wed quickly had made her anxious. Then she’d stumbled across something she was never meant to see.

It changed everything.

She hadn’t meant to snoop. She’d merely gone to her father’s study to leave him a note since it was their chief form of communication with him gone at all hours and her at ton events. That was where she’d seen the letter from Lord Willows on his desk. It caught her attention as she placed her own note down because she caught sight of her name. She read it quickly, horrified that the old codger had offered for her. He was at least seventy-five and rich as Croesus.

But the thought of lying with him made her ill. His gnarled hands stroking her naked flesh. His dry, withered lips against hers. It was enough to cause Gemma to convert to Catholicism and enter a convent. Or shave her head and dress as a man so she could enlist as a soldier. Anything but marry Lord Willows.

“Yes, Rob. Lord Willows wishes to wed me—and I think Father has agreed to the match.”

“What?” He stopped dead in his tracks. “He’s got to be seventy if a day. Possibly eighty. Oh, no, Gemma. You cannot marry such a man.”

“Father recently told me I must wed by the end of this Season. He wants me gone from the house and another man’s responsibility.” Tears welled in her eyes. “I can’t do it. I just can’t. Give me some advice. Tell me what to do.”

Actually, Gemma knew exactly what she wanted. For Rob to marry her.

They started walking again. He remained silent as they entered the park. The fashionable hour to be seen had begun and carriages and strolling couples were everywhere.

Rob led her to a bench and took a seat beside her.

“I would say you could marry me, Gem, but you know why you can’t.”

She knew exactly what he referred to.

“That’s the beauty of it, Rob. You can. We could marry by special license before you leave for the war.”

He frowned. “And what would that get you, Gem? My name alone. I don’t have a farthing beyond what Father bestows upon me. He’s already spent a small fortune purchasing my commission.”

She took his hand and gazed directly into his pale, blue eyes. “Don’t you see, Rob? If I have your name, I have my freedom. Father couldn’t tell me what to do anymore. I wouldn’t have to wed Willows.” She paused. “And when you return? We would be husband and wife—in name only, of course. You could... pursue whomever you wished.”

A shadow crossed his handsome face. “I couldn’t do that to you, Gem. What kind of life would that be for you?” He swallowed. “You know I could never be a true husband to you.”

She looked at him with affection. “But I would be wed to my best friend. I would be happy, Rob. I truly would.”

“What about children?”

“There are couples who don’t have children. Either by choice or the inability to do so. We would merely be one of them. It’s not as if you need an heir. You don’t possess a title.”

Gemma saw him wavering and knew in that moment he would rescue her.

“Where would you live?”

“I suppose with your father and Richard. After all, I would be a member of your family. Being a married woman, though, I would no longer need a maid trailing after me everywhere I went. I could accept the social invitations I choose. Enjoy time with my friends. I could read. Work my puzzles and play music. Garden. If I marry you, Rob, I gain my independence. If I don’t, Father will shove me off on Willows.”

“He’s wealthy, Gem,” her friend pointed out. “He’s only got a few years left. If you could stand being wed to him for a short while, you’d end up a very rich widow.”

She frowned at him. “When have I ever cared about money?”

“Never,” he admitted.

“Rob, do this for me. For us. You’ll have your liberty when you come home, as well. We can entertain and attend social outings together and then as most married couples do, simply go our own way when they end. Please. Will you do this for me? For us?”

He squeezed her hand. “All right. I only hope you don’t regret it. So, when do you want me to speak to Sir William?”

“My intuition tells me that Lord Willows will approach me tonight and ask for my hand. Because of that, I think we need to do something spectacular at the ball to prevent that from happening.”

He eyed her warily. “What do you mean?”

She grinned. “I think you’ll need to ruin me.”

“Ruin you?” he hissed and then looked around to see if any passersby had heard him. Glancing back to her, he said, “You’re mad.”

“Mad enough to do whatever it takes not to wed a man old enough to be my grandfather. Or great-grandfather.”

Rob shook his head, resigned. He’d done so before, many times, especially when he’d gone along with her wild schemes from the time they were children and lived on adjoining estates.

“I think we’ll need to be found in a very compromising position. So compromising that you’ll need to purchase a special license tomorrow morning. We can wed in the afternoon. Or the next day at the latest.”

He sighed. “What am I to do?”

Gemma told him.

[image: *]*

Gemma and her aunt arrived at the Parkington ball later than she preferred but she didn’t want to risk the chance of Willows claiming dances and making his offer—so she’d dawdled getting ready. She knew for certain that the man would request her hand because Aunt Sylvia had let slip that her brother would stop by tonight’s ball. Sir William Barton never had time to attend balls. For him to come to this one meant only one thing—he would announce his daughter’s engagement.

She took the programme du bal handed to her by a footman and skirted the room. A few gentlemen stopped her and signed their names to her dance card. She found Rob, already wearing his officer’s uniform and looking quite dashing in it, and had him sign it, as well.

“After the fourth dance, meet me in the library,” she told him.

Gemma went to a group of women which included Lady Bilton and her sister, whose name Gemma couldn’t recall. The women were two of the biggest gossips of the ton and she knew Lady Bilton had seen her and Rob in the park today.

“Good evening, Lady Bilton,” she said demurely and also greeted the others in the circle.

“Was that Robert Smythe I saw you with today?” the woman immediately asked, needing confirmation for what she’d no doubt already told the women present.

“Yes, my lady,” Gemma said sweetly. “Rob is the son of Lord Covington, whose country estate lies next to ours. Rob and I grew up together. He’s a very dear friend to me.”

“Hmm,” the viscountess said. “You seemed very familiar with him today. You sat quite close together. And you call him Rob?”

Her cheeks heated and Gemma knew that would add to the gossip. It was only natural, though, with her being the center of attention to so many.

“As I said, Lady Bilton, we’ve known each other since the cradle. Rob is leaving to take up his commission soon.” She paused and then breathily said, “I will miss him more than I can say.”

Drawing the woman aside slightly, Gemma added with bright eyes, “He’s signed my dance card twice for tonight—and asked me to meet him in the library after the fourth dance. Do you think... that’s a good thing?” she asked innocently.

The voracious gossip’s eyes lit up. “Oh, I see. Well, Mr. Smythe is a very handsome man.”

“Isn’t he?” she asked dreamily.

Rob actually was one of the most handsome men present tonight, which would add to this woman’s need to see what the two of them would be doing in the library.

The musicians began tuning their instruments and she said, “I must return to my aunt. My first dance partner will be looking for me. It was nice speaking with you, Lady Bilton.”

Gemma headed toward her aunt and saw Lord Willows standing beside her. She veered to her right and came up behind her first dance partner, who gazed across the room trying to locate her.

“Here I am,” she said.

“I was searching for you, Miss Barton. I feared we would miss our dance together.”

The music began and he led her onto the dance floor. At one point, she felt eyes boring into her and saw Lord Willows’ intent gaze upon her. Gooseflesh danced across her arms.

Rob claimed her for the second dance and she told him she’d laid the groundwork.

“You’ll just need to do your part. And be convincing.”

He smiled at her fondly. “That won’t be hard. You are the dearest person in the world to me, Gem. And just think, I’ll have a wife to come home to. Let’s just hope this bloody war doesn’t go on forever.”

She caught sight of Willows again, who moved around the edge of the room, stalking them.

“Do you see him?” she asked softly. “No, don’t look.”

“He’s been glaring at me the entire dance. Don’t worry, I’ll steer us away from him.”

When the music ended, she said, “I’ll go hide in the retiring room. See you soon.”

Gemma walked quickly and hurried inside, where only a few women were since it was still early. She played with her hair and even swiped a little color on her lips for good measure. Rob would be the one wearing it soon. She figured enough time had passed since she left the room and headed toward the library. Reaching it, she slipped inside and found Rob already there, looking a bit nervous.

“You don’t have to kiss me on the mouth,” she assured him. “I know that would be like kissing your sister if you had one. But we must be convincing.”

She led him to a settee and had him sit before she plopped into his lap.

He blushed. “This is a bit awkward.”

“That’s all right. It’s supposed to be.”

Quickly, she kissed his cheek hard enough for some of the color to remain behind. Then Gemma hiked up her skirts to her knees and had him place a hand on one of them. She pulled a couple of pins from her hair and let a few curls go astray.

“You look like a seductress,” Rob murmured. “And you’re the most beautiful woman here tonight, Gem.”

“Thank you for doing this, Rob. You were the only one I could’ve asked it of.”

He beamed at her. “What are best friends for?”

He kissed her throat and she leaned her head back to give him better access, closing her eyes. Her gown was one that rested off her shoulders and she tugged one shoulder down slightly.

Gemma sensed someone’s presence and whispered, “Put your hand on my breast.”

Rob did, his lips still against her throat, where her pulse beat wildly. His hand caressed her knee and the other kneaded her breast.

“Oh, my!” a loud voice exclaimed.

She felt Rob’s smile against her throat and then he went into action, pushing her from his lap and leaping to his feet. He should have gone on the stage. He perfectly captured the look of an interrupted lover. Surprised. Slightly embarrassed. Then he stood stoically, as a man who faced the music.

For her part, Gemma slid the gown back up and pushed her skirts down. She saw not only Lady Bilton there but the woman’s sister, along with Lord Bilton.

She almost roared with laughter at the other two men who accompanied them.

Her father... and Lord Willows...

Gemma stood and Rob came and put an arm about her as her father rushed toward them. Not wishing to miss a word, the others followed in close pursuit.

“What is the meaning of this?” Sir William demanded, glaring at Rob and then Gemma.

“I love Gemma,” Rob said resolutely. “I always have, Sir William. I wanted her to know of my feelings before I went off to war.”

“You wanted up her skirts,” her father declared angrily. “Leaving was just an excuse.”

“Has she behaved this way with others?” Lord Willows demanded. He harrumphed. “This is not the chit for me, Barton.” The nobleman stalked away.

“Father, I’ve never done anything like this before, much less with anyone else,” Gemma said, noting Lady Bilton and her sister hanging on every word.

“And you won’t with anyone else,” he said, his disgust obvious. Looking at Rob, he added, “I expect you to wed my daughter before you run away to war, Smythe.”

“I will purchase a special license tomorrow morning, Sir William. We can wed—”

“You’ll wed tomorrow afternoon,” her father interrupted. “This will be scandalous enough as it is. The sooner you slip a wedding ring on Gemma’s finger, the better.”

He retreated. Lady Bilton shot her a triumphant look and Gemma lowered her eyes, trying not to laugh. She waited until she sensed them gone and raised her eyes.

Rob took her in his arms and hugged her tightly. “We did it, Gem. We did it.”

“We most certainly did.”
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Chapter One


Spain—September 1808

Burke Nicholson brushed a lock of the woman’s hair from her face and then gave her a soft kiss before rising from the bed.

“When will I see you again?” she asked, hunger for him still in her eyes.

“Hopefully, soon,” he lied, knowing he wouldn’t be in her bed ever again.

He’d ascertained that he’d gathered all the information he could from her. To see her again would be pointless.

And dangerous.

“But you know how war is, darling,” he added, raking the pad of his finger down her cheek before he retrieved his trousers.

She watched him dress, the longing in her eyes growing. Even if he did think she might have more to tell him, Burke wouldn’t have returned. When he saw that kind of look in a woman’s eyes, he knew to cut and run. He done so ever since he was thirteen. Women had flocked to him from that time on and he’d always been known as a ladies’ man, with his lazy smile and fascinating allure. He’d never met a woman that he couldn’t find something to like about her.

His charm appealed to both men and women. Burke knew he possessed ample charisma and was a smooth talker. He was also restless and reckless and never judged anyone. He preferred to keep his relationships on a surface level. The only ones who truly knew him were Reid and Gray. Burke insisted his friendship—and especially his love affairs—be light and easy. He never planned to wed since he was a third son and had nothing substantial to offer a woman. Too wild to enter the church, he’d pushed hard until his father bought him an army commission and he, Reid, and Gray had all gone off to war.

His immense charm was helping gather intelligence, though, for the British government whenever he wasn’t in his major’s uniform. His excursions into town, where he bedded specifically chosen women, had resulted in valuable information.

He finished dressing. She climbed from the bed and pressed her naked body against his as she wound her arms about his neck. He kissed her a final time and then reached behind and unlocked her fingers, lowering her arms to her side.

“Goodbye,” he said and retreated from the room.

Making his way down the staircase, he reached the lower level and started for the door. Voices sounded and he made a quick turn, ducking into a room just off the foyer. From there, Burke opened a window and climbed out it. He kept close to the house before hurrying to the garden and cutting through it.

His horse awaited him where he’d left it, the young boy he’d paid to watch it standing nearby. Burke added a coin to the one he’d already given the boy and then mounted. He rode back to camp and, after handing the horse off, went straight to Reid’s tent.

A sentry stood guard outside.

“Is Lieutenant-Colonel Baker available to see me?”

“Yes, Major Nicholson. He’s been expecting you.” The soldier stepped aside and Burke entered.

Reid Baker, Marquess of Medford and future Duke of Gilford, stood next to an oversized table, studying the layout of British forces in the area.

“I’m back,” Burke announced, pulling his friend’s attention away.

“How was your latest mission?”

He shrugged. “Only slightly successful. The wife had nothing new to add. She’s lost her husband’s ear and is a dead end. The mistress, on the other hand, gave me a few worthy tidbits but I think she, too, has been bled dry.”

Burke shared those tidbits as Reid recorded them in his neat, precise hand.

When he finished, his friend frowned. “It’s not much but I’ll send it to headquarters.”

“I won’t be going back to either of them,” Burke announced, wanting Reid the officer to be perfectly clear about the situation. “It would be a waste of time.”

“Good—because I have a possible new assignment for you. Have a seat.”

As Burke sat, he said, “It must be grave judging by the look on your face.” He sighed. “Gray should be the one here if something serious needs to be accomplished.”

“Gray is better off in England now. You know how the war was affecting him.”

Burke did. Danforth Gray, his friend since childhood, felt responsible for every death that occurred on the battlefield. Twice, following direct orders from above, Gray had lost a bulk of those under his command and even been wounded himself. He’d grown more despondent in the past few months, far from the happy man that they’d know all of their lives.

He supposed Providence had intervened, sending the once-amiable Gray back to England last month to serve as guardian to his dead brother’s children. Gray would manage the holdings and estates for the new Earl of Crampton, who was a sickly, twelve-year-old boy, until Crampton reached his majority. Burke hoped living a somewhat normal life would help Gray return to his former self.

“The assignment is well beyond the scope of what you do now, Burke.”

Reid looked far too solemn as he spoke. Another lifelong friend of Burke’s, Reid was one of a handful of nobility fighting. He didn’t need to be here. Very few men of his rank and title entered the army but Reid felt compelled to fight for the crown. Though he was destined to become a duke upon his father’s death, Reid knew if he fell in battle that one of his two younger half-brothers could inherit the dukedom.

“Beyond my little side excursions, where I ply my charm and seduce secrets from the enemy’s wife or lover?” Burke laughed. “That hasn’t been a hardship, my friend. But as an officer, I’ll go wherever I’m told. Tell me about this assignment I’m being offered.”

“It’s dangerous, Burke.” Reid raked his fingers through his hair and, for the first time, Burke felt apprehensive.

Reid met his gaze. “It involves becoming a full-time spy. You’d be out of uniform. Working to form and build a network for Britain here in Spain and possibly branching into Portugal. You’d only have sporadic contact with me.”

“You’d be my handler.”

“Yes,” Reid said wearily. “Lieutenant-General Sir Arthur Wellesley asked for you. Actually, the mission would involve you and one other.”

“Who?” he asked and then ventured a guess. “Don’t tell me. The Don.”

“Exactly.”

Burke had nicknamed Lieutenant Robert Smythe The Don after their first meeting and he and Reid regularly referred to the young officer in that manner. The man reminded Burke of a university tutor. Smythe was much more suited to a life in academia, though Burke would admit—if pressed—that Smythe was an incredible strategist. His suggestions when the full complement of officers gathered around this table, moving pieces and plotting Britain’s next moves, were universally adhered to.

Some resented that Smythe had no battlefield experience and landed straight on Wellington’s staff when he’d entered the army. The young lieutenant’s father, Lord Covington, worked in the War Office in London and had been responsible for his son receiving that plum assignment.

Still, Smythe had proven himself capable—as far as working things out away from the trenches went. But Burke didn’t want to labor with him in building a complicated network.

“Do I have a choice in the matter? Or are these direct orders?” he asked.

“Actually, you do. Smythe’s language skills, along with his uncanny recall and knowledge of the geography of the area, make it a requirement he’s to accept.” Reid paused. “What do you think, Burke?”

“That our proper don has every quality needed. On paper. He’s intelligent and knowledgeable in all the right areas. But he’s green when it comes to actual doing, Reid. He has no field experience. With what you’re asking us to create, one false move could get us killed. Thus, my reluctance. Even with experience, it could still be a deathtrap.”

“I understand your reluctance. I would have the same reservations. Still, you are Wellesley’s first choice. With the option to decline. I doubt he’d give that to many men, Burke. He respects you a great deal.”

“I respect you, too, Major Nicholson.”

Burke turned and saw The Don standing in the entranceway. He wondered just how much Smythe had heard of their conversation.

“Ah, Lieutenant Smythe. Come. Take a seat. I was explaining to Major Nicholson—”

“A new operation. Yes, I heard. And I heard the major’s hesitancy in working alongside me.” Smythe sat, a grim expression on his face.

“I would have the same hesitation regarding anyone, Smythe,” Burke said. “But this would require a delicate touch.”

“You have that, Major. Frankly, I think we balance each other perfectly. And I’m smart enough to know when to keep my mouth shut. Your glibness is something I’ll never possess.”

“I may be fluent in French—and charm—but don’t sell yourself short, Smythe.”

Smythe looked to Reid. “I’m to understand that Wellesley wishes me to accept?”

“You have no choice in the matter, Lieutenant. Yours is a direct order. All I have to do now is find the right partner to accompany you.”

Burke had always sought adventure. Been a risk-taker. While he loved his family, none of them would really miss him if something happened to him. All his siblings were wed and had their own lives.

He extended his hand to Smythe. “I’m game if you are.”

Smythe took it and they shook. “I’ll have you know, Nicholson, you’ll be doing all the wooing and seducing. I’m a married man and would never be unfaithful to Gem.”

Burke smiled. “That part of our mission will not be a problem. I look forward to handling my end of it.” He paused and added, “I just hope you don’t bloody well get us killed.”
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Chapter Two


London—April 1809

Gemma sat at a table in the library, various pages scattered before her. She’d already written her weekly letter to Rob and sent it to his commanding officer, Lieutenant-Colonel Reid Baker. Rob had been vague about the reason why she was to direct her correspondence to the man but she had done as he’d requested for the past seven months. Her husband had also told her not to worry if she didn’t hear from him very often because he was engaged in a very trying situation. She worried about the hours he put in, especially since he’d left Wellesley’s staff after two years of service and been reassigned. At least Wellesley was back in favor now, the controversy regarding the Convention of Sintra now in the past. Wellesley’s star was rising once again and he’d been placed in command of all British-Portuguese forces within Portugal.

She picked up her pencil and began playing with the code before her. After three days trying to crack it, she was no closer than when she’d first seen it. Frustration filled her. Usually, she could recognize patterns and solve them much more quickly. Disappointment filled her that she was letting down her country.

The door opened and Richard strolled in. Her brother-in-law already looked deep into his cups and it was only half-past seven. He poured himself a drink and strolled to where she worked.

“I see Father has you working on something for him again. What a waste of time.”

Left unsaid was it was a waste to give it to a woman. She bristled, nonetheless.

Gemma pushed the pages together and stacked them, setting them aside.

“I enjoy helping your father. It also helps England—and my husband.”

Richard’s nose crinkled at the mention of his younger brother, angering her further. Everything about the man irritated her and had ever since she’d moved in with him and Lord Covington after her wedding almost three years ago. Richard had showed up drunk to the ceremony. She doubted he’d spent a single day sober since then.

“Are you going to the opening ball of the Season next week?” he asked.

“Why would you want to know?”

“I thought we might go together.”

Richard never wanted to go anywhere with her. They loathed the sight of one another. She couldn’t imagine where this was coming from.

“Yes, I am going with friends,” she said, leaving it at that. What she did was her business. Not Viscount Lowell’s.

He downed his drink and set the crystal tumbler aside and began pacing the room. Gemma knew he was up to something. Whatever it was, she wanted no part in it. She pushed her chair back and stood, picking up the papers to take with her.

She’d barely taken a step away from the table when she was grabbed roughly from behind. The sudden action caused her to drop the pages and they scattered to the ground. Richard spun her around and clamped his hands on her shoulders. He reeked of whiskey.

“Unhand me,” Gemma ordered, disgusted by the sight and smell of him and his odious behavior.

Something gleamed in his eyes. “What if I said no?”

“What would your father say?” she tossed out, seeing fear fill his face.

She pushed hard on his chest and he stumbled back, taking her with him. Richard fell to the floor, Gemma sprawled against him. She tried to scramble away and he laughed. He rolled and was suddenly on top of her. His mouth came down hard, his tongue trying to force its way into her mouth.

Gemma slammed her palms against his ears and he cried out. It gave her the chance she needed and she knocked him aside and got to her feet.

“You are repugnant. Don’t you ever touch me again or I will claw your eyes out.” Her voice was low and deadly. “And you know I would do it.”

He laughed again. “Don’t you get lonely, Gemma? No man to warm your bed. I could do that for you. How long has Rob been gone? You only had two days together before he left. Enough time to get a taste for sex. Surely, you must miss it.”

“You would be the last man I would ever have touch me,” she declared. “I mean it, Richard. Don’t come near me again—or I will go to Lord Covington.”

“You think Father would believe you over me?” he asked.

“Actually, I do.”

Gemma and Lord Covington had grown close since her marriage to his younger son. When he’d seen her love of word puzzles, he’d approached her about helping him out. He regularly brought home information from dispatches and cryptic codes that spies had intercepted from throughout Europe. With her logical mind and determination, she’d proven to be very successful in helping break several codes. In fact, she’d done so well that she now earned a salary from the War Office. She’d protested when she received her first payment, but her father-in-law told her that England was paying millions of dollars to spies across England and Europe and told her she earned every pound given her.

Richard gagged and then vomited, mostly on himself. Seeing he was so drunk he merely lay there, she gathered the pages she’d been working on and hurried from the library. She saw the butler letting in Lord Covington and told the servant there was a situation in the library. That was what cleaning up after Richard was called in this household. Gemma only wished the viscount could be kicked to the curb.

“Ah, Gemma, my dear.” Her father-in-law greeted her with a kiss to the cheek. “Do you have time to come to my study?”

“Of course, Lord C.”

She followed him to the cozy room. He’d asked her to call him by his first name but she hadn’t been comfortable doing so. And even though she wasn’t especially close to her father, she couldn’t call him Papa when he suggested that instead. Finally, they had settled upon Lord C. It was familiar enough without being overly so. She looked upon the earl with great affection.

He took the seat behind his desk and she sat in one in front of it. Gemma apologized for not yet being able to find the key to the code he’d given her.

“It’s all right. Another agent broke it an hour ago. We have a team of ten in place, going over dispatches now.”

She handed him the pages in her hand. “Then these should be destroyed.”

“I’ll burn them myself,” he promised. “Have you heard from Rob lately?”

Though her husband only wrote to her sporadically, he rarely sent any kind of message to his father.

“I did receive a short note two weeks ago.”

“Does he seem happy?”

She gave him a knowing look. “It’s Rob we’re talking about, Lord C. Do you think being a soldier during wartime makes him happy?”

The earl shook his head sadly. “His commanding officers think very highly of him and the work he’s doing.”

That phrasing gave her pause. The work he’s doing. It sounded... odd. As if Rob wasn’t involved in war in the usual ways.

“Is Rob an agent for the crown, Lord C?” Gemma asked.

She’d suspected it, especially when Rob had her direct her letters to Lieutenant-Colonel Baker. And now hearing his commanding officers thought well of his work—and the fact that report had gotten back to the War Office—made her want to know.

“Yes. He’s an agent in the field,” Lord C confirmed. “Since last autumn.”

Fear gripped Gemma. It was bad enough thinking about her husband on a battlefield but to know he was some type of secret agent that went behind enemy lines paralyzed her.

“You know I’m only telling you because I know you won’t speak of it,” he said.

She knew she was sworn to secrecy about her work for the government and said, “Of course, I’d never tell a soul. I wouldn’t endanger Rob in any way.”

The old man gazed at her fondly. “You do love my boy.”

“I do,” she said firmly, even though it was only the love of friendship. “Rob is the dearest person in the world to me. I pray nightly for Bonaparte to come to his senses and end this madness so that my husband can come home to me.”

They spoke for a few minutes about things Lord C was working on and then Gemma told him goodnight. She would read for a while, hoping to become sleepy. She was still upset by the incident with Richard and wondered why she hadn’t mentioned it to his father. But how do you tell a man you so admire that his son is a toad?

Exiting the earl’s study, she went to the staircase to go to her bedchamber. A loud pounding sounded on the front door. A footman seated nearby rose and went to answer the knock. Curious, Gemma stood where she was, wanting to see who was knocking at the door so insistently.

“Come quick!” a voice cried out.

By now, Lord C had left his study and he walked to the door.

“What is the meaning of this?” he asked, clearly annoyed.

“The bloke pointed. Said he lives here. Hurry, your lordship!”

The man, who was dressed in livery, turned and ran. Lord C and the footman followed, so Gemma did the same.

What she saw horrified her. Her hands flew to her mouth to keep the scream from erupting.

Richard lay in the street. Broken. He must have stumbled outside after she’d gone to speak with Lord C. A carriage stood nearby and she realized the vehicle had struck him. Or rather, crashed into him.

“He just appeared from nowhere,” the driver said, his hands waving wildly, clearly upset.

Lord C fell to his knees, cradling his heir’s head. Gemma knelt beside them and took Richard’s hand in hers. His eyes looked glassy. Blood bubbled from his mouth. She couldn’t look anywhere but his face because the one glimpse she’d had of his twisted body nearly did her in.

He wheezed and more blood came from his mouth and nose. Then he stilled.

The earl let out an anguished cry that pierced the night. Gemma wished she knew how to comfort him.

Then it hit her.

Rob was now Viscount Lowell—and would one day become the Earl of Covington.
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The carriage entered London and had to slow as the traffic became thick. Gemma glanced across at her father-in-law and saw his eyes were closed. He’d been silent the entire journey from the country to the city. They returned now from Richard’s funeral. She knew he’d taken the death of his heir apparent hard. His appetite had been nonexistent the past few days. He rarely spoke. She hoped being back in town he would bury himself in work and find solace in it.

Three-quarters of an hour later, they arrived at the Covington townhouse. The door opened and she noticed how pale he looked.

“Lord C, we’ve arrived,” Gemma said.

The earl opened his eyes. For a moment, they looked cloudy and confused. Then he blinked several times and seemed to be more aware of his surroundings.

A coachman helped them both from the vehicle and she took her father-in-law’s arm to help steady him. The door opened and the butler greeted them.

As they entered the foyer, she asked, “Would you like something to eat? You’ve only picked at your meals the past few days.”

He tapped lightly on his chest with his fingers as he shook his head. “No. I seem to have indigestion. Nothing sounds good to me right now. Perhaps later, Gemma.”

“Then why don’t I help you upstairs so you can rest.”

“All right.”

They ascended the stairs and reached the first landing. The earl paused. He groaned and clutched near his heart. As he crumbled to the ground, Gemma looked to the bottom floor and shouted, “Fetch Doctor Ridgeway!”

A footman looked up the stairs and then rushed out the door. The butler appeared again and saw them both as she cradled Lord C’s head in her lap. He hollered and two more footmen came running.

The three men hurried up to them. Between the three, they managed to get the earl to his feet and carried him up to his bedchamber, easing him onto the bed. By now, Lord C’s valet was here and he loosened the earl’s cravat and unbuttoned his waistcoat and shirt. The earl grimaced in pain and the valet stepped aside.

“Leave,” the nobleman commanded, his voice thin and weak but his intent clear.

The footmen backed away. The valet and butler stood their ground.

“Gemma. Stay.” His eyes flashed in anger. “Go,” he ordered again.

All four servants abandoned the room. She sat on the bed and took his right hand in hers. His left went to his heart and he groaned.

“You’re having a heart attack,” she said calmly. “I know it hurts but panic will only increase the pain.”

“Feels... like someone’s... stabbing me,” he muttered.

“Don’t talk. Let’s breathe together. Slowly. In. Out. In. Out.”

She kept the rhythm up until he followed her lead and though he grimaced, she believed the incident had passed. Hopefully, the damage to his heart had been mild and the doctor would be able to save him. He would need to lead a quieter life, one with less stress, but he would still be alive.

“Don’t... let Robert come... home. Work... too important. Must keep England safe.”

She placed a hand against his forehead, trying to soothe him.

“So proud... of him.”

Gemma smiled. “He would be happy to hear you say that.”

She doubted Lord C had ever uttered the words to his younger son. He was stingy with compliments but she knew he loved Rob.

“Send for... Sir Paxton. He’ll take you on. Will... keep your role... quiet.”

Gemma didn’t hesitate, knowing it would agitate him if she didn’t do as he asked. She released his hand and went to the door. Stepping into the corridor, she saw both the butler and valet standing there, their faces stricken with grief.

“Lord Covington wishes for Sir Paxton Morris to come. Send for him immediately. You can find him at the War Office.”

The butler nodded and hurried off. Gemma returned to her bedside vigil.

They sat in silence until Doctor Ridgeway arrived. The butler brought him to the bedchamber and hovered in the doorway until Gemma nodded curtly to dismiss him.

The physician came to the bed and took the earl’s wrist. “What seems to trouble you my lord?”

“Tell him,” the nobleman said to Gemma.

Ridgeway looked to her. “What symptoms has he shown, Mrs. Smythe?”

Before she could speak, the earl corrected, “Lady Lowell.”

The doctor frowned a moment.

She explained his recent lack of appetite and seeming indigestion and then his collapse before describing the stabbing pain to the earl’s heart.

“He just lost his older son. We buried him yesterday,” she added, making it clear why she was suddenly Lady Lowell.

Ridgeway nodded solemnly. “It’s definitely a heart attack, Lord Covington. I’ve had several patients recover from them, however.”

Having the last word, her father-in-law said, “Not this time.”

He shut his eyes. Gemma saw his chest rise and fall once more and then it stilled. After a minute, the doctor lifted his patient’s wrist again, his lips thinning. He reached to the earl’s neck and felt for a pulse there.

Turning to her, he said, “I’m afraid he’s gone, Lady Covington.”

Numbly, she moved close and bent to kiss his brow. Lord C had been a second father to her, treating her with dignity and respect, unlike her own. Sir William Barton thought all women fluffheads, seeing little value in them. Her father-in-law had accepted her intelligence and put her to good use but he’d also been kind and loving toward her.

She accompanied Dr. Ridgeway from the room, shaking her head when the valet looked at her hopefully.

“I’ll see to him, my lady,” the servant said, entering the room of his late master.

Gemma and the physician went downstairs.

“Thank you for coming so quickly,” she told him.

“I’m only sorry I could do nothing for him. Lord Covington was a good, decent man. He will be missed.”

She watched the physician leave and the butler came to her.

“Sir Paxton is waiting for you in the study, my lady.”

It surprised her he was already here.

“Thank you,” she said. With a heavy heart, she went to speak with her visitor.

Sir Paxton rose as she entered the room. He was in his early forties and thin as a beanpole, with bright blue eyes behind his glasses.

“Lord Covington just passed,” Gemma informed him. She hesitated a moment and revealed, “He said you’re to take me on and keep quiet regarding my role. I assume that was to protect me.” She sniffed. “Or to prevent others from knowing a female has been involved in solving codes.”

“My condolences, Lady Covington. Lord Covington spoke very highly of you and your skills. I will be honored to supervise your work for the War Office. As of this moment, only your father-in-law and I knew of your contributions to the war effort. You have my solemn promise it will remain that way. I will keep no record of your participation but I will see that you continue to be paid through funds which I have access to.”

“Thank you, Sir Paxton. I appreciate being able to continue my work. Lord Covington also said not to call my husband home. That whatever work Rob is doing was too important to pull him from the field.”

Gemma hated telling the man this for she longed for Rob to come home. Especially now.

“I must agree with him in that regard, my lady. Lord Covington is doing valuable work in the field, just as you are here at home.”

Sir Paxton stood. “I will leave you to arrange the details that fall upon you now. I’ll be in touch in a week’s time.”

Morris left the study with a crisp nod.

Gemma collapsed in a chair. She’d just lost her beloved father-in-law. Her husband was involved in some risky operation in a foreign land that involved national security.

And she’d been given a week to mourn before she was put back to work by the crown.
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Chapter Three


Spain—May 1809

It wasn’t going to be The Don that did them in. Burke was the one who’d compromised their operation.

And now they would both die a horrible death.

He wasn’t sure exactly what he’d done. What slip he’d made. Burke only knew they’d come for him as he left the bed of a woman who had provided him with a plethora of information, so much that their network had grown swiftly and been strengthened by the intelligence, allowing them to ready a way into Portugal. Now, he questioned whether that information had been false. He didn’t think so. Everything he’d sent back to Reid, all through personal exchanges on a sporadic basis, had seemed to pan out. Reid was good about letting Burke know how what he provided aided England’s fight against Bonaparte.

The woman that day had been fidgety. Fussing over him too much. Somewhat nervous. Totally unlike their previous encounters. He should have known then. Gotten out while he could. Still, he’d pushed aside his unease and made love to her, whispering the sweet nothings she longed for as he extracted what he needed from her. Then, as he was leaving under cover of darkness to reunite with Smythe, he’d been taken.

And brought to this place of horror.

He heard Smythe’s scream again. High. Piercing. Animal-like in nature. Burke wondered how much more the lieutenant could take. His comrade was already present, being savagely beaten when Burke had been dragged in. He wondered where The Don had been when he was captured and how he’d been seized. Guilt flooded Burke, knowing he had been the one responsible for putting them in this situation. One which they’d never escape.

The savages had worked on them both over several days, trying to draw out exactly who they were and what they’d been doing in the area. They’d spent more time torturing Smythe, though, thinking him the weak link. The man was proving otherwise. No matter what they did to him. No matter how much he howled in pain. His fellow spy was proving he would not break.

The shorter and more sadistic of the pair came toward Burke again, the cat-o’-nine-tails in his hand. Already, Burke had been whipped multiple times, his back shredded. They’d also shattered the bones in every finger on his right hand. The fingers stuck out at odd angles as he hung from his wrists.

“You tell me,” the man said, toying with the whip. “Now. Or you suffer more.”

Burke had bantered at the beginning, using humor and sarcasm, most of which went over the Frenchman’s head. His grasp of English was limited.

Now, he only stared into his captor’s black eyes and remained silent.

The man walked behind him and Burke tried not to stiffen. The lashes hurt even more when he did but it was hard not to tighten his muscles when he knew the blows were coming.

Three more strokes with the whip and he collapsed, hanging from his bound wrists. The two men had him strung where his feet barely brushed the ground. It caused his skin to stretch taut and inflicted more damage. His back felt on fire after so many blows had rained down upon him. Burke fought to keep from passing out, knowing the bastards would only increase the torture to bring him back to consciousness.

The Don screamed again in agony. This time, it went on and on and his cries grew more hoarse and faint. Burke knew in his heart that his friend would never talk.

He would only die. Soon. At least Burke hoped so, for The Don’s sake.

They’d spent eight months together, an uneasy alliance at first. The two men were very different but Burke found The Don had a wicked sense of humor that matched Burke’s own. He was well read and knew something about any topic Burke could name. Over time, as they worked together, they had grown civil toward one another and then slipped into friendship.

Now, they were bonded with blood.

Burke turned his head slightly so he could see Smythe. The sight horrified him.

Smythe must have sensed his fellow agent’s gaze for he lifted his head and met Burke’s eyes. The man’s face was beaten severely, so much that it was hard to even tell it was a face under the bruising and swelling and blood. Their captors had repeatedly slammed a rifle butt into Smythe’s mouth, breaking his teeth and jaw. Even to cry out in pain must have been agonizing.

Their gazes connected, Smythe completely spent.

“Teh Gem... I so-ee.”

Burke nodded, understanding the words that Smythe had trouble forming. During their time together, Smythe had spoken fondly of his wife, Gemma, whom he usually referred to as Gem. The Don had regaled Burke with childhood adventures the two had embarked upon, feats of daring and mischief that always seemed to be Gemma’s idea. Her husband spoke of her intelligence and loyalty and devotion. Her spirit and courage. It was as if The Don described the perfect woman. Naturally, the man’s thoughts would be of his wife at the end.

But Burke thought it slightly odd that with his dying breath, Smythe didn’t say he loved the woman. Only that he was sorry. He wondered if Smythe had gone to war against the protests of his wife.

He started to say something and realized The Don’s head had fallen, his body still. Knowing his partner was dead, Burke braced himself for the wrath of his captors. They’d gotten nothing from one man. They would do everything in their power to break Burke. He knew that desperation, knowing it was pivotal to bring back information for his side. He’d done some very ugly things to retrieve it himself. Lied. Cheated. Even killed.

The short man returned, obviously angry since he held the handle of the whip so tightly that his fingers turned white. Evil lit his face.

Burke braced for the onslaught. Already, he knew his back was in tatters. It would only be the beginning. He hoped he could be as brave as Lieutenant Smythe had proven.

“Tell what you know,” his torturer said, his voice like velvet. “And then it over.”

Burke’s jaw set. He’d uttered his last word before dying.

The man landed a vicious blow, the whip striking Burke’s thigh. He grit his teeth, not wanting to give them the satisfaction of hearing him cry out in pain. Their eyes met and the man pulled out a dagger. Fear ripped through Burke, though he tried not to show it.

Brandishing the knife, the Frenchman came toward him. Burke wanted to fight but he was so weary. He still hung from his wrists, his feet no longer able to support him. Suddenly, hands seized him from behind, holding his head. He tried to shake them off and hadn’t the strength as they held him in a viselike grip.

His tormenter moved closer, his eyes gleaming in triumph—and madness. The dagger’s point headed for Burke’s face. He squeezed his eyes close, not wanting to see it. He’d feel the damage, as it was.

Minutes later, he sobbed as a child, blood pouring down his face. He looked at the bastard who stood in front of him.

Holding Burke’s right eye in the palm of his hand.

“You almost blind,” his enemy taunted. “I do again—if you don’t talk.”

A noise sounded. Burke’s head was released. A rush of men stormed the place. He dropped his head, his one eye seeing the ground under him ran red with his blood. The skirmish went on for only a few seconds more and then it ceased.

“Burke!”

Oh, God. He knew that voice.

It was Reid.

He tried to answer and found it impossible. Arms went around him from behind, holding him up as the ropes binding his wrists were cut. Burke collapsed against Reid, who lowered him to a sitting position. Blinding pain rippled through his body. His flayed back. His crushed hand. The throbbing pain from where his eye socket now stood empty.

Reid’s hands gently touched his face. “You’re safe, Burke. I’m here.” His friend paused a moment and then asked, “Smythe?”

He shook his head, which now throbbed in agony, and said, “He didn’t talk. Neither of us did.”

His friend’s face looked grim. “We’ll make sure they will.”

Reid’s face grew blurry before Burke’s one good eye. Dizziness overwhelmed him as a blackness rushed up and claimed him.
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Burke awoke, covered in a cold sweat, despite the warmth of the July morning which already seeped into the tent he shared with Reid. He lay face down on his cot, pushing away the paralyzing fear that overwhelmed him. Ever since that final day when he’d been tortured, he’d been in a constant state of anxiety and always awoke in terror.

He glanced at the dirt on the floor beneath him. Sleeping on his stomach on an army cot was almost impossible but something he’d done for the last two months as his back healed. Some of his nightmares involved the brined water the doctor had used on him to cleanse his lacerated skin and keep infection at bay. The memory of the pain of those early days of salted water being poured into his wounds was almost as bad as the flogging he’d undergone.

Gradually, though, his wounds had closed up, leaving his back scarred. He hadn’t seen it—and didn’t want to. Burke did ask Reid to describe it to him in detail. He trusted his friend to tell him the truth. After Reid’s description, Burke hoped he never saw what his marred flesh looked like.

With his eye and head bandaged and having to sleep facedown, Reid had thought to cut a circle in the cot. That way, Burke wouldn’t have to turn his head and could sleep facedown with ease. Panic had swelled within him as Reid casually took out his dagger and sliced through the cot. Just seeing the blade left Burke with a queasy stomach. But at least he’d been able to lie comfortably and breathe more easily after Reid’s intervention.

Slowly, he raised himself from the cot. When he first awoke was the worst time for his balance. Only seeing the world from one eye put him somehow off-center. After he sat a minute and rose, his balance grew better as the day went on. It would never be good enough for him to be a soldier again, though. Because of that, he’d sold out this past week and would be returning to England.

To what—or where—Burke hadn’t a clue.

He looked around and saw Reid was already gone. His friend was the only one he could be around comfortably. Others made him jumpy. He glanced over and saw a tray with food awaiting him and went to it, chewing thoughtfully. He’d mastered using utensils with his left hand and had even practiced writing with it, though his penmanship was atrocious.

“Lieutenant-Colonel Nicholson?” a voice called from where the flap was drawn up.

“Come,” he responded, once again irked that he’d received a promotion for being captured and tortured. The Don had also been given one posthumously.

Guilt still plagued him, knowing he’d caused the man’s suffering and death. As their commanding officer, Reid had written Gemma, the wife, to let her know her husband had fallen in battle. No specifics were provided regarding her husband’s death. She was only told that Robert Smythe had died a hero’s death.

Interestingly enough, The Don had died an earl. Reid had received a letter from Gemma Smythe, all correspondence for Burke or Smythe being directed to him while they’d been involved in their clandestine operation. Mrs. Smythe had addressed the letter to Robert Smythe, Earl of Covington. Reid accidentally opened it since it was placed into a pile of correspondence for him and only realized that he’d mistakenly begun reading Smythe’s personal letter. Since he’d just had Smythe’s body brought back to camp and would be sending it to England, along with the death notification to his wife, Reid had decided to finish reading her letter. In it, he had learned that Smythe’s brother, Viscount Lowell, had died in an accident and his father, Lord Covington of the War Office, had passed away from a heart attack only days later.

So The Don had been an earl—and never knew it.

Burke turned and saw that it was the camp physician who’d entered, busying himself taking out things from the worn satchel he toted about. Today was the day Doctor Warren was going to remove the bandages and splints. If the physician cleared Burke, he would leave Spain today.

Setting down his fork, he went and sat in the chair opposite the doctor.

Warren gave him a ready smile. “Take your sling off and place your hand on the table.”

He did as requested, trepidation gnawing at him. He’d learned more about fingers than he’d ever thought possible. The physician liked to tell his patients things regarding their injuries so they would be knowledgeable about what was being done to them.

Burke had learned that all his fingers had three phalanges, or bones, while the thumb had two. Knuckles were the joints where the fingers met. His right hand had both broken phalanges and joints, which varied from finger to finger. Most fractures had been simple, which Doctor Warren said were the best kind, but Burke’s index finger had broken through the skin, making it a compound fracture—and more dangerous because infection could set in.

Though his back had caused him great discomfort, his right hand was much worse with swelling, tenderness, and god-awful pain. Doctor Warren had performed surgery on it. He didn’t believe Burke suffered any nerve damage but said that more than likely he would develop arthritis in his fingers at a much younger age than most did.

The physician unwound the layers of clean linen and splints. Burke looked away, dreading to see what the outcome would be. He’d refused the laudanum offered to him, managing the pain with brandy.

Sweat beaded along his hairline as the physician took his time. Finally, Burke looked to the table.

His hand looked pale compared to the flesh of his arm. The fingers appeared to have healed correctly, save for his pinkie. Doctor Warren examined it carefully.

“This one is just slightly crooked,” he said thoughtfully. “All in all, I think you’ve healed remarkably.”

“When can I use it?”

“Today. Only gradually, though. I’ll show you a few exercises to bend and stretch the ligaments. Just as if you’d broken your leg, it will take some getting used to. You wouldn’t go out and run the moment the plaster came off. You’d practice walking across a room and then for longer periods until you worked your way back to what is normal. Use common sense. And you might want to see a doctor in England after a few months. Explain to him what happened and let him see your progress.”

How could he explain to a civilized stranger that he’d been strung up and tortured? That was why all the fingers on his hand had been savagely broken.

He shuddered.

“Let me check your back now.”

Warren helped him remove his shirt and examined the back.

“It looks good. You’ve completely healed though it may still itch a bit every now and then. Now, your eye.”

Burke steeled himself and let Warren remove the eyepatch. He closed his left eye during the process. Then the doctor replaced the patch.

“I would say you have no need of me any longer, Lieutenant-Colonel.”

His throat grew thick. “Thank you for taking such good care of me, Doctor Warren.”

The physician placed a hand on Burke’s shoulder. “My pleasure. I lose too many good men. They bring me so many that are broken. So many I cannot fix. I’m glad you’re fine.”

It depended upon what fine meant. If fear and panic were meant to be his constant companions, he supposed he was fine. If insomnia and guilt, along with shame, were supposed to be emblazoned in his head and heart, then Burke was more than fine.

Doctor Warren took his leave as Reid and another man entered the tent. Burke struggled to replace his shirt, willing his fingers to cooperate. Finally somewhat presentable, he stood.

“Lieutenant-Colonel Burke Nicholson, I’d like you to meet Sir Paxton Morris from the War Office in London,” Reid said.

Burke took one look at Morris and said, “No.”

“You haven’t heard my offer, Nicholson,” said the thin man, his blue eyes twinkling behind his glasses.

“I don’t have to. I’ve resigned my commission. I’m returning to England. My time at war has come to an end.”

“It doesn’t have to. I’m here to recruit you to our spy network in London. You would remain there. No going abroad. You would be a charming rake, attending events in Polite Society. That would be your cover. I would be your handler. You would receive your assignments from me. Fouché has an immense network, extending far across Europe and into England. I could use an intelligent, handsome, committed man such as yourself.”

“I’m none of those things,” Burke said flatly. “If I were intelligent, Smythe would still be alive. If you haven’t noticed, I’m missing an eye. So handsome is out. As for committed, the only thing I’m committed to, Sir Paxton, is myself. I want to be left alone.”

Actually, the thought of making merry with members of the ton frightened the life out of Burke.

“I see,” the older man said, his tone one of disappointment. “Well, if you change your mind, you know where to find me.”

“I won’t,” Burke promised.

Morris left and Reid looked at him, his eyes flashing in anger.

“Quit blaming yourself, Burke. We don’t know how you were discovered. Guilt doesn’t suit you.”

“Tell that to Lady Covington,” he said acidly.

His friend frowned. “You’re still smart. And still devastatingly handsome. When the ladies of the ton catch sight of you wearing that eyepatch, they’ll find you dashing and intriguing.” Reid’s tone softened. “You need time to heal emotionally now, Burke. Your body has—but your mind and heart need to catch up. Have you decided where you’ll go?”

“No. I can’t be around my family. They’re too large and boisterous and damned nosy. I need peace and quiet, Reid. You’re right. I crave time alone to recover from my emotional wounds. If that’s even possible.”

“I have an idea. My father has a small hunting lodge that hasn’t been used in years. You could stay there as long as you like. Alone. Hire someone to clean once a week. Cook for yourself. Work the land. Ride.”

He nodded. “That appeals to me a great deal.”

“I’ll arrange it. I’ll let Father know and tell him he’s to keep quiet about your presence there.”

“You’re certain no one will be using it?”

“Father will make sure of that. It’s in Essex. You can go straight there.”

Burke shook his head. “No. It will be my second stop. My first will be to see Lady Covington and tell her of her husband’s last words to her.”
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Chapter Four


Burke found navigating the streets of London to almost be beyond him. The noise. The shouts. The sudden rush of a cab sweeping past him. The stench. It was all too much.

He was determined, though, to call upon Lady Covington. He owed the woman that much.

He’d obtained her town address from Reid, who had the last letter she’d written to her husband, telling him of the death of his father and brother. Burke wondered if The Don had been close to either.

Walking had felt good to him but when another cab roared past him, he decided to take one himself before he was run down. Wouldn’t that be ironic? To have fought on battlefields for years. Been tortured by the enemy. And then come home to England and be killed by a pedestrian’s vehicle.

Giving the driver the address, Burke sat back, watching the sights go by. Familiar places. New ones. London was ever-changing and yet always the same.

He wondered if Lady Covington would still be in town. Though it was the end of the Season, she wouldn’t be attending ton events, having gone into mourning upon receiving Reid’s letter and her husband’s body. If she’d retreated to the country, he’d go there, even if it were to the northern border of Scotland.

The cab pulled up and Burke paid the driver and got out, dismissing him. He didn’t know how long he’d be and could always hail another hansom cab once he’d finished his business. He hadn’t practiced what he would say. He only hoped the right words would come to him when he met the countess.

He hated that he wore his wrinkled uniform but he had nothing else. It hung on him. He’d have to see about clothing before he left the city and headed for the Duke of Gilford’s hunting lodge. Not planning to partake in society ever again, it wouldn’t be hard to purchase a few pieces. Nothing fancy. Once he had new attire, he planned to burn his officer’s garb.

With trepidation, he raised his hand and knocked on the door. It opened quickly. The butler standing on the other side was taken aback. How much of it was from Burke’s disheveled appearance and how much was from the black eyepatch he wore, he couldn’t say.

The butler recovered his composure and asked, “How may I help you, sir?”

“I have no calling cards,” he began. “I’ve just returned from the Peninsula. I seek an audience with Lady Covington, though, if she is in town.”

The man’s eyes widened slightly. “And whom shall I say is calling?”

“Lieutenant-Colonel Burke Nicholson.”

He wondered if The Don had written anything to his wife about Burke and if she would be familiar with his name.

“Please, come inside, Lieutenant-Colonel.”

The butler stepped aside and admitted Burke.

“Follow me, sir.”

He was taken to a small parlor off the foyer and was told, “I will see if Lady Covington is available.”

“Thank you.”

After ten minutes, the butler returned.

“Lady Covington will see you now.”

He followed the servant up the stairs and was shown into a large drawing room. In the center of the room sat a young woman with blond hair. Moderately pretty but no beauty. She rose as he came toward her, gazing at him timidly.

How could this delicate, fragile creature be the dashing, spirted woman Smythe had boasted of? Disappointment filled him.

She offered her hand and he took it briefly before releasing it.

“I am Lieutenant-Colonel Burke Nicholson, Lady Covington. I served with your husband on the Peninsula.”

“Oh!” Immediately, she began shaking her head, a blush staining her pale cheeks. “I’m... I’m afraid there’s been some mistake.”

“You are Lady Covington?” he asked, suddenly unsure of himself.

“I am. The new Lady Covington. My husband assumed the title upon the earl’s death. You want Gemma. Not me.”

Burke felt a sense of relief, hearing this woman wasn’t Gemma Covington.

“You see, my husband was Robert’s cousin. We never thought... I mean... we are from Lincolnshire... well, I’m sure you see...” Her voice trailed off as she waved her hands about helplessly.

“I do. I am sorry for the mistake, my lady. Is the dowager countess available to see me?”

“We begged Gemma to remain here but she wanted a place of her own. She’s quite independent, you know. And I’m sure it was... hard for her. To have us here and Robert gone. They were so close.”

“Is she still in town?” he asked. “I was with her husband, you see, when he... died.”

The countess’ eyes grew round. “Oh, of course. Yes, Gemma is in London.”

“May I have her address?”

She gave it to him and he thanked her, apologizing again for the mistake.

“It was no fault of yours, sir. I wish you well.”

“Thank you for your time, Lady Covington.”

Burke left and hailed a hansom cab. The address he’d been given was further away than he’d expected.

When they arrived, he saw the neighborhood was adequate, but not genteel. Guilt flooded him, thinking he’d taken the life of this woman’s husband and then also stolen her way of life.

He paid the driver and went to the door, hesitating before he knocked. Taking a few deep breaths, Burke steeled himself and then rapped on the door.

It was answered by a man who towered above Burke, who was two inches above six feet himself.

“Yes?” the man asked, almost as if having Burke there was an inconvenience.

“I’d like to speak with Lady Covington,” he said. “I am Lieutenant-Colonel Burke Nicholson. I served with Lord Covington.”

“Come right in.”
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Gemma hummed under her breath as she worked on the latest project from Sir Paxton. The military veteran and War Office aide had put her to work quickly after her father-in-law’s death. She’d stopped once more when she’d learned of Rob’s death on the battlefield, going again into deep mourning for her best friend, knowing it was a lie. The letter she’d received from his commanding officer told of the valued service her husband had given to his country. She would keep it. Always. Grateful to have the tribute to a wonderful man.

But it was still a lie.

She’d written to Lincolnshire the same day, notifying Rob’s second cousin that he was now the Earl of Covington. The new earl was Rob’s age but looked much younger. His young, blond wife looked straight out of the schoolroom. Though the couple had encouraged her to remain in what had been her home for several years, Gemma had gently turned down their generous offer. It was their life now. Not hers.

Her father had made a lukewarm offer to have her return to his home but the thought of living with him and her aunt sent her into a downward spiral. She’d gained her freedom with Rob’s name and even had become a countess for a brief time. As the dowager countess, she had immense liberty and decided to take a place of her own. That was possible thanks to the family solicitor telling her of funds she didn’t know she’d have access to. The first had been what the elder Lord Covington had bequeathed to her. Perhaps he’d known his son wouldn’t come home from war, so he’d made sure as a widow she would be comfortable. Her dowry was also returned to her since the settlements had agreed if the marriage lasted less than five years it would become hers. Those two items, along with the salary she earned from the War Office, made it possible for Gemma to seek her own quarters without worrying about the expense.

She’d decided to move out of fashionable Mayfair. Though her neighborhood was safe, it was definitely a step down from the residences she’d lived in all her life. She didn’t mind, though. Gemma had learned she had a frugal nature and didn’t need much to get by on. She’d hired a hulking Covington groomsman she’d taken a liking to as her jack-of-all-trades. Mr. Bosley served as butler, footman, driver, and groom. His cousin, Mrs. Pettigrew, was both her cook and housekeeper. Joanie, her favorite maid, came with her and was the housemaid. She also helped Gemma dress and arrange her hair, though in truth, Joanie had not the skills to serve as a true lady’s maid.

It didn’t matter. Gemma had done no socializing in the past two months. She’d only had dinner twice with the Covingtons, once at their townhouse and then she’d returned the favor by inviting them to dine with her. Other than that, she’d seen no one of the ton. The Season had gone on without her, which didn’t trouble her in the least. She doubted she’d even bother to attend next year. Her friends were all married now and had growing families. They didn’t miss her and after receiving condolences from them, they’d moved on. Once her mourning period officially ended, she believed it would go for the rest of her life. She doubted she would ever wed. When the war ended—if it ever did—she planned to retreat to the country. She liked some things about London but she preferred country life. Especially now, the city seemed superficial to her.

As expected, Sir Paxton came calling after allowing her time to grieve for Rob, so once again she was kept busy. She liked having her own home. It was more convenient for her work to be alone. Gemma studied the letters before her and rearranged a few things. Suddenly, what had been missing came to her. She jotted a few notes down. Played with the pieces again. Scribbled some more.

“I’ve got you,” she said triumphantly, knowing she had broken the code.

She would lay out the entire pattern and then send Mr. Bosley over to the War Office to deliver it, as usual, helping her to retain her anonymity regarding her work for the British government. Gemma didn’t mind not receiving credit personally. She merely wanted to help her country to victory.

The door opened and her butler appeared.

“You have a visitor, my lady.”

She frowned, thinking whoever it was would keep her from her task.

“Who is it?” she asked irritably.

“He says he’s Lieutenant-Colonel Burke Nicholson. Should I show him in?”

Gemma immediately recognized the name from Rob’s letters. He’d mentioned the man, though he’d called him Major Nicholson at the time. The officer must have earned a recent promotion. The thought of speaking to someone who’d known Rob far outweighed anything else.

“Send him in, Mr. Bosley.”

“Very good, my lady.”

Gemma rose to greet her guest, folding her hands before her and clasping them.

When Nicholson rounded the corner and came into view, she gripped her hands at his appearance. Rob had described the man as a handsome rogue, one who was very much a ladies’ man. This man looked anything but that. His uniform had seen better days, being worn and wrinkled. It hung on his tall frame. The officer was gaunt, his cheeks hollow and his limbs thin. He wore a haunted look, half-desperation and half-anguish. Moreover, he wore a black eyepatch over his right eye. Whatever he’d been through hadn’t been pleasant.

What if the same had happened to Rob?

Nicholson came toward her, looking slightly unsteady on his feet. She wondered if having sight in only one eye affected his balance in any way.

He reached her and she offered her hand. He took it and something sparked between them. She felt her eyes widen and saw his eye did the same, though he looked more confused than anything.

Releasing her hand, he said, “I had to see you, my lady. I hope you understand. I am Burke Nicholson.”

“Please, have a seat.” Gemma indicated a chair and she took one nearby.

He sat, looking uncomfortable.

“I assume you served with Rob.”

“Yes. Lieutenant Smythe spoke of you fondly, Lady Covington. He missed you a great deal.”

She smiled wistfully. “I missed him, as well. We were together since childhood.”

“Yes, he told me of some of the mischief you’d gotten into.”

Gemma chuckled. “Most of it was my own making. Rob went along bravely, usually taking the blame when the outcome went astray. He was always my protector.” She paused. “I can’t imagine the rest of my life without him. Sometimes, I pretend I’ll see him when I turn a corner.”

She fell silent and Nicholson respected that.

Finally, Gemma said, “Were you also under Lieutenant-Colonel Reid Baker?”

“Yes, Reid was not only my commanding officer but one of my two childhood friends, similar to you and your husband. Reid, Danforth Grayson, and I met when we were schoolboys our first year away from home and have remained fast friends ever since.”

This time, it was her guest who fell quiet for a few moments. Then he gazed at her intently, as if he had something to reveal and didn’t know how to do it.

She sucked in a quick breath as she realized exactly why he was so reluctant.

“You were an agent with Rob.”

“You knew?” he asked, surprise on his face and in his voice. “The Don told you?”

“Who?”

Nicholson shook his head. “It’s just a silly nickname I gave him. It’s of no consequence.”

Gemma thought a moment. “Like a Cambridge don?”

He smiled and, for a moment, she could see the handsome man Rob had referred to.

“I thought the same,” she said, reminiscing for a moment. “Rob loved books as much as he did people. He treasured reading a good poem with a glass of wine in his hand.”

Then Gemma stared hard at her uninvited visitor. The time for niceties had ended and she bluntly said, “Tell me everything. I know he was an agent for the crown.”

“I must insist. How did you know? Did he write of it to you?”

“No, of course not. Rob would never do anything to endanger whatever he worked on.”

“Then how do you know?” he demanded.

“Rob’s father, Lord Covington, worked in the War Office until his death.”

“Covington told you?” the officer asked angrily, color spotting his cheeks. “He had no right. Why the bloody hell did he tell you, especially since The Don didn’t write to you of it?”

Gemma stared at him coolly. “I guessed—and he confirmed it. It wasn’t until his final moments that Lord C told me. As he lay dying, he insisted Rob not be brought home, even though he would now be the new earl. Lord C said the work Rob did was too important for national security.”

She didn’t add that what she did on a daily basis also held great importance.

Her eyes narrowed. “Were you with Rob at the end?”

“Yes. We served for a time together. Then Wellesley asked us to partner in order to establish a network of spies in Spain and Portugal.”

“Bloody Wellesley, getting my husband killed,” she muttered, angry at the war hero who’d deliberately sent Rob into danger, even more than on the battlefield.

Nicholson winced. The haunted look returned to his eye.

“No, Lady Covington. I’m the one who did that. And I have to live with the guilt every day.” He rose. “I cannot tell you how sorry I am. I only wish that I had been the one who died instead.”

With that, Lieutenant-Colonel Nicholson strode from the room.
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Chapter Five


March 1810

Burke angled his horse from the main road, turning off and heading up the lane toward Gray Manor. He was eager to see Gray—and his new wife. During his months in the field as he and Smythe established their spy network, Burke hadn’t known his friend had wed. He’d only briefly seen Reid to pass along vital information, having no time to exchange small talk. It was only after he was convalescing that Burke learned of Gray’s marriage. Reid had saved the letters Gray wrote to Burke and he had savored going through them.

He hadn’t written to Gray. With his right hand immobilized, he’d taught himself to sign his name with his left. In the eight months since he’d returned to England, staying at the hunting lodge, Burke had practiced writing with both his left and right hands. The right, his dominant one, had been sore and stiff from disuse. He’d spent long hours using his left, teaching himself to write with it. Surprisingly, his penmanship was better with it. He still used the right in order to help the muscles recover but he was comfortable writing with either of them now, though his signature looked wildly different, given the hand he chose to use. He wished he would have written to Gray but hoped he’d be forgiven during today’s visit. He only hoped Gray was home. The Season started in two weeks. Though Gray didn’t seem a person to enjoy the social activities surrounding it, Burke had no idea if Lady Crampton liked that kind of thing. If Burke didn’t find Gray at home, he would see him in London.

It was hard to think of his friend as the Earl of Crampton but Reid had also told Burke that Gray had inherited the title upon his young nephew’s death. Gray confirmed it in a letter to Burke, as well. He wondered how his friend did, having an instant family and a wife.

At least Burke had stopped to call on his parents before he headed to see Gray. He’d let them think he was fighting in Spain this whole time. Reid had forwarded his mother’s letters to him. Burke had decided never to tell his family what had really occurred. Naturally, his mother had wailed and then fussed over him, while his father gave him sympathetic looks without ever bringing up the eyepatch his son wore. The visit had been short but good and Burke let them know he was headed toward London.

His time alone had helped him to heal as much as he could, both physically and emotionally. He’d spent long hours chopping wood. Riding. Reading. Finally, he’d come to accept what happened to him. The guilt for causing The Don’s death would never leave him but Burke had forgiven himself enough to know he must atone for it. After seeing Gray, he would ride to London—and offer his services to Sir Paxton Morris.

If the spymaster still thought Burke would be of some use.

He would also seek out Lady Covington once he returned to London. He regretted storming out in anger when his sole intention had been to tell her of The Don’s final words. It gnawed at him that he hadn’t shared with the woman that her husband’s last thoughts had been of her and that Smythe wanted his wife to know how very sorry he was. Burke would call upon the dowager countess and hoped she would be gracious enough to receive him after their last meeting ended on such an awkward note. He owed it to his trusted companion and hoped The Don’s words would bring his widow some comfort.

He arrived at the stables and handed his horse off to a groom before coming around to present himself at the front door. He knocked and was pleased when Masters, the longtime Grayson butler, answered the door.

The old servant’s eyes widened. “Master Burke! How good to see you. Do come in.”

He entered and saw the foyer looked much the same since his last visit there many years ago.

“His lordship will be delighted to see you,” Masters said.

Movement caught Burke’s eye and he looked to the stairs, where a woman sailed gracefully down them. As she came closer, he saw what a stunning beauty she was, with dark masses of rich, brown hair and sparkling green eyes that drew a person in.

“Burke!” she called happily and surprised him, throwing her arms around him.

He slipped his arms about her, reveling in the warmth of human contact. That had been sorely lacking during his self-imposed exile in the country.

She stepped back but didn’t release him, her fingers lightly holding his biceps.

“Forgive me for being so forward but I feel as if I know you so well. Gray has shared so many stories about you and Reid. Oh, I’m Charlotte, by the way. Gray’s wife.” She let go and took a step back.

Burke bowed. “Lady Crampton.”

She frowned. “No, that won’t do at all. I’m Charlotte and you’re to be Burke to me. Oh, Gray will be ecstatic to see you. He’s in the library.”

Slipping her arm through his, she said, “Mr. Masters, please have tea brought to the drawing room.” She then led Burke up the stairs.

They reached the first landing when two girls and a woman arrived there, coming from the opposite direction.

“Hello, Mama,” said the taller one. “Who’s this?”

Stopping, Charlotte made introductions. “Mr. Nicholson, I’d like you to meet Lady Harriet and Lady Jane Grayson and their governess, Miss Wight. Mr. Nicholson is one of Uncle Gray’s closest friends.”

Both girls curtseyed to him and said, “Nice to meet you, Mr. Nicholson.”

He saw they both looked at him in curiosity.

Harriet bluntly asked, “Why are you wearing an eyepatch?”

“Harriet!” scolded Charlotte. “You’re not to bring up anything personal in conversation, especially with someone you’ve just met. Allow them to tell you what they wish you to know.”

“I’m sorry,” the girl apologized. “But I’ve never seen one before.”

Burke knelt so he was on their level. “It’s quite all right, Lady Harriet. I was wounded in the war and must always wear it now. And healthy curiosity is an important trait in a girl or boy. I don’t mind you asking me about it.”

Jane stared at him sadly. “Did it hurt, Mr. Nicholson?”

“It did at the time, Lady Jane. It no longer does.”

“Will you take it off? I’d rather like to see you without it. Do you still have an eye?” Harriet inquired.

Charlotte huffed. “Harriet. You’ll be the death of me.” She looked to Burke. “Harriet has a fascination with all kinds of things. Her latest is watching the chickens have their necks wrung and seeing them plucked.”

He laughed. “You have a stronger stomach than I did at your age, my lady.”

She glowed at his praise.

“We’re going to the kitchen, Mr. Nicholson,” Jane told him. “Miss Wight is going to teach us maths using a pie. And if we learn it, we get to eat a slice!”

“Fractions,” Miss Wight said. “That’s what it’s called, Lady Jane.”

Burke rose. “Then you better be off. Pie shouldn’t be kept waiting.”

Both girls giggled and Charlotte said, “I’ll give you your music lesson once you’ve finished.”

The girls and their governess continued down the stairs while he and Charlotte climbed to the next floor.

“As you can see, Harriet is a handful. She’s sweet but you never know what might come out of her mouth. Jane has a tender heart.”

“They’re lovely girls.” He paused. “I feel a bit like Lady Harriet here but I noticed that you’re with child. I suppose it’s not something I should point out but you should tell me instead.”

Charlotte laughed. “We are expecting a new little Grayson come July.” She placed her free hand on her belly. “Be glad you weren’t here two months ago. All I did was gag and run from the room. I’m much better now.”

They reached the library and Burke opened the door. Charlotte glided in and he followed behind her.

Gray spotted Charlotte and his face softened as he rose. In that moment, Burke knew just how much his old friend loved his wife. Then he spied Burke and rushed over, throwing his arms around Burke and pounding his back in a manly greeting.

“My God, it’s finally you,” Gray said, releasing him. “Standing here at Gray Manor.”

“With Lord and Lady Crampton,” he said. “Who would have thought you’d ever be the earl—much less find such a lovely countess?”

Gray slipped an arm around Charlotte’s waist and gazed at her fondly. “She is the best thing that ever happened to me. But come. Sit. We’ve so much to catch up on.”

They did and tea arrived. Charlotte poured for them, handing Burke his as she said, “There’s nothing as soothing as a cup of tea.” Then as he took a sip, her eyes sparkled with mischief. “Or I supposed you would say a woman in your bed?”

He sputtered, tea coming out his nose. He grabbed a napkin and wiped his face as Charlotte chuckled and Gray joined in the laughter.

“What have you told her?” he asked Gray.

“Oh, Charlotte knows you are a womanizer from your youth,” Gray responded.

Burke shrugged. “I suppose I can’t hide from the truth. But, my lady, you’re as bad as Harriet with your inappropriate remarks,” he teased.

“Oh, you’ve met the girls?” Gray asked.

“I did. Harriet wanted me to remove my eyepatch.”

Gray shook his head. “I pity the man who falls in love with Harriet. He’ll have his work cut out for him. Jane’s husband will have no problems at all, other than she’ll fuss over him too much.”

“What was it like, becoming a father immediately? And may I congratulate you on your upcoming child?”

Gray linked his fingers with Charlotte and raised her hand to kiss it. “I was terrified. Probably more so than going into battle. You’ve seen them, Burke. Harriet alone would frighten the French into a mass retreat.” He smiled. “But they grew on me quickly.” He glanced at Charlotte. “As did the incredible Miss Nott.”

“Miss Nott?” Burke asked.

Charlotte said, “I was Charlotte Nott before our marriage. Gray likes to address me that way at times.”

She looked at her husband with such love that it almost knocked the air from Burke.

Masters suddenly appeared. “My lady, I hate to interrupt but you are needed to resolve a matter.”

“Thank you, Mr. Masters. I’ll be down in a moment.”

“Very good.”

Charlotte said, “I was going to leave the two of you to talk on your own anyway.”

“Don’t go,” they both said at the same time.

She laughed. “Gray told me you were as close as brothers but I had no idea that you could speak in unison, unprompted. No, I shall leave so you can talk about whatever you wish.”

Gray kissed her hand again before releasing it and both men stood as she left.

Once the door closed, Burke said, “She is incredible.”

“Beautiful both inside and out,” Gray agreed. “Intelligent. Loyal. Incredibly efficient. Besides acting as governess to the children, she was running both the household and the estate when I arrived. The housekeeper had up and fled with the estate manager, whom I might add was siphoning funds for years. The inimitable Miss Nott had everything under control. I wasn’t even really needed,” he joked.

“How?” Burke asked. “A mere governess? Though having now met her, I can see her doing so.”

“She was Lady Charlotte Nott, not merely Miss Nott.” Gray sighed. “We’ve seen cruelty on the battlefield but Charlotte dealt with her fair share of it at home. She is the daughter of Lord Rumford of Rumford Park, which is only a dozen miles from here. When her father died and her half-brother became the new earl, he got rid of her.”

Burke thought he’d heard wrong. “He... what?”

Gray’s eyes grew hard. “Charlotte’s mother was a renowned opera singer. The son resented his father remarrying and the little girl who so closely resembled her mother. He told Charlotte she was a mongrel. The child of a whore. Booted her from Rumford Park, saying she was dead to him.”

Anger flared within Burke. “Did you—”

“I addressed it,” Gray said. “Charlotte lived in poverty eight years before she came here. She’s changed everything—and everyone—at Gray Manor.”

“She’s certainly changed you, Gray. Reid and I were worried about you when you left Spain. The war had done such damage to you.”

Gray nodded in agreement. “Charlotte not only healed me. She’s made a new man of me. One I like very much.”

Burke grinned. “I’m only sorry you were the first to meet her. I should like to have known her then but I’m pleased to know her now.”

“I highly suggest you find your own Miss Nott, Burke.”

“Come on, Gray. You know I was never one meant to wed. I love women too much to ever settle down with one.”

“No, you enjoy having sex with them. I hope you will find a woman to love, Burke, as I have with Charlotte. I never thought I would marry. I absolutely never thought I would be in love. But love crept up on me and then slammed into my heart. I hadn’t a chance against it.”

He could see how happy his friend was but Burke had no hopes of finding love.

And no wish to do so.
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Chapter Six


Gemma dressed for the day with Joanie’s help and then went to her small dining room for breakfast. She was punctual—and so was Mrs. Pettigrew. The moment Bosley seated Gemma at the table, the door opened and Mrs. Pettigrew entered with a tray. Bosley accepted it and set the meal before his mistress, which consisted of her usual. One soft-boiled egg. One piece of toast with orange marmalade. One cup of tea, sugar and cream already added.

“Thank you both,” she said, dismissing them.

The servants left. Gemma had no need of someone standing nearby while she ate. She wouldn’t need anything so she’d told them to always go about their duties once her food was delivered. She ate the small breakfast first and then sipped her tea as she opened the post for the day, which always awaited her every morning.

Now that the Season approached, invitations were starting to arrive. That in itself had surprised her. She’d always been invited to numerous events while she’d been living with Lord C and had gone with him to everything from balls to musicales to routs. Once he and Rob died and she went into mourning, she’d been left alone. Her friends—and society—must figure it was time she got out and about again, which would explain the invitations starting to come in.

At first, Gemma thought she should ignore them all, much as she’d been ignored by others after the deaths of her loved ones. Her work for Sir Paxton kept her busy and she still loved to garden and read. She even played the pianoforte at times. A part of her, though, longed to return to the world. Make contact with friends and acquaintances again. Simply because she had no wish to ever wed again didn’t mean she should become a hermit. She would go through the stack of invitations that had come, both these and the ones waiting on her desk, and respond to all.

Gemma decided to be choosy, though. She didn’t want her life to turn into a social swirl, where she was out until the wee hours of the morning every night of the week. She would strike a happy medium between attending nothing and going to every event she’d been invited to. It would do her good to see others. Perhaps she could help introduce the new Earl and Countess of Covington into society. The poor pair. The new earl still seemed wet behind the ears and the countess looked barely old enough to drink ratafia. Their innocence would mark them as ripe for gossip and susceptible to the vicious claws of the ton. She decided to send them a note and see if she could call upon them soon so they could discuss ways to navigate through the Season.

Bosley entered the dining room, his large size making him look more like a day laborer than butler. Gemma knew none of her servants would ever be able to work for anyone else in society because of the casual way she ran her household.

“What is it, Bosley?”

“A message just arrived for you from Sir Paxton. It’s important, according to the man who delivered it. He asked that you read it immediately and give a verbal reply.”

Her butler handed the sealed parchment to Gemma and she opened it.

My dear Lady Covington–

I have an unusual request which deals with a new opportunity for you. Because of the delicacy of this matter, we cannot meet at the War Office.

If you are available at eleven o’clock this morning, I would ask that you come to my townhouse to discuss the particulars. Please let the messenger know. He can give you my address.

I hope that you will accept my invitation to talk about your future and the role I would like you to play in England’s efforts against Bonaparte.

Gemma noticed it was unsigned but she recognized Sir Paxton’s handwriting from other notes she’d received from him.

“Bring the messenger to me,” she told Bosley.

He nodded and retrieved the man, who looked nothing like the usual messenger. He wore clothes of good quality and had abundant gray hair and kind eyes.

“Can you come, my lady?” the man asked without introducing himself.

“Yes. Inform Sir Paxton that I will be there.”

He gave her the address and said, “Sir Paxton will be pleased.” With that, he left the room, Bosley trailing after him to see him out.

“Talk about piquing my curiosity,” she said to herself.

Gemma couldn’t help but wonder what kind of opportunity Sir Paxton would present to her. She was far from bored with the codes he gave her. Maybe instead of trying to break codes, he wished her to create some. Still, why would he wish to speak to her away from the War Office? He’d told her there were some women in the employ of the crown so it shouldn’t surprise anyone to see her there. Unless he thought to protect her reputation.

She decided to deal with the correspondence and reply to the invitations that had been delivered to her. By the time she wrote out responses to the ones she’d received, it was time to leave for her appointment with Sir Paxton.

Summoning Bosley, she said, “I would like you to drive me to my engagement and wait for me. I’m not sure how long I’ll be. Once you’ve dropped me off at home again, you can deliver these to the various addresses.”

Gemma handed him the stack of correspondence and went to fetch her hat and reticule. She wrapped her favorite cloak about her to ward off the brisk wind. March was definitely going out with a bluster. She looked forward to the blooms of April and May and hopefully warmer weather.

The carriage ride took a quarter of an hour. Bosley handed her down and said he would be waiting for her when she finished. She went to the front door, painted a deep green, and rapped on it.

The door swung open. A butler her exact height quickly assessed her and said, “Come in, Lady Covington.”

Gemma stepped into the foyer and allowed him to take her cloak.

“Sir Paxton is engaged at the moment, my lady. He asked that you wait for him in his study. If you’ll follow me.”

They remained on the first floor, heading down a corridor to the right. The butler opened the door and gave her a tight smile.

She entered the room and the servant closed the door quietly behind her. The study was done in various shades of browns, with a desk and two chairs before it. What drew her eyes, though, was the man across the room who had his back to her.

He was tall, with a lean, athletic frame and a headful of thick, dark hair. His hands were clasped behind him as he gazed out the window. Immediately, she wondered if he had something to do with the opportunity Sir Paxton had written about. The man turned and Gemma froze.

It was Burke Nicholson.

A wave of anger rippled through her. She hadn’t seen him since last summer, when he’d shown up unannounced and then blurted out that he’d gotten Rob killed. Before she’d had time to collect herself from the blow his words had on her, he’d turned and raced from the room, leaving her with so many unanswered questions.

Gemma moved quickly across the room, yanking her glove off as she did so. The moment she reached him, she slapped him. Hard. Her palm stung as if a thousand needles jabbed her. She saw the imprint of it on his face, which remained immobile, his lone gray eye staring at her.

“I would say I’m sorry—but I’m not,” she said succinctly.

“I don’t blame you, Lady Covington.”

Replacing her glove slowly, she fought the urge to berate him. She raised her eyes and their gazes met again.

“Why did you even come to see me?” she asked softly. “When you knew you couldn’t tell me the circumstances of Rob’s death?”

She saw surprise register on his face.

“If you were agents in the field together, then what you did was classified by the government. Something that I could never be told. I knew Lieutenant-Colonel Baker’s letter to me was a lie, pretending Rob died bravely on the battlefield.” Gemma paused. “I didn’t like it—but I could live with it, knowing Rob died in the service to his country.”

“What you didn’t like was me coming to you, face to face. It made it seem more real.”

“Yes,” she hissed. “It did. You could offer me no comfort. No details. I still don’t know why you came. Your visit was pointless. And hurtful.”

He took her hand and again, Gemma felt that odd sensation from before. She looked at their joined hands and pulled hers from his.

Nicholson cleared his throat, clasping his hands behind his back again. “I bungled it. Badly. I went to see you in person because your husband asked me to. If I survived. Then you revealed you knew he was a crown agent and, somehow, I lost all rational thought. I was angry.” He stopped and shook his head. “No, I was already angry. At what happened to The Don. To me. I was furious I’d lost my eye, as well as a good friend. Irritated that this stupid war seems to go on and on.

“I blame myself for lashing out at you. I should have known The Don never would have told you what he was up to. Your husband had more integrity in his smallest finger than most men do in their entire body. He talked about you as if you were his equal. He respected you a great deal, Lady Covington. He once told me that you would have made for a much better soldier than he was and that your cleverness and resourcefulness would have defeated Bonaparte if only the powers that be would have put you in charge.”

Gemma took in the words, smiling at the thought of Rob singing her praises to his fellow officers.

“I’m sorry I became irrational and stomped out. I apologize for acting in an ungentlemanly manner. I regretted my actions then—and still do, to this day.”

“Then why didn’t you come back?” she asked.

“Because I left London that day. Physically, I was still a wreck. Emotionally, I was even worse off. I retreated to a small cabin in the country and have remained there until a few days ago.”

“You needed time to heal.”

He nodded. “I did. I’ve returned to town, though, and I’m happy that I can share with you your husband’s last words.”

Gemma’s breath hitched. She gripped her hands, steeling herself. “What were they?”

“Tell Gemma I’m sorry.”

Her throat grew thick. Poor Rob. Thinking of her to the end. Worrying that he was leaving her alone to face her father and society, never knowing that by giving her his name—and gaining a title he’d never known about—that she was able to win her complete independence. She was a dowager countess who had the means to live on her own. Gemma only wished that Rob would have been able to learn about the work she did for the crown. She’d never been able to write to him of it. He would have been so proud of her.

A few tears spilled down her cheeks and she quickly wiped them away. She knew Rob also regretted that he wouldn’t be coming home to her. That they wouldn’t be able to share a life together, though naturally some of it would have been apart as he sought out others that interested him. It saddened her that his life had been cut short and it hurt that she would never know how—or why. Perhaps it was for the best, recalling how terribly gaunt and haunted Burke Nicholson looked when she’d last seen him. This way, she could remember Rob as he was before he left England and endured the trials and tribulations of war.

“Thank you,” Gemma told the man before him. “Thank you for being with my husband at the end. For surviving whatever the two of you experienced. For coming back and sharing with me his last words. I know you can’t give me any particulars. I accept that. You’ve given me a piece of Rob again. For that, I am grateful.”

She stepped toward him and, this time, kissed the very cheek she’d slapped only minutes ago. She caught the faint scent of the soap he’d used that morning.

He eyed her warily. “I don’t expect your forgiveness.”

“I’m not sure if you’ll ever have it,” she admitted. “You’re here. Rob isn’t. If one man had to perish, I would rather it have been you so that my husband could have returned home to me. I know that sounds cruel. Forgive me.”

“You have nothing to be forgiven for, my lady.”

Frankly, she didn’t know if she ever could forgive this man. He’d told her he’d done something to get her husband killed. Was it Nicholson’s carelessness? She didn’t think he’d deliberately betrayed Rob and their mission. Gemma remembered how awful Nicholson looked when he’d come to see her and that was two months after Rob’s death. She couldn’t know what he looked like right afterward. Or what he’d suffered. She swore to herself to forget this man’s involvement with Rob’s death.

But she doubted she would ever forgive him.

Looking at him, she said, “I think what’s important is for you to forgive yourself.”

He startled and she knew this man lived with guilt every day. That was punishment enough.

“I’ve tried,” he said haltingly. “I’ve gone over and over in my mind the events of that day. What I could have done differently. If my actions would have changed anything. Finally, I had to make peace with what happened. I haven’t forgiven myself, Lady Covington, but I’ve moved on. It took months to regain my physical strength. To heal both inside and outside. I still live with regret but it no longer dominates my every waking thought. To me, that’s progress.”

Then he got an odd look on his face. “Oh, no.” Anguish overcame him. “No,” he said more firmly. “It can’t be.”

The door opened and Sir Paxton Morris walked in.

“I see you’ve met your new partner, Nicholson.”
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Chapter Seven


Burke growled at Morris. “No.”

“Yes,” the older man replied calmly. “That is, if Lady Covington agrees.”

“Agrees to what?” she asked warily, looking back and forth between the two men.

“Come, let’s have a seat and discuss it.”

“No,” Burke said, knowing he sounded like a petulant child. “There’s to be no discussion.”

Morris sighed. “Didn’t you tell me you were ready to do anything for the crown? That I could assign you wherever and you would—”

“It’s different now,” he said stubbornly.

“Because Lady Covington is involved?”

“Yes.”

“Will you stop talking about me as if I’m not even in the room?” the countess suddenly demanded, her vivid blue eyes flashing with anger. “We’ll all sit,” she ordered. “Sir Paxton will tell me why I’m here and I’ll either accept or reject his offer. If I accept it, then I’ll address your objections, Mr. Nicholson.”

With that, she moved to the chairs in front of the desk and seated herself. Her eyebrows arched and both men meekly took a spot on either side of the desk, Morris behind it and Burke next to her, slouching slightly.

Lady Covington looked him directly in the eye and said, “I would appreciate if you would remain quiet while Sir Paxton speaks with me. No voicing your objections. No whining about broken agreements. Can you do that, Mr. Nicholson?”

“I can,” he said, thinking how well she’d taken charge of the situation and how in control she seemed.

She would be one hell of a partner. If she accepted Morris’ offer. If she agreed to work with Burke.

Morris had already laid out what he wanted from Burke and he’d readily agreed to everything. He was eager to get back in the game and do whatever he could to serve his country.

But he hadn’t known that Gemma Covington was the woman he would work with. She had to hate him, knowing he’d caused her husband’s death. How could she look him in his one good eye and pledge to do whatever was asked of her? She would be thinking the entire time that he’d gotten her husband killed.

And he might do the same to her.

“You may continue, Sir Paxton,” the countess said regally, her features composed.

“You are finished with your mourning period, Lady Covington, and I assume that you will partake in events of the Season again. Am I correct in my assumptions?”

“Yes. I’ve received some invitations and have responded affirmatively to a handful.”

“I’d like you to go to as many events as you’re invited to,” Morris told her.

She frowned. “Why?”

“Because there is a traitor in the War Office,” he said bluntly. “I’ve accumulated tidbits and hearsay and I think Fouché has turned someone high up—and that turncoat has recruited others from the nobility to the French cause.”

Her eyes narrowed at the mention of Bonaparte’s Minister of Police, a man who dealt mainly in intelligence and espionage. “You’re telling me that a French spy network has been created in London and its leader serves in our War Office.”

“Yes, my lady.”

“How can I help?” she said swiftly, causing Burke’s heart to pound uncomfortably. “And would I be allowed to continue my other work?”

“What other work?” he asked, sitting up.

Her reply was to glare at him. Burke sat back like a naughty schoolboy chastised by his tutor.

“Tell him,” Morris encouraged. “Mr. Nicholson needs to know I haven’t plucked you from nowhere.”

“Very well,” she said primly and faced him. “I have been decoding messages for the British government for over two years now. Quite successfully.”

Shock ran through Burke. “You what?”

“I, too, am an agent for the crown. As was my husband.” She gave him a smile. “Just like you, sir.”

“Lady Covington has broken more codes than anyone on my staff,” Morris praised. “She has been instrumental in the government being able to send out erroneous dispatches. Countless foreign spies have been caught, thanks to receiving messages they thought were encrypted and from their handlers or others within their own network. Instead, they were sent from British spies using code Lady Covington deciphered, allowing for their capture. We’ve gathered quite a bit of useful information from those men.”

Burke looked at Gemma Covington in a new light. “The Don said you had intelligence and courage. I see now how right he was.”

She inclined her head, acknowledging his compliment.

“Back to what I want,” Morris said. “I need you at as many ton events as possible, Countess. To listen in on conversations. To dance with some of the men I have suspicions about.” He paused. “And to go into their private quarters to look for traces of their involvement.”

“I can do all of that myself,” she said confidently. “Why would I need to work with Mr. Nicholson?”

“Because he is a trained field agent. And if you’re caught in someone’s residence in a room where you shouldn’t be, you can pretend you are having a tryst with him.”

Burke saw the blush spread across her cheeks.

“So... Mr. Nicholson would be my cover if that occurred. That we are having an affair.”

“Yes, my lady. His job is to play the rogue. The womanizer. He’ll be wooing other women. Looking for information, as well. But he’ll also pretend to be involved with you. You’ll need to attend some parties together. Meet up at others. He is there to protect you while you both seek out information which will prove the traitors involved and the depth of their betrayal. We are talking about highly placed gentlemen in society, Lady Covington. The proof will have to be irrefutable.”

She looked down at her folded hands for a good two minutes. Burke watched her the entire time, wanting her to say no. He thought the entire operation too dangerous for someone with no training. Yes, she might be highly intelligent sitting at a desk, working to decipher a code. Going out and taking the kind of risks Morris wanted her to take was an entirely different matter. The work was always dangerous and would be even more so for someone with her inexperience.

And yet he couldn’t think of anyone else he’d want by his side more. No woman of his acquaintance possessed her savviness and quiet confidence. Her beauty would also be an asset as she worked to retrieve information. Men would brag to her. Be indiscreet. Lady Covington might very well obtain information that Burke couldn’t.

“I’ll do it,” she said finally, determination in her voice.

“It’s too dangerous,” he blurted out.

She gazed at him coolly. “That’s what you’ll be there for, Mr. Nicholson. To make sure that danger doesn’t find me. And if it does? You’ll extricate me from it.”

Left unsaid was that Burke hadn’t been able to do that for The Don.

“All right,” he said gruffly and looked to Morris. “On one condition.”

“Name it,” the spymaster said.

“That she learns how to defend herself.”

“Why?” she asked. “Isn’t that something you can take care of?”

“I can’t be everywhere with you all the time. If a situation arises, you need to know how to fire a gun. And how you can immobilize a man.” He glanced back to Morris.

The spymaster nodded. “Go ahead. Get her ready. You have one week until the Season begins.”
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Gemma didn’t know why she’d accepted Sir Paxton’s offer. Especially because it meant working with Burke Nicholson.

How could she trust the man who got Rob killed?

Sir Paxton said, “Mr. Smith is waiting for you in the drawing room. I need to get back to the War Office.” He smiled warmly at her. “Thank you again, Lady Covington. I knew you would be the right person for this assignment. You will never be recognized publicly—but know that your service to the king will be duly noted. I’ll receive regular reports from you. Mr. Smith will explain all of that.”

He left and she looked to the man she would be closely working with. Even with the black eyepatch obscuring part of his face, Burke Nicholson was handsome as sin. Now that he’d recovered from whatever ordeal he’d survived in Spain, he’d filled out once again, doing more than justice to the superfine coat of dark blue and buff trousers he wore. He had thick, gorgeous hair that any woman would want to run her fingers through. High cheekbones and a strong jaw. Overall, he was an incredibly handsome man. The eyepatch gave him a rakish look, as if he were a pirate.

“Shall we?” he asked.

Gemma left the room and found the butler who’d admitted her waiting outside.

“If you’ll accompany me to the drawing room, my lady. Mr. Nicholson.”

The servant deposited them there and she saw Mr. Smith was the unnamed man who’d come to her a few hours ago, inviting her to this meeting. Seeing her, he rose.

“Lady Covington. I see you’ve accepted Sir Paxton’s offer.”

“Yes. He said I could continue my other work. Since I will be active during the Season, I believe I can contribute even more to England’s war effort against Bonaparte.”

“Don’t make light of it,” Smith warned. “You will be doing dangerous work.”

“I told her and Morris that very thing,” her new partner said. “I insist she be taught to shoot.”

The man nodded and retrieved a small case from a side table.

“I anticipated your request, Mr. Nicholson.”

He opened the case and Gemma saw a pair of pistols.

“They’re so small. I can’t imagine a man using them.”

“They are made for a woman,” Nicholson said. “Don’t let their size fool you, my lady. At close range, you can easily kill a man with one.”

She shuddered. She hadn’t thought about that particular thing happening. If she were caught, though, it might come down to her firing upon someone. To protect not only herself—but England.

“Manton’s would never allow a woman to practice there,” Mr. Smith said. “Besides, we want to keep Lady Covington’s role quiet. I have arranged to have you go to an estate on the outskirts of the city. You may teach the countess this afternoon and return when she needs more practice. You’ll find plenty of ammunition in the carriage.”

“Is it the one I was promised?”

“Yes, Mr. Nicholson,” Smith confirmed. “I’ve also arranged for your rented townhouse.” He pulled a set of keys from his pocket and handed them to Nicholson. “A cook and housekeeper have been hired. Also, a driver. I’m still working on other staff for you. A few maids and butler. A valet.”

“Do I need all of that?”

Gemma saw that Nicholson looked uncomfortable suddenly. She realized that without a title, he had no money of his own and that the government was paying for the townhouse and servants. Likely, the carriage, as well. She knew from what Lord C had shared with her that England was spending millions of pounds on their spy networks. Establishing Burke Nicholson into society was just part of the price that would help the former army officer gain access to the ton.

And the possible spies that must be brought down.

“Yes,” Mr. Smith said, his reply brokering no further discussion on the matter. “Your tailor should have delivered some of your new wardrobe this morning. The rest will be coming within the next week. It includes everything you should need for all of the upcoming social events.”

“Speaking of those,” Nicholson said. “I’ve been away for a long time. I spent years in the army and then months buried in the country. No one knows I’m back in town. I don’t see how I’ll—”

“It’s been taken care of,” Smith assured him. “You will find your invitations on the desk in your study. You’ll need to respond to them immediately. More will follow, I’m sure, once you make an appearance at the first few events of the Season. Remember, you are to be charming. Flirtatious. Affable. To both men and women. You’re a member of White’s now. Spend a good deal of time there. You’ll pick up more gossip at your club than at balls. You’ve been given the list. You know whom to flirt with—and which men are under suspicion.”

“Will I have access to that list?” Gemma asked.

“Yes, my lady.” Smith retrieved a sheet from the table and handed it to her. “For your eyes only. Don’t leave this out where a servant can see. Don’t discuss it with any of your friends or acquaintances.”

She frowned at him. “I do possess common sense, you know. I’m not a fluffhead.”

“I didn’t think you were,” Smith assured her. “Neither does Sir Paxton—or you wouldn’t be here.” He turned to Nicholson. “Your carriage awaits you. The driver knows your destination. I will act as a go-between for you both. Most of your reports will come through me to Sir Paxton. You are not to see him on your own under any circumstances.”

“And what if you are a member of this spy network we are trying to bring down, Mr. Smith?” Gemma challenged. “You could filter whatever information we give you. Or simply not pass it along.”

“Very astute of you, my lady. I assure you that Sir Paxton has total trust in me. Smith is not my name. It’s simply what you know me as. I work for the crown and have for some time now.” His gaze met hers. “I assure you that I want Bonaparte brought down as much as any Englishman does. For me, it’s personal.” He hesitated a moment and then said, “I lost my twin brother, thanks to Joseph Fouché. I’m heavily invested in seeing Bonaparte and all who support him brought to their knees. I know nothing will bring my brother back but I will claim my pound of flesh.” His eyes flashed with anger.

Gemma said, “I believe you, Mr. Smith. I won’t be so trusting of any others, though.”

“As it should be, Lady Covington. Right now, you may trust me—and Mr. Nicholson. Beyond that, I would question anyone and everything you hear, see, or are told.”
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Chapter Eight


Gemma accompanied Burke Nicholson outside, where a magnificent carriage stood behind hers.

“I see the War Department hasn’t spared any expense when it comes to establishing your cover. Those are Cleveland Bays, if I’m not mistaken.”

Nicholson whistled. “They are, indeed. I never thought to possess horseflesh so fine. Well, I suppose I don’t own them. They’re the property of the crown. Not mine. When the war ends, I’ll have to give them back. The townhouse and servants, too.” He grinned. “I suppose they’ll let me keep at least some of my clothes. I’d hate to be left naked in the streets.”

“That’s the kind of remark a rake would make,” she noted. “I see you are already into playing your assigned role. I suppose it’s not much of a stretch for you, Mr. Nicholson.”

“I’ll admit that I’ve always had an eye for the ladies. Or they, for me. Part of my assignment is to get close to certain women. That will include the mistresses of some of the men on the list Smith gave us.”

Gemma was itching to pull out the list she’d folded and placed in her reticule. She decided to review it during their carriage ride.

“Let me speak to my driver a moment.” She walked toward Bosley, Nicholson on her heels. “Mr. Bosley, please let me see the responses I gave you earlier.”

He opened the satchel and withdrew the sealed replies. Gemma flipped through them, handing some to Nicholson to hold. She returned a group to her driver.

“These are to be delivered. The others are to be placed on my desk. I’ve changed my mind and will be accepting those invitations, as well, so I will need to change my responses.”

She indicated for Nicholson to hand them over and saw Mr. Bosley place them in a separate side of the satchel.

“I’m going to be gone for the rest of the day.”

Her driver’s brows shot up and he glared at her companion.

“It’s all right, Mr. Bosley. Mr. Nicholson will see me safely home.”

His eyes narrowed. “Are you sure, my lady?”

“Yes, I am. And I thank you for your concern. Mr. Nicholson is a war veteran. I will be perfectly fine in his company.”

Bosley looked slightly mollified. “Yes, my lady.” To Nicholson, he said, “If you make one misstep with her, you’ll need another eyepatch.”

“I admire loyalty, Bosley. I promise to take excellent care of Lady Covington.”

With that, he took her arm and led Gemma to his waiting vehicle, handing her up and climbing in after her.

She fingered the plush, expensive velvet. “I hope you’ll be worth it, Mr. Nicholson, and that you’ll provide results.”

He shrugged. “Either I will or I won’t. I figure with you as my partner, I have a much better chance. You’re very clever, Gemma.”

“I’d prefer you address me as Lady Covington,” she said stiffly.

“And I will. In front of others. Except for the few times I supposedly slip and refer to you as Gemma. Those will be deliberate mistakes and let a small group of people know that we are... close. As for when we’re alone, we will be spending quite a bit of time together, from your training to going over information we’ve obtained and strategizing. I think it would be easier to be less formal.”

“Very well,” she agreed, knowing it made sense.

He looked at her with what seemed regret. “I am sorry that your husband did not come home to you, Gemma. I realize how hard it was for you to agree to work with me, especially after what happened with The Don and me in Spain. Still, we need to establish trust between us and know we have one another’s backs.” He hesitated. “Can you do that, Gemma?”

“I don’t know,” she said honestly. “I agreed to Sir Paxton’s proposition because I want to do anything in my power to end this war and bring our soldiers home. No family should have to suffer the loss of their loved ones. As far as trusting you, I know that you are very good at what you do. Sir Paxton wouldn’t have you working for him if you weren’t. I will do my best to put aside my personal feelings toward you and move forward from this point on.”

“I won’t let you down, Gemma,” he said fiercely. “I promise that. I would give my life to see you safe.”

The intensity in his eye shook Gemma to her core.

“I believe you, Burke,” she said softly.

They gazed at each other a long moment and then she looked away. Withdrawing the list of suspicious persons from her reticule, she said, “You’ve been gone, as you pointed out. Let’s work through the list now. I’ll tell you anything I know about the people named on it. If you have anything to add, please let me know.”

Burke nodded.

They worked their way through the list, which was lengthy. It appalled her that so many people were possibly traitors to England. Then again, having suspicions versus proving guilt were two entirely different things. As Sir Paxton said, they would need irrefutable proof in order to bring down those disloyal to the crown. She hoped most of the people on this list would be cleared by their investigation.

They arrived almost an hour after they’d departed. The carriage slowed and then came to a halt. Burke opened the door and jumped to the ground. He reached up and took her by the waist, swinging her to the ground.

His touch unnerved her. She was aware of his closeness. How large his hands were as they encircled her waist. How masculine he was in every way.

Gemma pulled away the moment her feet touched the ground, causing him to release her. She looked around and saw the driver had come to the ground. She gripped the small case in her hands, which contained the pistols she was to use.

“No one’s here,” he said. “You’re to shoot over there. I have weapons for you to practice with, as well, Mr. Nicholson. I’ll bring them and your ammunition. Targets have been set up for you. You can decide if you wish Lady Covington to shoot longer distances or keep to shorter ones.”

Burke turned to her. “I don’t think an occasion will occur where you’d need to fire from a great distance. Training you to do so would be a waste of time. Any conflict you might experience would be with someone you’d be speaking to. We’ll concentrate on distances of no more than ten feet.”

Gemma nodded. “I’ll leave that to your judgment. You’re more knowledgeable in this area than I am.”

Their driver said, “I’ll be back in two hours. I have something that needs to be picked up.”

“What’s your name?” Burke asked as he climbed atop the carriage and took up the reins.

“You may call me Jones, sir.” With a snap of his wrists, the horses took off.

As he drove away, she said, “He’s also a spy.”

“Without question. I’m sure the house servants won’t be but it’s clever of Morris to provide a driver that has skills and training that might come in handy. Shall we?”

Burke spent the next half-hour showing her the different parts of a gun. How to load it. How to clean it after firing. He explained the process multiple times, from how to load it to how shots were to be lined up and what follow-through should occur, the repetition helping Gemma to learn what was expected.

“Let me get in a little target practice first. I’ll talk you through everything I’m doing and why.”

He did, with Gemma standing close by to see everything he did. He was off at first and walked her through how adjustments could be made for things such as wind.

“You won’t need to worry about that. You’ll only fire at close range and wind wouldn’t be a factor.”

“I notice you’re using your left hand. That’s unusual.”

“My right was my dominant hand. All of my fingers were broken, though.”

She flinched involuntarily, knowing it had something to do with his missing eye. And Rob’s death.

“I’ve taught myself to write with that hand again and also the left. I spent the last several months learning to shoot left-handed, though. I practice some with my right but I line up shots with my eye and the barrel. Having no right eye puts me at a distinct disadvantage. Teaching myself to use my left made more sense.”

“I would never have known that. You’ve truly mastered being an excellent shot with your left.”

“Thank you. Now, it’s time to get to your lessons.”

“I appreciate you taking the time to work with me.”

He went to the case and brought it back, along with ammunition for her pistols.

“Walk me through everything we’ve discussed so far,” he said.

Gemma did, proud that she remembered everything he’d shown her.

“It’s time to practice firing. You know how loud the sound is now from watching me.”

Once more, he talked about how to aim and the recoil. She told him she understood everything and took the gun he handed her, keeping it pointed to the ground as he’d instructed.

Before Gemma could raise it, Burke stepped behind her and placed his left hand on her waist. His right hand lifted her arm, keeping his against hers and under it for support.

“I want to help show you how to aim. I’m sorry for touching your waist but it helps me balance myself.”

“It’s fine,” she said faintly, not thinking it fine at all.

Her heart was pounding quickly and she was suddenly nervous. Her mouth grew dry.

“Line up your shot with your eye using the barrel. I know it’s small, unlike a rifle’s barrel, but try.”

Gemma did and understood what he meant.

“I want you to try several shots with only your right hand. If your hand and wrist prove too weak, we’ll switch to having you hold the pistol with both hands.”

“Which is best?” she asked, wanting to learn the right way.

“Either. It depends upon what kind of marksman—markswoman—you are.”

He chuckled and she felt the warmth of his breath graze her ear. He stood close behind her and his body radiated heat. Gemma wanted nothing more than to sink into him. She fought the urge, though, and forced herself to concentrate on the target he’d named.

“Fire when you’re ready,” he said softly.

She took her time and then pulled the trigger. The recoil was much stronger than she’d anticipated and she grunted.

“It surprises you, doesn’t it?” he asked, another chuckle coming from him.

His hand remained on her waist, the fingers like small brands marking her skin.

“It did,” she admitted. “Even though I knew it was coming, it seemed unexpected.”

Burke had her reload and fire numerous times, his arm supporting hers, then he allowed her to shoot without him behind her. She proved accurate and he let her try two hands.

“I like it either way,” Gemma told him when he asked her preference.

“It’s good you’re comfortable both ways. We’ll practice each so that it doesn’t matter and shooting becomes merely second nature to you. I suggest we come out here once a week and allow you to practice. It’s close enough to the city to allow for that and we can always talk over business on our way here and back.”

“You think I need that much practice? I thought I was doing rather well.”

He smiled, a beautiful smile that warmed her like a soft, summer breeze. Gemma didn’t recall him ever smiling before. If she had, she would have most likely turned down Sir Paxton’s offer.

For working with the man who had such a genuine smile might do her in.

“You are, Gemma. I’ve rarely seen anyone take to firing a pistol as quickly as you have. I think the next time we come out, I should teach you to use a rifle. I’d offer one of my guns but I’m afraid the weight would be too much.”

He took a step toward her and her pulse raced. “Practice is very important,” he said softly. “You must use your new skills continually or you will quickly lose them. I want it to become so much a part of you that if the time ever comes when you must fire, you won’t second-guess yourself.”

“Do you think that time will come?” she asked, every breath filled with the scent of him.

He touched his fingers to her chin. “It could. I want you prepared in case it ever does.”

Gemma’s skin tingled. Not just where his fingers lay but all over. Her pulse pounded violently and her breathing felt shallow. She suddenly yearned for something. Something she’d never had before.

A kiss.

No. Not just a kiss.

Burke’s kiss...

His fingers fell away and she longed to call him back to her as he turned away and busied himself preparing the last of the targets for her to aim at.

The sudden physical longing she had for this man might prove far more dangerous than any French spy ever would.
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Chapter Nine


Burke allowed his new valet to dress him for tonight’s ball. It seemed odd, this return to society. The new residence and beautifully tailored clothes. The extraordinary team of horses and carriage. The club membership at White’s. All the trappings to make him appear eligible to the ladies of the ton and appeal to gentlemen. He needed to win confidences and lure indiscreet conversation.

All in the name of the crown.

From lingering at White’s, he’d renewed several friendships from Eton and university. He’d been invited to Gentleman Jim’s and to Tattersall’s, where he’d boxed and viewed horseflesh. It had led to several more invitations to upcoming ton events, which he’d made sure Gemma was attending.

Gemma...

Burke knew he was playing with fire when it came to the beautiful, intelligent widow. He’d never been drawn to the flame of a woman as he had with Gemma Covington. In the past, he’d been attracted to scores of attractive women. He’d always withheld himself, though, from them. Never formed any type of attachment. Never committed any emotions to them. Never imagined wanting to give his heart to one.

With Gemma, that had all changed.

If he didn’t know better, Burke would think that he’d found his own Miss Nott. He thought about Gemma every waking hour of the day. He dreamed of her. Frequently. And erotically. He only wondered if his imagination did her justice.

They’d spent quite a bit of time together, going over the list Smith provided. Gemma, too, had begun renewing past acquaintances and friendships, and had gathered information about the men on the list and a few of the women. She learned which men had mistresses and who those women were. She was the one who created separate pages on each man, where everything they knew about him was listed. His family and residences. His particular tastes. The politics he publicly favored. What clubs he belonged to. Gemma was relentless in gathering information and Burke knew starting tonight, all of what they’d learned would come into play. It would give them a leg up on who these men were as they went on the hunt to bring down the ring of traitors.

Through it all, he’d come to admire her intelligence and dedication to the project. He’d even asked her to share the ciphers she was working on. They proved so complicated, he had trouble following her logic. It let him understand just how clever she truly was.

And it made him want her even more.

They’d gone shooting again yesterday. She hadn’t needed his guidance but he’d insisted on helping her at the beginning of their session, just so he could be near her. Touch her. Smell her. It made him long to hold her in his arms and dance with her. Dancing had always been something in which he’d excelled. He only hoped having one eye didn’t affect his balance as he danced. It had taken him months to adjust to feeing lopsided all of the time. It was incredibly difficult not to be able to see something coming from his right. Even crossing the street could become a major ordeal as he had to swivel his entire body in that direction, back and forth, before he could take a step forward.

“That’s good,” he told his valet and thanked him.

He passed the large bed and couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to have Gemma in it. Naked. Writhing beneath him. Calling his name.

Burke shook his head hard and headed down the stairs and outside to where Jones waited with the carriage. He had to push aside these incredibly strong feelings for The Don’s widow. He couldn’t let his infatuation with her cloud his head—or judgment. More than anything, he owed it to her to keep her safe during their scouting expeditions into the private lives of select ton members. Burke had gotten Gemma’s husband killed. He couldn’t let the same happen to her. He would concentrate on all the other pretty things he was supposed to flirt with. That would hold his attention.

But it didn’t make him want her any less.

The carriage stopped two blocks from his destination. He’d told Jones if the traffic became too heavy to let him out. Glancing out the window, he saw things were at a standstill. It didn’t surprise him. The first ball—and first event of the Season—was always heavily attended.

Burke exited the vehicle and told Jones where to pick him up afterward and then walked the remainder of the way. He joined the receiving line and was greeted by his hosts, Lord and Lady Hampton. The couple’s daughter, standing next to her mother, signaled her interest in him. Since her father was a name on their list, Burke would definitely follow up. He started by asking the daughter to dance.

“Oh, Mr. Nicholson, you may have the first dance of the evening. We can open the ball with Mama and Papa.”

Though he despised attention such as this, it would suit his purposes and put him front and center of everyone in attendance. Those who knew him would want to renew their acquaintance with him. Those who didn’t would be curious as to who he was and why he was chosen to be at the forefront tonight.

“I’d be delighted to, my lady.”

She smiled. “Then I will see you soon, Mr. Nicholson.”

He kissed her hand and then wandered off, getting the lay of the land. Noting where the buffet would be served. Where the card room and retiring rooms were located. He saw no one guarded the stairs, as happened at some events. It was too early to sneak up them and explore now but when the ball was in full swing, he would do so.

As he moved about, he spied Gemma on the other side of the room and stopped.

She was breathtaking.

Her gown was a rich, deep blue, which would set off her incredible eyes. The contrast of the gown with her auburn hair was striking. Her alabaster skin seemed to glow from across the ballroom. She was standing with two other women and two gentlemen.

Burke’s feet took him in her direction.

Gemma saw him coming and she smiled.

They hadn’t been introduced in society and would need that to occur now. Fortunately, he knew both men in the circle of her conversation. He greeted them and one asked if he knew the ladies present.

“No, I haven’t had that pleasure.”

Proper introductions were made and as he took Gemma’s hand and kissed her gloved fingers, he experienced the jolt that seemed to occur every time they connected.

“I believe I know your name from my late husband’s letters,” she said. “Did you serve with Robert Smythe by any chance?”

“Why, yes. He was a fellow officer. Came from Wellesley’s staff, I believe. He was only with me in Spain for a short while. I’m sorry to hear of his passing. The war, I assume?”

“Yes. But it is good to have you back in England, Mr. Nicholson.”

“It feels good to be back. I’m ready to leave military life behind and enjoy life once more.”

This was his cover. That he was slightly bitter at having lost his eye and had sold his commission, not wanting anything more to do with the war. He’d already put that story out to several people at White’s, to better help the idea along that he had returned to civilian life—and was ready to enjoy it to the fullest.

Gemma knew this part of the story but Paxton and Burke had discussed going a step further. Burke was to put out to a select few they suspected of treason just how unhappy he’d been in the military and England’s role in the war. He would be a sympathizer who might prove susceptible to recruitment. Burke had told Paxton he didn’t want Lady Covington to know this part of the mission. If he were approached by the very men they sought, he would carry out this portion alone.

“I would appreciate if you would dance with me, Lady Covington. It’s my first ball since I sold out. I must warn you that I may be a little rusty on the dance floor.”

“I’d be happy to dance with you, sir.”

“A waltz,” he prompted. “I would very much like to dance the waltz with you.”

Her eyes widened slightly. “Of course.”

They arranged which dance they would partner with together, which happened to be the supper dance. It would work perfectly to dance, eat, and then disappear while others were focused more on food and flirting.

Burke made sure to circulate after that, conversing with several people. Then he heard the musicians began tuning their instruments and went in search of his first partner. He claimed her and they moved to the center of the room, along with her parents. He heard the whispers and knew some came from those who gossiped about his missing eye and the elegant black eyepatch he wore.

The girl danced only adequately but he claimed another dance with her near the end of the ball. If he didn’t get what he wanted here tonight, he would ask to call upon her tomorrow and squeeze whatever information he could from her.

He moved about after that—dancing, flirting, and conversing with as many as possible. Several promised him invitations to future events, a good number from those he didn’t know well. Opening the ball with the Hampton chit had been a good move on his part.

When the time for their dance together came, Burke found Gemma and escorted her onto the ballroom floor. He took her into his arms as the music began. As he’d suspected, she moved with innate grace and was easily his best partner of the night.

“You’ve certainly made the rounds,” she quipped.

“I’m trying to get my face out there. Make connections. Whatever it takes to make our task easier.”

“Opening the ball with our hosts was a clever idea. I’m sure you nudged your way into that.”

“The daughter showed interest in me. What can I say? I may be missing an eye but I’m intriguing.” He grinned. “And definitely a rogue.”

“Oh, yes. That’s been the talk of you tonight.”

His eyebrows arched. “You’ve heard gossip about me?”

She smiled regally. “More than I would care to hear. You are certainly the topic of conversation for tonight. Your background. Whom you are related to. Your war injury. Some have said it is too bad you gave your eye for the war. Most others believe your eyepatch only adds to your allure. I’ve heard you called quite handsome so many times that I’ve grown bored.”

Burke tightened his hold on her, pulling her a little closer than was expected. “I would hate for you to be bored, Lady Covington.”

Her breasts now brushed against his chest. He only wished they were alone and he could free them from their hiding place. He imagined sucking on her nipples. Hearing her gasp. Making her want him.

She licked her lips nervously. “I think the dance is finishing.”

The last strains of the waltz sounded and Burke held her a moment longer before releasing her and offering his arm to her.

“May I escort you into supper, my lady?”

“Yes, Mr. Nicholson. Thank you.”

They went through the buffet line and then sat on the end of a table. He gobbled down his food while she picked at hers. He knew she had to be nervous, knowing what came next. He needed to be aware of those nerves. While Gemma had a good head on her shoulders, she wasn’t trained for this line of work. They’d discussed it, again and again, to make her know exactly what to do when they entered someone’s study. He’d divided up their tasks so they wouldn’t be bumping into one another and they could work quickly and independently. In this line of work, time was of the essence. They might have only short windows to search rooms.

“Have some of your champagne,” he urged.

“No. It makes me giddy.”

“Just a sip then. You don’t want to draw attention to yourself for not partaking.”

“All right.” She took a hearty sip and then put the flute down. “If you will excuse me, Mr. Nicholson. I feel the need to go to the retiring room.”

He rose. “Of course, Lady Covington. I think I might do the same.”

They slipped away, Burke allowing her to go first before following, and they made their way toward the stairs. No one was in sight.

“Wait here. Count to twenty then follow me up,” Burke said.

He wanted to go first in case anyone was present. He reached the landing and saw no one above him and quickly climbed to the next floor. Gemma arrived soon after. Without thinking, he took her hand, lacing his fingers through hers and pulling her down the corridor. He wanted to keep her close. If they came upon anyone, they could go into their act.

Trying a few doors along the way, he found them all unlocked. Then he came to one which didn’t budge. Without prompting, Gemma pulled a pin from her hair and handed it to him. Burke played with the lock and it gave. He pulled her inside and locked it behind them.

Handing her the hairpin, she replaced it while he moved to the desk and began a methodical search. She did the same, looking through books in the bookcase and drawers in another piece of furniture near the door. They’d practiced this at both her place and his, timing themselves. He knew they couldn’t be gone too long without arousing suspicions.

Burke finished his search. “Nothing,” he reported, making sure everything was as he’d found it.

“I found two letters from his mistress. One undated and one from ten days ago. Not the mistress we thought he had—unless he’s dallying with two women that aren’t his wife.”

“Did you read them?”

“Yes. I think we have everything we need, Burke. We should return downstairs.”

He took her hand and moved swiftly across the room. “We’ll discuss what you learned tomorrow.”

They’d decided to not waste time doing so at the event they attended, instead reviewing the information discovered the next morning unless they wound up in the same carriage, which would be infrequent, if at all.

Reaching the door, he heard the key in the lock from the other side. Quickly, he spun Gemma around, his fingers pinning her wrists to the wall, her head between them. His body pressed against hers and his mouth came down hard on hers, forcing her lips open.

Burke kissed her as he felt the slight breeze of the door opening. He only hoped whoever entered believed their story.
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Chapter Ten


Gemma suddenly found herself swung around, thrust against the wall as Burke’s body crowded hers. No, it pushed into hers, leaving no space between them. His mouth covered hers and his tongue somehow swept inside, stroking hers.

Heat flooded her body and she felt her bones melting. Thank goodness he held her upright for if he hadn’t, she would have slid down the wall and become a puddle on the ground. As her pulse jumped, her body came to life against him and Gemma answered his kiss. She hadn’t known tongues were involved in kissing but found it a wonderful surprise.

Someone cleared his throat and Burke stilled. He broke the kiss and his lips hovered just above hers.

“You did well,” he whispered and then pulled away from her, lowering her wrists and releasing them.

His words deflated her. Of course, he’d kissed her because someone had entered the room. Burke was keeping to their cover story. His kiss had been one of necessity.

Not of need.

She turned her head and saw Lord Hampton standing there, his cheeks spotted red in anger.

“What are you doing in my study?” he demanded.

Burke smiled charmingly at their host. “I believe you can see what we were up to, Lord Hampton.”

“How did you get into a locked room?” the earl asked.

Gemma stepped forward. “It wasn’t locked, my lord,” she said guilelessly. “At least when I tried the handle, it opened to my touch. I did ask Mr. Nicholson to lock it behind us, though.”

She could feel the blush spreading from her neck up her cheeks and to her very roots.

The nobleman’s stare softened and she saw doubt enter his eyes. She only hoped it was in regard to him thinking he’d left the door unlocked—and not what the two of them were doing in his study.

“I’m sorry for invading your space, Lord Hampton,” she continued. “Mr. Nicholson and I merely were looking for somewhere to hold a... private conversation.”

Burke’s fingers found hers. He squeezed them reassuringly.

Gemma saw amusement flicker in the earl’s eyes and believed they had escaped.

“See that you find another place to conduct your assignation,” he said abruptly, glaring at Burke.

“Forgive us, Lord Hampton. We won’t trouble you again.” He glanced to her. “Come, Lady Covington. We should return to the ball.”

Burke offered her his arm and Gemma slipped her hand through it. They exited the room and said nothing until they reached the staircase.

As they descended, he said, “Hampton is cagey. He’ll have us watched the rest of the evening. Come dance with me and then we’ll go outside to the terrace.”

She nodded mutely, accompanying him to the ballroom. A song was just being struck up and he led her onto the dance floor. The lively tune brought her back into the moment and she thought only of the dance. She had to—else she’d collapse.

When the music ended, Burke guided her from the crowded room and out the terrace doors. The air had a chill in it and she hoped they wouldn’t be outside for long.

As they strolled across the wide expanse, he said, “Carpenter was watching us as we danced. He and Hampton are thicker than thieves. It wouldn’t surprise me if he followed us out here.”

Burke paused and turned slightly before focusing entirely on her.

“He slipped out the door just now. Blended into the shadows. We’re going to have to convince him we came out here with a single purpose in mind. Flirt with me.”

“What?”

“You heard me. Flirt.”

“I... I don’t know how,” she sputtered.

He touched her face lightly. “Just do what you did with Smythe.”

“But we... we never flirted. Rob and I knew each other from childhood. There was never any need to pretend to be someone I wasn’t with him.”

He looked puzzled. “What do you think flirting is, Gemma?”

She snorted. “It’s when women of the ton act in a completely false manner to lure a man in. They act differently and speak differently and become someone they’re not. I’ve seen it occur. I’ve been in conversation with a woman and when a man came up, she totally changed. I never did that with Rob. Never,” she insisted.

“Then we’ll have to teach you how to flirt. Only a little bit. You’ll need to act amorously toward me but in a casual manner.”

Now it was her turn to be puzzled. “How do I do that?”

Burke touched her face lightly again, causing butterflies to flit against her insides. He dropped his hand and Gemma wished he would do it again.

“Cock your head,” he instructed.

She did so and licked her lips.

“There!” he said, a triumphant look on his face.

“There, what?”

“You licked your lips.”

“I did? I was unaware I did so.”

“That’s an excellent way to flirt.”

“It is?”

“It is,” he assured her.

“But... why?”

He smiled. “It draws attention to your mouth. A man’s gaze will drop to your lips whenever you do so.”

She licked them again nervously and then caught herself doing it. “Oh!” she cried softly. “I didn’t mean to.”

“But you did.”

“And you’re looking at my mouth. I can tell.”

His eye moved from her lips to her eyes. “Yes. I was.”

Gemma worried her bottom lip.

“Ah, now you’re understanding.”

Frustrated, she asked, “Understanding what?”

“You bit your bottom lip.”

“So?”

“It’s another way to draw attention to your mouth,” he said. “Men love to see a woman do that.”

“They do? Why?”

“Because biting a lip as you kiss is so very enticing,” he replied.
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Burke saw the bewildered look on Gemma’s face. Understanding dawned within him.

He’d briefly wondered when he’d kissed Gemma about her response. He thought it was because he’d caught her unaware. Then as he’d kissed her, she’d stiffened before relaxing. It almost seemed as if she hadn’t known what to do. He’d chalked it up to the suddenness of his actions.

Now, he wasn’t so sure.

Burke had heard talk of some men not kissing but that usually involved whores. He supposed there were some married men who didn’t partake in the practice, though he’d never understand why. He enjoyed kissing and could have done it for hours—with Gemma.

Especially if it meant he needed to teach her how to kiss.

“How long were you married?” he asked. “Before your husband reported for duty.”

“Two days,” she said, a blush spreading across her porcelain cheeks.

In two days, she would have made love with Smythe a handful of times. She would have been young and innocent and he a gentleman who wouldn’t want to overtax her. He might have even kept to brief kisses on the lips. Or not kissed her at all. If they were true childhood sweethearts and friends, as she’d indicated, Gemma might have never kissed any other man during her come-out.

And if The Don hadn’t truly kissed her, then Burke was the first man to do so. The thought brought a rush of heat through him.

He didn’t want to disparage her husband to her so he must approach this gently.

“Gemma, I realize some men don’t necessarily kiss their wives. The way I kissed you in Hampton’s study.”

Her blush deepened, making her even more beautiful than he thought possible.

“If you’ve never been kissed that way before, then I apologize for the suddenness of it. But if we are caught again, we must be convincing. In fact, even now I see Carpenter lingering in the shadows. He will report what he sees to Hampton. Our very mission could be in jeopardy on its first night.”

Her look of distress helped him to continue.

“To keep that from occurring, we’re going to need to kiss again. And persuade Carpenter we mean it. Can you do that?”

She nodded. “I think so.” She hesitated. “Does it involve... biting me?”

He almost laughed aloud, seeing her worried look, but kept a straight face. “It can. But not in the sense you mean. More... nipping you. Could we try that?”

She looked so innocent and naïve but gamely said, “Yes, Burke.”

“Cock your head.”

Gemma did so.

“Now, laugh. Low and throaty.”

“Why?”

“Because laughing at what a man says encourages him. He feels invincible. On top of the world when a woman he’s interested in laughs at what he says.”

She laughed. So convincing that he believed her.

Burke touched her face again, his fingers feather light as he stroked it.

“I’m going to lead you to the far end of the terrace. And we’re going to kiss. All right?”

She shuddered. “All right.”

“It won’t be distasteful. You’ll enjoy it.”

Her nose crinkled. “I’m sure you say that to all the women of your acquaintance.”

Guilt filled him. He had promised numerous times that a woman would enjoy his kisses—and more. And they had. Suddenly, all those times and nameless, faceless women held no meaning for Burke. He wanted Gemma.

Only Gemma.

He slipped an arm about her waist and maneuvered her to the far end of the terrace. It was chilly outside and they only passed two other couples. They stopped and had the area to themselves. He still sensed Carpenter’s eyes on them, coming from somewhere in the dark.

Burke faced her. “Put your palms flat against my chest.”

As she did so, he cupped her face with his right hand and placed his left on the small of her back, drawing her close. His thumb caressed her cheek and he saw something cloud her eyes.

Desire...

He wondered if he’d stirred a fire within Gemma—and hoped he had.

He lowered his head until their lips touched. Remembering her inexperience, he started slowly, brushing his lips across hers gently. Her palms pushed against his chest. Burke teased her mouth open and slid his tongue inside the velvet richness.

Heaven. That was what Gemma tasted like. Clouds on a summer’s day gently blown by the breeze. Warm sunshine. The feel of wet grass on his bare feet. Everything pleasurable. Her skin heated and the scent of vanilla wafted over him. Burke would never inhale the smell again without thinking of her and this moment.

He deepened the kiss and she responded. A little unsure of herself but it charmed him, nonetheless. His arm tightened about her. His hand slid to the nape of her long, elegant neck, cupping it. Desire flared brightly within him as her confidence grew and she kissed him back. She moaned and he broke the kiss, softly biting into that full, bottom lip that had tempted him all night.

Gemma whimpered, her hands fisting now, and she kissed him harder. His tongue went to war with hers, both of them wanting to claim victory. It didn’t matter who won for every moment with her in his arms was a victory.

Burke knew he had to stop, though. He’d proved his point to Carpenter. Besides, if he didn’t stop now?

He didn’t know if he could.

She made a mewling sound again, tightening her grip on him, his clothes now bunched in her fingers. Burke reluctantly broke the kiss.

Gemma looked up at him, those blue eyes dark with passion. He would give anything to be able to explore her luscious curves. This wasn’t the time or place.

Unfortunately, it might never be.

He kissed her hard and then lifted his mouth from hers. Her lips were swollen from their passion.

She’d never looked more beautiful to him than in this moment.

“We need to stop,” he told her—though he was really speaking to himself.

Nodding, she released her hold on him, looking dazed.

The need to touch her one more time overcame him. Cupping her face, Burke said, “We’ll enter the ballroom at the far end. Go directly to the retiring room and collect yourself.”

Gemma nodded again, as if she couldn’t speak.

Reluctantly, he released her face and took her arm to guide her from the terrace and along the edge of the ballroom and out its doors.

“I’ll come by tomorrow morning so we can discuss what you found tonight.”

“Of course.” She smiled up at him and he thought she’d finally recovered from his kisses. “Good night, Mr. Nicholson.”

“Good night, Lady Covington,” he replied formally.

Burke watched until she entered the retiring room and then returned to the ballroom. He didn’t want to dance with another woman. He never wanted to kiss another woman.

He only wanted Gemma. Now. Forever. And beyond.
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Chapter Eleven


Gemma awoke and found her bedchamber still dark. She’d surprised herself by falling asleep the moment her head hit the pillow. Now, though, she was wide awake.

And able to think about last night—and Burke’s kiss.

She had skillfully avoided other men’s kisses during her come-out Season. A quick turn of her head. Pretending she had to sneeze. Sensing someone approaching and greeting them by name. It had only been a handful of times but Gemma hadn’t felt the need to kiss any of those suitors.

Need burned within her now to kiss Burke Nicholson. Repeatedly. From now until the next Season rolled around and beyond. And to do much more than kiss him. She realized there were things about her body which she hadn’t a clue. Her response to his kiss had changed it. Changed her. New sensations trickled through her and then had begun swiftly galloping. Her breasts felt heavier. Her belly had erupted with the mad pounding of butterfly wings. The place between her legs tingled and throbbed. All of this was so foreign to Gemma. Her natural curiosity, though, wished to explore it more thoroughly.

But would that chance ever occur?

Burke had only kissed her to throw Lord Hampton off the scent from what they did in his private study. Her new partner had repeated a more lengthy performance for Viscount Carpenter, whom she knew was close friends with Hampton and would share what he’d seen pass between her and Burke. Gemma had felt foolish and naïve as he’d had to explain to her what flirting consisted of and how to do it. That hadn’t mattered, though, when he began to kiss her. It might have been pretend to him but for her, something had awakened and come storming to life.

Yet she didn’t think he was wholly unaffected by their performance. It seemed anytime they touched, something sparked between them. She didn’t think that was natural. It had never happened with any other man she’d come in contact with. Burke had been the only man who caused such an incredible sensation.

Could he really kiss her as thoroughly as he had and be unmoved?

He had to have loads of experience in kissing or he wouldn’t be so skilled at it. She wondered if men felt differently when they kissed. Could Burke be so talented at it and yet feel nothing for her? Gemma didn’t think she could kiss someone so ardently and not be moved by the experience.

If he did experience any of the stirrings she had, what did it mean for their partnership?

The hardest thing to acknowledge was feeling horribly disloyal to Rob for enjoying the kisses of the man who’d somehow gotten her husband killed. Or had he? What if Rob, in his inexperience, had done something to reveal his and Burke’s true purpose? Was Burke assuming the burden of guilt that should lie with her husband? As long as Gemma had no access to the circumstances, she would never know. And Burke had been there. His remorse was evident. He shouldered the blame for the incident, whatever it involved. It had been war, though. A thousand things could have gone wrong. Someone the two men had recruited could have betrayed them without their ever knowing.

Gemma beat her fists into the mattress, knowing she was trying to excuse Burke. Wanting him to bear no culpability for Rob’s death.

Because she wanted him...

Oh, Lord—what did that even mean? She knew she wanted to kiss him. She craved his fingers touching her face and spread across the small of her back. Wicked thoughts began to spring up. Burke kissing her throat. Moving lower. To her breasts. Touching them. Kissing them. Touching between her legs.

Gemma flung the bedclothes back, groaning as she sat up. Her body wanted those things. She wasn’t even sure why but her skin felt hot to the touch just thinking of Burke. It would probably become enflamed if he did any of those things to her. If her body felt the need for it, then she supposed it was something that occurred between a man and a woman. With no mother to have explained these matters to her, Gemma was on her own.

The trouble was she might never kiss Burke again. Just because they’d gone into their act last night didn’t mean a repeat performance would follow. It was only to occur if they were discovered. If they were careful, they need never let it happen again. She knew she’d gone mad when she began toying with ways to make Burke fall back into his role of her pretend lover.

Climbing from the bed, she washed and rang for Joanie to help her dress. Burke would arrive sometime this morning. They hadn’t established a time. She needed to get a hot cup of tea in her and remove herself from such insane fantasies. Record her impressions of last night’s search.

Since it was still early and Mrs. Pettigrew wouldn’t have breakfast prepared yet, Gemma went to the small room she used as her study. She kept it locked, not even allowing Joanie in to clean since this was where she laid out the work she did for Sir Paxton. Unlocking the door, she went to the desk and withdrew paper and pencil. She berated herself for not doing so last night, when her impressions were clearer. In the future, she would do so.

Of course, last night she’d still been in a fog, thanks to Burke’s kiss. Writing down what she’d discovered had been the farthest thing from her mind. She resolved to commit herself wholeheartedly to their investigation and cast aside all the foolish notions about kissing him.

Gemma closed her eyes, trying to see the words from the two letters she’d found. She wrote down what she could recall from the undated one and then used a separate page to record what she remembered from the one less than two weeks old. When she finished, she slipped them into her desk and left the room, locking the door behind her. Making her way to the dining room, she entered.

Burke was sitting there as if he belonged, sipping a cup of tea, a plate of eggs and ham before him. He looked more handsome than ever as he rose to greet her.

She dug her nails into the palm of her hand and tried to compose herself.

“Good morning, Burke,” she said brusquely and took a seat.

“Hello, Gemma,” he said softly and sat again.

Mrs. Pettigrew sailed through the door.

“Here’s your breakfast, my lady,” the cook said. “You need anything else, Mr. Nicholson?”

“I don’t, Mrs. Pettigrew, but thank you for asking.”

She gave Gemma a wink and left the room.

“I wasn’t sure when we would meet this morning,” Gemma began.

“I am an early riser. I blame it on my army years,” Burke explained. “I hope you don’t mind my breakfasting with you.”

“Not at all,” she said neutrally. “In fact, anytime we need to meet and discuss what we found, you are welcome to come then. That way, we both have the rest of our day to accomplish what we need to do.”

He placed his cup in its saucer. “Are you working on breaking a new code for Morris?”

“I am. I’ve also decided to work on my own cipher for British agents to use. Sir Paxton hasn’t asked for me to do so but he could in the future. I want to play with several kinds and be ready with the best creation if he asks.”

He smiled again, the second time he’d done so. It relaxed his usually serious face and made his lone eye twinkle with mischief. A part of her ached for him, having lost his eye. He was incredibly handsome as it was with his silk eyepatch. He must have been devastatingly handsome without it. Yet it somehow suited him, giving him that air of insouciance that added to his charm.

“You are always prepared, Gemma. I like that. It makes for a good partner since I rarely am. I don’t mean I take my assignments lightly. Far from it. I learn everything I can and then try to live in the moment. I’ve found I’m adept at changing to meet new circumstances. That couples well with my powers of observation. Being flexible made me a better spy, I believe.”

“And you think I’m not a good one because of my preparation?”

“I think nothing of the kind,” he said firmly, his gaze penetrating her, sending a thrill through her. “Because you haven’t been to war and you’ve taken on a challenge unlike anything you’ve ever done before, being as ready as possible will help you survive. Think of the reams of pages you have on all those whom Morris deems suspicious. You used that last night when you played on Hampton’s sympathies. You’d listed where he has a fondness for pretty, young, innocent women. You acted to the hilt, guilelessly saying the room was unlocked and blushing when he gave me savvy looks as to what we’d been up to. Your knowledge of him helped you act accordingly.”

Gemma wasn’t certain she’d done everything Burke attributed to her. She had tried to act candidly yet a bit unsophisticated and seen how her words assuaged him, allaying his fears.

“Thank you,” she said graciously.

“We make a good team.”

She busied herself with spreading marmalade across her toast.

They ate quickly, talking about those on the list who’d attended last night’s ball, and which ones they’d spoken to. Gemma mentioned she’d overheard Lord Melton, a man on their list, discussing his new mistress and gave Burke her name.

“He said he’d gifted his former mistress with an emerald necklace as a sendoff and that she already had a new protector in mind. He called her Elise. I have nothing in my notes on her or her last name.”

“I’d like to find this Elise and talk with her. See if she has anything of value to pass along.”

The thought of him talking with beautiful, experienced courtesans put a damper on her mood. She knew he would do the same when he read the report she’d composed this morning and wish to spend time with Selina Crawford, Lord Hampton’s latest mistress.

“If you’re through, we can adjourn to my study. I wrote down what I could remember of the two letters I discovered and my impressions of them.”

He gave her an appreciative nod. “We hadn’t talked about doing so. I’m glad you thought of it. Sometimes, it’s the very minute items recalled that can hold the key to unlocking a case.”

Burke rose and pulled her chair from the table, helping her to her feet. Gemma wished he hadn’t touched her because those irritating butterflies swirled inside her belly again. She took a calming breath and led him to her study, unlocking it and entering. Going to her desk, she removed her notes and handed them to him.

Burke sat and she went to the window to look out, afraid that she would merely stare at him otherwise. He studied her pages for some minutes and then cleared his throat.

Gemma returned to him and took the seat beside him. “What do you think?”

“First, you have tremendous recall. I didn’t see the original letters but you have recreated a good portion of them, I believe.”

She shrugged. “I’ve always had an excellent memory.”

“My gut tells me the undated one came after the one with a date,” he said.

“I felt the same. The first is more from someone you’re just beginning to know. The second seemed more personal in nature. I’m sure they’ve had... relations between the writing of the two. The tone of the second letter seems as if they’re closer.”

“You’re certain of the address?”

“I am.”

“I will go to this Selina’s residence before I investigate Lord Melton’s former mistress. Morris had Lord Hampton ranked higher on his list of possible traitors so I want to visit Selina first.”

“How do these things work? Will you just knock on her door?”

“I think I’ll keep watch on the house first. See who comes and goes. Talk to a servant or two if I can. Then approach the alluring Selina Crawford.”

Jealousy flared within her, an unknown emotion until this moment. “And how do you know she’s alluring?” Gemma asked sharply, regretting her tone immediately.

Burke gave her a wicked grin. “Aren’t all mistresses?”

“I wouldn’t know,” she said primly. “I’ve never met one and never plan to be one.”

“You are a widow now, Gemma,” Burke said, his words as smooth and rich as velvet. “Have you ever considered taking a lover? Society almost expects it of widows.”

She choked and sputtered so that Burke leaned over and patted her firmly on the back several times. Unfortunately, it left him so close to her that when she calmed, their faces were inches apart. Gemma fought the urge to press her lips against his. She stilled, forcing herself not to lean toward him.

Then Burke closed the gap between them.

Their mouths touched. Fire rippled through her. Her arms went around his neck as his hands clasped her waist and lifted her from the chair, pulling her body against his. Every fiber in her being came to life. His hands left her waist and settled on her back, roaming up and down as he urged her to open to him. Gemma did and his tongue slid inside, stroking hers. All of those crazy sensations from the night before came back a hundredfold and she tightened her hold on his neck, pressing herself against his hard, muscled chest.

A low growl sounded from him. The intensity of the kiss changed, becoming more demanding. Gemma clung to him, the pounding between her legs becoming stronger the deeper he kissed her. She whimpered and he held her even tighter. She began toying with the hair above the nape of his neck, weaving her fingers through it. Burke backed her up until she bumped against her desk. He eased her down until her back lay flat against it, her legs dangling.

He stepped between them and bent over until he was resting against her. He reached up and took her hands from his neck, entwining his fingers with hers and lowering their joined hands to the desk, where they rested on either side of her head. Burke kissed her until Gemma had no rational thoughts left inside her. All she knew was sensation and need.

His broke the kiss and trailed hot kisses along her throat, nipping at it playfully, causing the most delicious tingling to run through her. He moved lower and, with his teeth latched on to her fichu, pulled it from where it rested against her neckline. Lifting it away, he dropped it to the ground, his gaze falling to her breasts. Gemma saw the hunger in his eye and prayed he would find his fill.

His lips danced along her naked collarbones, bringing a chill to her. He took his time before resting them along the top curve of her breast. By now, she was wild with a hunger of her own. Her fingers tightened against his as his tongue outlined the upper curve of her breast. Back and forth it went, causing her to mewl like a kitten. He switched to the other one and her hips tried to rise, only they were pinned by his weight.

Burke lifted his head, his eye glazed with desire, and met her gaze.

“Do you want more, Gemma?” he asked softly.


[image: ‡]
Chapter Twelve


“Yes,” Gemma said breathlessly.

Burke wanted her to want him. He needed her to want him as much as he wanted her. Never had he had such a physical and emotional response to a woman. He knew it was madness to pursue her. The crown had need of them as agents in the war against Bonaparte. Becoming involved could prove disastrous. He also had to consider that he’d done something to get Gemma’s husband killed. He doubted he could ever totally win her trust. She’d admitted as much before but put aside her personal feelings for the good of England.

So why in the bloody hell was he sprawled atop her?

Because he had to have her.

This craving for her—this unquenchable thirst—went beyond anything in his experience. It pushed aside all sensible thought. All he wanted was for his mouth to answer her siren’s call.

Burke’s mind called out for him to stop. To end his pursuit. It still wasn’t too late.

He ignored the angel begging him to be a gentleman—and listened to the devil whispering in his ear.

Releasing her hands, he allowed the back of his fingers to graze along the curve of her breasts. The fichu she’d worn hid the low neckline of her dress. Without it, the tops of her round globes were easily seen. But he was greedy where Gemma was concerned. He wanted to see them bared to him. Dipping his fingers into her gown, he cupped each breast and squeezed gently. Her breath came rapidly, in short bursts, her blue eyes darkening.

Burke moved his hands to her shoulders and pushed her gown from them, lowering it to her elbows, pinning her arms. Her stays imprisoned what he desired and he scooped her breasts from them, marveling at their round perfection and pink nipples which now puckered.

Gemma shifted under him again and he thought of how he wanted her in his bed, writhing under him. He knew the desk wasn’t comfortable. Hopefully, the bed would come soon.

He toyed with her now, kneading each breast and playfully tweaking the nipples. Her breathing quickened and he saw desire flare in her eyes. He bent and put his mouth on one breast, his tongue circling the nipple and then flicking across it. She gasped and then moaned as he sucked on it, her body shuddering beneath him.

“Burke!” she cried out, her hands grazing his waist and clutching the fabric of his coat as if she were drowning and he were an anchor to steady her.

He kept up his assault, first on one and then the other, enjoying every minute of it. Gemma began making little sounds in the back of her throat, which only heightened the experience for him. He grew as hard as a rock but knew this wasn’t the time or place. She would need wooing—and convincing—before she graced his bed.

He raised his head and blew softly, the air causing her nipple to pebble in need.

“Burke,” she moaned. “Oh... oh...”

“What do you want, Gemma?” he asked, raising his head to see her.

Her face was flushed with rosy color, the blue of her eyes as dark as a stormy sea. That full, bottom lip quivered slightly and she bit into it, stilling it.

“I... I want you... to touch me,” she said faintly.

“Where?”

“You know.”

“No, I don’t, Gemma. You’ll have to tell me.”

Burke knew she needed her release but enjoyed the game they played.

“Between... my legs.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Is that so?”

A blush crept up her neck and spilled onto her cheeks. She nodded.

“I can do that,” he agreed and saw relief sweep across her face.

Slowly, he helped slip her breasts back into the corset and pulled her dress into place. She watched him silently, her eyes large and luminous.

Then he propped his left elbow onto the desk, next to her head, and gazed at her as his right hand lifted the hem of her skirt. His hand slid beneath it and slowly glided up her leg. Her skin was smoother than silk. Just brushing his fingers across it made him almost come. He tamped down the urge and worked his way up her inner thigh. Gemma shivered in anticipation.

Burke reached her nest of curls and only wished he could see if they were as auburn as her hair. That would be saved for another time. He intended to have many encounters with Gemma Covington. His curiosity would be satisfied sooner rather than later.

Gradually, he worked his way to the seam of her sex and let his index finger glide up and down it.

“You’re already wet for me,” he whispered.

She frowned and then moaned as he pushed a finger inside her.

He tormented her, easing it in and out, watching a multitude of emotions flicker across her face. He added another finger and she would have come off the desk if his weight hadn’t held her down.

“Help me,” she begged.

“Help you do what, Gemma?”

“You know.” For a moment, anger flashed in her eyes. “This is something you’re very good at.”

He stroked her lingeringly and the anger died, replaced by fire.

“I do know. I know exactly what you want. What you need.”

Panting, she pleaded, “Give it to me.”

“All right.”

Burke found her pearl and circled it. Gemma gasped, her eyes widening, her teeth capturing her bottom lip and sinking into it. No, that wouldn’t do. He leaned over and kissed her, causing her to relax. Then he bit into her lip and she groaned as he added pressure to the circles he formed.

“Oh! Oh! Oh!” Each one became louder.

He released her lip and as his fingers worked their magic, his mouth covered hers, absorbing her cries as she orgasmed violently. It went on and on and he kissed her deeply and thoroughly. Finally, she shuddered and stilled.

One more kiss and he broke it. Gemma’s eyes were glazed from her release. He brought his hand from under her skirts and used his handkerchief to clean his fingers.

She lay there, watching him, not moving. He latched on to her elbows and lifted her from the desk to her feet. Her knees buckled and he picked her up and set her atop it.

Gemma sat still, her eyes closed, a wisp of a smile on her beautiful face. Finally, she opened her eyes and whispered, “Thank you.”

“Your pleasure is my pleasure,” he told her. “I must go see Selina Crawford now. Will you be all right?”

“Yes,” she said faintly.

She scooted and let her feet touch the floor. He retrieved her fichu and she wrapped it around her, tucking it into her bodice again. Burke thought it a shame to cover such lovely breasts. Ones he would dream about until he touched them again.

“I’ll see myself out. I’m sure you have your other work to focus on now. Will you be at the musicale tonight?”

Gemma nodded. “I’ll see you there.”

“Since Lawrey’s name isn’t on our list, we’ll merely mingle and talk with those who are and see what we can glean from them.” Burke took her hand and raised it to his lips. “Until tonight.”

He quit the room, wanting to look back but forcing himself to keep moving. Gemma Covington was already deeply embedded within him. He had to practice restraint when he could.

Until tonight. After the musicale, he would seek her out.

And make her his.
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Burke watched the comings and goings from Selina Crawford’s house. He followed one footman to Lord Hampton’s house, where the servant delivered a message, and then returned to stand watch. After a while, an older woman followed by a younger one came from around the back of the house, baskets on both of their arms. He determined them to be the cook and a scullery maid and followed them to the market.

The older woman engaged in lengthy bargaining, which gave him time to speak to the younger one.

“Come to market often?” he asked, seeing her cheeks fill with color.

“Most every day, sir. Cook doesn’t trust anyone but herself to get the best meats and vegetables. She doesn’t think anyone can haggle over a price the way she can.”

“Have you worked for Mrs. Crawford long?”

The girl’s eyes widened in surprise. “You know her?”

Smiling, he said, “I do. Is she a good employer?”

The servant frowned. “She’s a bit of a terror, to tell the truth. Always sends her food back to the kitchen. And her poor lady’s maid quit yesterday because Mrs. Crawford yelled at her so much.”

“I hope she doesn’t treat you poorly,” he said, sympathy in his tone.

“I don’t see her much. I’m always in the kitchen or cleaning somewhere.” She grinned and leaned in to share a confidence. “But I do see her friends come and go. She has a new one.”

“A male friend?”

She nodded. “Cook says it’s her new protector. That’s good for us. I like to be paid. When she doesn’t have a man looking out for her, sometimes we go for a bit before receiving our wages.”

Burke saw the cook had moved to another stall and had them move along in case the woman looked for the girl.

“That’s shameful. You work diligently, I’m sure, and should always receive a fair wage. Is her new protector tall and bald?”

“He is. You know him?”

“I believe it’s Lord Hampton.”

“That’s the one,” she agreed. “He’s brought another with him before. Handsome he is. Much younger than his lordship. Fair hair and light blue eyes.”

Burke knew she described Viscount Carpenter.

“They’re to come tonight,” the girl offered eagerly. “With some others at midnight. I heard the housekeeper saying she needed to get ready for them. His lordship has held a few meetings downstairs before he’s gone up to Mrs. Crawford. I know ’cause I served them.”

If Hampton were meeting with other rebels, it would make sense to do so away from his own house.

He slipped a crown from his pocket and placed it in her hand. “Would you watch and see who comes tonight? Tell me what they talk about if you wait upon them?”

She looked at the coin, her jaw dropping at holding something of such value. Then uncertainty filled her eyes.

“I know you are torn by loyalty to your employer but the younger man you described who may come tonight is... well, he has been seeing my wife on the sly. I believe you know what I mean. I’m trying to keep my eye on him.”

“Oh. Well...” Her voice trailed off.

“Do this for me,” Burke urged, “and there’ll be another crown in it for you.”

The girl still wavered. “What if I lose my position?”

“I doubt that. You’re not doing anything to hurt Mrs. Crawford. You’d just be telling me what was said in a conversation that she has no part of. And if you did? I guarantee I would find you another one.”

She could always come to work as a maid for him or have Morris find her somewhere to work.

“All right,” she agreed.

The cook turned and saw her with Burke and shouted for her to come along, glaring at him as she did so. The girl rushed to the older woman, who placed several fish in the basket and tugged on her to come along. The girl looked over her shoulder at him as they departed and Burke nodded.

It was a start.
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Chapter Thirteen


Gemma allowed the Covington footman to hand her into the carriage. She was still conscious of the pistol strapped to her calf. A package had come for her with a note from Burke, telling her after their close encounter with Lord Hampton that she must be aware of the danger they faced. He urged her to wear the pistol wherever she went. She’d done as he asked and attached the holder to her leg after her maid dressed her and left.

She only hoped she would never need to fire it.

Gemma listened to Lady Covington chatter nervously in the very carriage Gemma used to ride in with Lord C. She had arranged last week to attend the Lawreys’ musicale with the earl and countess. They’d spoken briefly at the opening ball last night, confirming their plans.

“The dresses are so splendid. I feel like a country mouse,” the young woman complained. “Everything I own was more than appropriate for Lincolnshire. I wasn’t to have a Season.” She glanced at her husband with fondness. “Sidney and I always knew we were meant for each other.” Looking back to Gemma, she added, “Who would ever have known that we would come to town one day and Sidney would sit in the House of Lords?”

Then her face fell. “I’m so sorry, my lady. That was most insensitive of me. If Robert hadn’t have fallen in battle, he would be Covington. Not my Sidney.”

“It’s quite all right, Lady Covington,” Gemma assured the insecure countess. “Rob himself would have been surprised to find himself named Covington. As it was, he died before my letter reached him. He never knew of his father’s and brother’s passings.”

“It’s kind of you to take us under your wing tonight,” Lord Covington said, finally speaking up. “We were a bit out of our element last night. So many people. Too many names to recall. I’m glad tonight’s event is smaller.”

“Lord C and I always attended musical evenings at the Lawreys’,” she told them. “I think you’ll enjoy those who attend. It will be far quieter, with only about three dozen present. I’ll be able to introduce you around some.”

Gemma had actually written to Lady Lawrey and asked her to invite the Covingtons, else they’d never have scored an invitation to the exclusive event.

She turned to the countess and said, “If you’re interested in acquiring a few new gowns, I have the names of some modistes to recommend to you.”

“I’d be most grateful, my lady. You always appear so elegant and polished. I fear Sidney and I will never fit in.”

The earl took his wife’s hand. “Don’t think that way, Aggie. We are just as good as those who will be in attendance tonight.” He kissed her hand and then continued to hold it.

Gemma was glad to see they were a love match. She wondered what it would have been like to grow up and wed for love. While she’d adored Rob and did love him as a friend, they would never have had what this young couple did.

Once they arrived, she told them there would be no receiving line and so she sought out their hosts. She found both Lord and Lady Lawrey together and introduced them to Rob’s cousin and wife.

“We are pleased you could join us this evening,” Lady Lawrey said graciously.

“Thank you for the invitation, my lady,” Lord Covington said. “Aggie and I both play the pianoforte and enjoy music.”

“Do you now?” Lady Lawrey gave her husband a pointed look.

Sheepishly, the earl said, “My wife wishes me to take lessons on the pianoforte. I’ve always been fond of music but play no instrument of any kind. I fear I’m too old to learn.”

“Oh, you’re not,” Lord Covington assured him. “I was the same and decided to learn to play, although quite simply, to surprise Aggie upon our wedding. It was my present to her.”

“How thoughtful,” Lady Lawrey proclaimed. She slid her arm through Aggie’s. “Do accompany me about the room, Lady Covington. There are several people I should like you to meet.”

Gemma saw them go off and went the opposite direction. She was greeted warmly by several people who attended the Lawreys’ event each spring and even made plans to go to tea with two friends whom she hadn’t seen since Rob’s death. She joined a circle where one nobleman from the notorious list held court but he said nothing of consequence and she doubted she could get him alone.

Wandering around again, she came across the Covingtons, both aglow from the response they’d received.

“Lady Lawrey is so very kind,” the countess raved. “She said she would help us secure an invitation to next week’s garden party, though for the life of me I can’t remember who’s holding it. Oh, my lady, you simply must go to the modiste with me and help me purchase a new wardrobe.”

“I’ve told Aggie I’ve the coin to spare now,” the earl said. “She’s to pick out whatever she wants.”

“That’s very generous of you, my lord,” Gemma said.

“Someone’s being generous?” a voice said, sending a shiver along her spine.

Turning, she said, “Good evening, Mr. Nicholson. I did not know you would be in attendance this evening.”

“I have a fondness for music, Lady Covington.” His eye gleamed at her and all Gemma could think about was how it had done the same as he’d pleasured her in her study this morning.

Collecting herself, she said, “May I introduce my companions to you? This is Lord and Lady Covington. Lord Covington is my late husband’s cousin.”

Burke greeted them and then said, “I believe things are about to start. Would you care to sit with me, Lady Covington?”

“Yes. That would be delightful.”

He offered his arm and she took it. As they strolled to the far side of the room, she asked, “How was your friend?” knowing he would understand she meant Selina Crawford.

“I never saw her. I did make friends with someone in her household, however. She told me of a midnight meeting our friend from last night would be holding there. Tonight.”

His gaze met hers and she saw regret, wondering why this would upset him.

By now, they’d reached the last row of seats and everyone else was making their way to the chairs. Burke chose two on the end.

Once settled, he leaned close and said in her ear, “I had hoped to spend some time with you tonight but think I should look in on our friend and see who attends his meeting.”

Disappointment filled her, though she would never have admitted it to him.

“I think that’s a wise decision,” she murmured. “It could be enlightening.”

“Not nearly as much as my morning activities proved.”

Her cheeks heated and Gemma looked at her folded hands in her lap, hoping no one noticed as Lord Lawrey introduced the evening’s first performer. As usual, the earl had drawn very talented singers and musicians to his musical evening.

Unfortunately, she heard very little of the music. Her attention strayed continually to the man seated on her left. Burke’s shoulder and arm nestled against hers, heat radiating through his superfine coat of black. Though she stared straight ahead, she was aware of his every breath. She kept thinking of his lips on her skin and what his tongue and fingers had done to her this morning. It made her grow quite warm.

“Would you care for some punch?” he asked when a brief intermission occurred. “Or ratafia?”

“I’d prefer punch,” she said, wanting to keep her wits about her.

“I’ll retrieve some for you.”

Gemma stood after he left, ready to stretch her legs a bit.

“Lady Covington, how are you this evening?”

She turned and smiled, recognizing a friend of Rob’s from both Eton and university who’d come home with him a few times during school holidays.

“William Redmond! How delightful to see you. I must have missed you last night at the ball.”

He took her hand and then kissed it. “I was late coming to town. Business at my country estate detained me. You’re looking very lovely, Gemma.” He paused. “I was sorry to hear about Rob.”

“Thank you,” she said quietly. “You were such a good friend to him. Is your wife here?”

A shadow crossed his face. “No. I’m not married.”

“But I thought the wedding was scheduled for last September.”

William sighed. “It was. I showed up. My bride didn’t.”

She gasped. “Oh, William! I’m so very sorry.”

“I’m not. Apparently, my fiancée was in love with a baron’s son from her neighborhood. Her father wished for her to make a better match financially. That is where I came in. The pair ran off to Gretna Green.”

Gemma took his hand. “I’m very sorry, William. Being in mourning, I didn’t attend the wedding and I hadn’t heard of your situation. I’m sorry if I brought up a painful topic.”

He raised her hand to his lips and pressed a long kiss against it. “I feel I was rather lucky, Gemma.”

Suddenly, Burke appeared next to her. Just a glance at his face told her he was angry.

“Mr. Nicholson, may I present Viscount Redmond to you?”

William released her hand to shake Burke’s and said, “A pleasure to meet you, Nicholson. I am an old friend of Gemma’s. She—”

“William and Rob were at school together,” she said quickly. “The three of us spent time together during school holidays.”

“I see,” Burke said curtly. “Your punch, Lady Covington.”

“Thank you.” She glanced back to her friend. “It was so good to see you again, William. Perhaps you’d care to come to tea tomorrow?”

“Not tomorrow, my lady,” Burke interjected. “I thought we were to take tea and ride in the park.”

She took control of the situation and firmly said, “No, Mr. Nicholson. That is the day after tomorrow.” Smiling at William, Gemma said, “Will you come?” She gave him her address.

“Of course, Gemma,” William said with a broad smile. “I can deny you nothing.”

“Excuse us,” Burke said brusquely and led her away.

She waited until they returned to their seats before saying, “You didn’t have to be so incredibly rude.”

“And he didn’t have to hold your hand so long. And kiss it. Twice.”

“You were spying on us?”

“Merely observing. It’s what I do.”

“Burke, William is an old friend. Don’t act... so protective.”

“You are supposed to be interested in me,” he said emphatically. “Or don’t you remember?”

Gemma looked at him coolly. “I can be interested in more than one man at a time, Mr. Nicholson. After all, as you pointed out—I am a widow.” She gave him a small smile before lifting her punch cup and sipping from it.

“I think I will leave now and position myself near Selina Crawford’s house.”

“I thought you said the meeting wasn’t until midnight.”

“Then I’ll be early,” he said curtly. “I wish to see who enters and if I can identify them. I will see you at breakfast,” he said, his voice low. “Good night, Lady Covington.”

With that, Burke rose and quickly left the room.

Gemma smiled to herself.

He was jealous.

Good.
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Burke stormed from the Lawrey townhouse, cursing under his breath.

He’d behaved like a jealous, lovestruck schoolboy over the attention Viscount Redmond had paid to Gemma. He’d never felt a smidgeon of envy as another man spoke to a woman.

Until now.

In truth, Redmond was much more the kind of man Gemma should be interested in. He had looks and wore his wealth as easily as he did his tailored clothing. He was friendly and would be kind to her. They already had a shared past, Robert Smythe being the link between them. The three must have been close at one time since the viscount addressed Gemma by her Christian name and she did the same to him.

It didn’t matter if Redmond was more suitable for her, though. Burke wanted her. Less than a day had passed since he’d kissed her and brought pleasure to her—and his every thought was consumed by her.

Gemma was his. Period.

He would just have to let her know.

He’d thought tonight would be the night he took her to bed but his desire for her would have to wait. Learning of tonight’s clandestine meeting at Selina Crawford’s residence might be vital to their mission of learning who the traitor in the War Office was. Besides, Burke knew Gemma would need to be nudged. Courted. She would never willingly leap into his bed blindly. Robert Smythe stood between them. Burke would have to assure her and assuage any doubts or fears she might possess.

And then he would make her his.

He reached his carriage and motioned for Jones to come down from the driver’s seat. They stepped away from the vehicle so the footman couldn’t hear their conversation.

“There’s to be a meeting tonight at Mrs. Crawford’s. Lord Hampton has held one other with several unknown men in attendance,” he told the crown agent. “Drive past once so we can scout and see where we can both stand and have a decent view of the front entryway. Then park around the corner a block or so down.”

Jones nodded and assumed his position behind the horses while Burke climbed into the carriage. They drove for a quarter-hour before approaching the courtesan’s current place of residence. Jones slowed the vehicle slightly and Burke noted a few places where they could lurk in the shadows and see who came to attend Hampton’s late night meeting.

The coach turned the corner and came to a halt. He got out as Jones told the footman to sit in the driver’s seat and keep a watch, then the two men started down the street together. They agreed upon where each would stand.

“I want not only the number but who is in attendance. We know Hampton will be there. A servant I spoke with earlier told me Viscount Carpenter had also come.”

Jones nodded. “I know Carpenter by sight. You don’t know who the others will be?”

“No. The girl said only one other late meeting had been called and then Hampton went upstairs to frolic with Mrs. Crawford. I assume he’ll do the same tonight so we won’t need to wait for him to come out. Watch for my signal when those who attend start to leave. Get the carriage and bring it to the corner. I may want us to follow one of the departing guests.”

Jones grunted his assent and the pair moved down the block, each taking up a position across the street on opposite ends of the house.

Hampton was the first to arrive in his carriage, with Carpenter in tow. Burke supposed the vehicle would convey Carpenter back to his home and then return and wait for the earl to appear.

A typical London drizzle began and fog rolled in, limiting his vision. Another twenty minutes passed and a hansom cab trotted to a stop. Burke strained to see who disembarked. The man was tall and painfully thin, with an awkward gait, as if he had a slight limp. His hat sank low on his brow, keeping his hair hidden. He quickly gained admittance to the house. Burke hoped he could better see the man’s face as he came out but he thought from his tall, ungainly frame and walk that he could pick him out. He would start watching the members of White’s to see if the man held membership there.

The clock struck midnight when a plain black carriage stopped in front of the Crawford abode. A footman assisted a large man from it, a massive black umbrella in his hand. The servant held it over his master. Between the footman and the umbrella, the man’s face was totally obstructed. Burke only had the impression of the man who sought entrance to the meeting.

After that, no others arrived. The rain came down in sheets now, chilling him. He longed for a roaring fire and a hot bath and a very warm, very naked Gemma waiting for him in his bed.

He muttered a low curse and pushed that thought from his head. He needed to stay sharp. Daydreaming of ways to enjoy Gemma and her lush curves couldn’t take precedence over tonight’s mission.

Three-quarters of an hour later, the door swung open. Burke signaled to Jones to return and bring around the carriage. The agent disappeared from view after only a few feet along the pavement.

Because the fog lingered, Burke decided to be bold and crossed the street for a better view. He spied Carpenter coming out with the gaunt man. This time, he got a good look at the man’s face and knew he’d be able to recognize him if they met up. The pair went to Hampton’s carriage and boarded it.

Only the plain black coach remained. Anticipation grew within Burke. The front door opened again and the footman, who’d returned to the vehicle, raced back up. He raised the umbrella and escorted his master to the carriage, once again blocking Burke’s view of the man’s face. Frustrated, Burke began walking quickly down the sidewalk. Half a minute later, the carriage passed him and then he ran the remaining way to his own.

“Follow that carriage,” Burke called to Jones as he climbed up beside him.

The driver snapped his wrists and the horses sprang into action.

“Shouldn’t you be inside the coach, Mr. Nicholson?”

“Normally, I’d agree but the fog’s so thick I doubt anyone will spy me up here. And I don’t want to lose sight of our mystery man. Were you able to glimpse his face?”

“No. Only Carpenter’s and the profile of the skinny fellow.”

“I got a quick glance at him as he left. I can identify him—just as soon as I know where to look. Oh, the skinny one rode away with Carpenter in Hampton’s carriage. Try to chat up one of Carpenter’s servants tomorrow to see if you can learn his name.”

“What will you be doing?” Jones asked, turning the corner a distance after the mystery carriage.

“I’ll return and follow the cook and servant girl to market again. I’ve a crown to give the girl and will see if she heard anything while serving them. I doubt they would be indiscreet before her but you never know.”

“If they were drinking, loose lips might have occurred,” Jones noted.

“They were in there less than an hour,” Burke countered. “But I suppose they could have been drinking before they arrived. Something tells me they weren’t. I would have noticed it in their gaits.”

He squinted, trying to see the vehicle in front of them, and said, “Close the gap.”

“You don’t want your carriage noted. Your horses do stand out in a crowd.”

“See Smith tomorrow. Tell him we need a plain hansom cab at our disposal. You can drive me around in it during our after-hour jaunts.”

“All right.”

“Hurry,” Burke urged. “They’re pulling too far away. We’ll lose them.”

Suddenly, another carriage came from the left, turning in front of them and swerving. It came to a halt so they had to, as well.

“Get around it if you can,” Burke called as he jumped to the ground and took off, racing after the man they followed.

He ran a good three blocks but the fog had swallowed up the vehicle. It could have turned down any of the numerous side streets or outrun him. Burke walked back to his own carriage, which was just now being able to maneuver around the careless one that had pulled out in front of them.

“Lost them,” he said to Jones before he climbed into the compartment and sprawled on the seat.

Burke ran through his day tomorrow. Following the girl to the market was of chief importance. Then he wanted to try to meet with Hampton’s and Melton’s former mistresses if he could find out Elise’s last name. If he could, he would also seek out Melton’s new mistress, Anne Carraway. He also thought about calling on Hampton’s daughter, to see if she had anything of interest to share with him regarding her father. He was reluctant to do that, however. Having been discovered in the earl’s study while embracing another woman, calling on said earl’s daughter might not be wise. Instead, he decided to seek the chit out at tomorrow night’s ball. Somewhere in-between all of that, he needed to stop by White’s and look for the man whose face he’d seen.

First and foremost, though, was his breakfast meeting with Gemma.

The best part of every day.
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Chapter Fourteen


Gemma listened to Burke as he provided details regarding his and Jones’ night outside Selina Crawford’s house. Lord Hampton and Lord Carpenter were there as Burke had expected. Two other men had arrived, one whom Burke had seen clearly and the other a shadow hidden by his servant and a large umbrella. She heard the frustration in Burke’s voice as he described chasing after the black coach as it escaped into the fog.

“Don’t fret,” she told him. “You learned quite a bit from your source. You know it’s the second time Lord Hampton has used Mrs. Crawford’s house for a meeting he obviously didn’t want to hold elsewhere. That Viscount Carpenter is somehow involved. You have a good description of the third man you seek. And I’m sure you’ll follow up and talk with the maid today to see if she heard anything of value.”

“She’s worried about losing her position,” he said. “I tried to convince her she wasn’t doing anything against her employer but she’s a bit skittish.”

“If she finds herself out of work, send her to me,” Gemma said. “Joanie could use some help. It would merely be another misfit who joined my staff.”

His brows arched. “Misfits?”

“Yes. None of my three employees previously held a position similar to the ones they do in my household. They’re a rather odd lot that I helped remove from some difficult situations. They are learning, though, and are extremely loyal to me.”

“I feel Bosley wants to shoot me every time he opens the door. And he towers over me by several inches. He’s a bit intimidating,” Burke admitted.

“Mr. Bosley is a pussycat,” Gemma said. “He was very unhappy and now he is quite satisfied with his work for me. He is a bit protective, though.”

“Are you going to work on your new cipher today?”

“Not until later. I’m to take the young Lady Covington to a modiste.”

“I noticed her gown last night was woefully inadequate.”

Gemma crinkled her nose. He would be the type of man to notice what every woman wore. He looked like a rogue. He acted like a rogue.

He certainly kissed like a rogue.

The thought of his kiss caused her to warm and she slathered more marmalade on her toast point before taking a healthy bite of it.

Burke told her he needed to leave. He’d provided a list of the places and people he wanted to see during the day and she knew he would have a busy day.

“Then I will see you at the Parkers’ ball tonight,” she told him.

“Save a waltz for me.”

Gemma cocked her head. “I might,” she said coquettishly.

“Don’t go flirting with me,” he warned, a teasing look in his eye.

“I don’t need to flirt with you,” she said airily. “It’s other men I need to practice on. Especially if I’m to get any kind of information from them.”

Burke had risen and he stepped toward her. His large hand went around the nape of her neck. His thumb stroked her throat, sending a shiver through her.

“Be careful, Gemma,” he said, his brow creasing in concern. “You don’t want to court danger. I’d be happier if you just listened to conversations and helped me conduct the occasional search. Which won’t be necessary tonight since Lord Parker is squeaky clean.”

“I will always be careful,” she said. “I don’t want to wind up like Rob.”

Her words made him flinch and his hand fell away. She felt awful having caused him pain but he nodded brusquely and left the room before she could apologize.

An hour later, the Earl of Covington’s carriage arrived and Gemma allowed the footman to hand her up. Lady Covington sat looking both nervous and excited.

“Could I call you Gemma?” she asked the moment Gemma settled herself on the seat across from the countess. “I mean... we are family, in a way, with our husbands being cousins and all. And both of us being Lady Covington is a bit confusing. And you’re so confident and graceful. I want to be you. Maybe we could be as sisters?”

“I would be happy for you to address me as Gemma,” she said, though at twenty-four, she felt old enough to be this girl’s mother, her life experiences adding to her age.

“You must call me Aggie. And Sidney must be Sidney. He is dining with Lord Lawrey at White’s today. I’m so happy you introduced us to the Lawreys.”

“They are a lovely couple. I’m sure you and your husband will make many friends during the Season.”

They arrived at the modiste. Gemma had sent a note to her first thing this morning, and Madame Bertrand had sent a quick reply just before the carriage arrived. Gemma was thankful she had, else she wouldn’t have known where to take Aggie this morning.

Entering the shop, the Frenchwoman came and kissed Gemma’s cheeks.

“And who is this little sprite?” she asked.

“This is the Countess of Covington,” Gemma replied, noting the slight arch in the shop owner’s brows as the woman surmised exactly who the stranger was. “She and the earl are participating in their first Season. She must have some of your creations, Madame, since nothing from her Lincolnshire home holds a candle to your work.”

With that, Gemma recommended colors she thought might suit Aggie and Madame Bertrand showed them both various bolts of material. Gemma approved several and the modiste recommended a few other choices, as well.

“Come to the dressing room with me, Lady Covington. My assistant and I will measure you. I suppose you need undergarments as well?”

Aggie looked to Gemma and she nodded.

“Yes, Madame,” Aggie said meekly, and the two women left.

Gemma stood to wander the shop and realized someone else was present—and looking at her with undisguised interest.

The woman was close to thirty and possessed flawless skin. Her brown hair was a rich, vibrant color and her figure stunning. Gemma had never seen her at any ton event and wondered why.

“You are Lady Covington,” the woman said with self-assurance. “The dowager countess.”

“Yes, but you have me at a disadvantage. Have we met? If so, I cannot recall our meeting.”

Amusement flickered across her face. “No. We haven’t met. We wouldn’t.” She paused and looked at Gemma with a sly look that made her uncomfortable. “I am Mrs. Crawford. Mrs. Selina Crawford. Lord Hampton told me how he stumbled upon your passionate encounter with Mr. Nicholson.”

Gemma felt her cheeks heat but held her head high, her dignity intact. “I hadn’t known the earl to be a gossip.”

The courtesan chuckled. “Oh, there are many things you wouldn’t know about Hampton. He is a man of... unusual tastes. Don’t worry, Lady Covington. He wouldn’t share what he’d seen with his wife. They rarely speak. He just found the situation amusing.”

“And shared it with you.”

Her eyes gleamed. “Yes. With me. You see, we are quite close.”

She stared back at the woman, not showing she felt intimidated by her. “I’ve heard you’re now Lord Hampton’s paramour. And Lord Melton’s before. No, wait. That was Elise. I heard Melton gifted her with an emerald necklace. I suppose you hope Lord Hampton will be as generous when your time is done.”

Gemma tossed out the name to get a rise from this woman but also to see if she could find a surname for Elise.

Mrs. Crawford sniffed. “Elise Martin cannot hold a candle to me.” She studied Gemma. “You, though, could be quite successful in my profession. Should you ever consider trying it.”

“Why would I? As the widow of an earl, I have enough money so as not to depend upon any man. And I can take a lover anytime I wish. I don’t have to depend upon his generosity—as women such as you do.”

“Touché, my lady. You’re quick with your tongue. I’m sure you know how to please a man in bed with it.”

Gemma felt a hot blush spilling across her cheeks.

“I’ve heard Mr. Nicholson is quite handsome, even with only one eye. If you tire of him, send him my way.”

With that, Selina Crawford left the shop.
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Gemma rode with Sidney and Aggie to the Parkers’ ball. After they’d gone through the receiving line, she led them about the ballroom, introducing them to several people. Already, she was growing fond of the young pair and saw others were taken with their sweetness. She left them with the Lawreys and made her way to visit with others, even speaking to William briefly. He’d come for tea this afternoon and they’d enjoyed an hour reminiscing about the old days with Rob. She promised him the supper dance.

As she stood with two friends, she saw Burke approaching and her heart skipped a beat. He looked distinguished in his black evening clothes, his ever-present eyepatch lending him that roguish aura that made him look slightly dangerous. No, more than slightly. Gemma knew from being alone with him just how risky it could be.

“Good evening, Lady Covington,” he said, bowing to her.

“Good evening, Mr. Nicholson,” she responded.

“Might you wish to stroll the room with me?”

“Certainly.”

She took his arm and they set off.

“Did you learn anything today?”

“No,” he said, his disappointment evident. “Mrs. Crawford’s maid wasn’t allowed to serve the gentlemen at their meeting last night. She was banished to her attic room and didn’t even see anyone arrive. She thought it was because I spoke to her at the market yesterday.”

Hearing Selina Crawford’s name gave Gemma pause. Their encounter at the modiste’s shop today had left her rattled.

“Is she in danger of losing her position?” she asked.

“She didn’t think so but I gave her my card and told her if she had any more information for me—or if she found herself in a precarious position—she was to come for help.”

“That’s good. What about the thin man?”

“I spend a good portion of my day at White’s and never saw him. That doesn’t mean he isn’t a member. I’m already frequenting the place as it is. If he belongs, I’ll see him, hopefully sooner than later.”

“I learned Elise’s surname today. It’s Martin.”

He stopped. “How did you do that?”

She shrugged. “Oh, you’d be surprised what ladies discuss when there are no gentleman around.”

“You discuss Lord Melton’s former mistress? That sounds a bit racy.”

“Well, you know it now. See if you can locate her and who her new protector is, if she’s been able to find one.”

They began strolling again and Burke casually asked, “How was your tea today?”

Gemma didn’t bother hiding her smile. “Oh, it was lovely. William and I had a lovely time together.”

She sensed his arm tense under her fingers.

“You do remember we’re to have tea tomorrow and be seen in the park together?” he asked gruffly.

“Yes. I do. I hope the weather will be nice. I’m tired of the rain we’ve had the last two days. At least it stopped before tonight’s ball.”

The musicians began tuning their instruments and Burke said, “Dance with me.”

“It’s not a waltz. You said you wanted that dance.”

“I want to waltz with you later. And dance with you now.”

They joined the others assembling on the floor and danced to the lively tune. Gemma found herself out of breath when it ended and Burke escorted her from the floor—directly to a couple she didn’t recognize. The man was a few inches over six feet with brilliant blue eyes. The woman was a foot shorter with dark brown hair and lively green eyes. While he was handsome, she had to be one of the most beautiful women Gemma had ever seen. The way the couple gazed at one another, it was obvious they were in love.

“I see you finally made it to London,” Burke said and greeted the pair warmly. Turning to her, he said, “Lady Covington, I’m pleased to introduce you to one of my closest friends, the Earl of Crampton, and his lovely wife, Lady Crampton.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” Gemma replied.

“Burke and I have been as thick as thieves since we were seven and started school together, along with the Marquess of Medford, who is still fighting without us in Spain,” the earl shared.

She vaguely remembered the former Earl of Crampton, a man who’d grown so obese he’d remained in the country during the Season.

“Oh, dear,” the countess said.

“Again?” her husband asked, a smile on his handsome face.

“Yes. If you’ll excuse me, I must visit the retiring room.”

“I’ll go with you,” Gemma volunteered.

As they left the ballroom, Lady Crampton said, “I spent the first three months sick and weak. Now that I feel myself again, I find the burning desire to locate a chamber pot every hour or so. I’m afraid I’ll spend most of tonight in the retiring room instead of on the dance floor.”

Gemma had noticed the countess was with child and nodded sympathetically.

“Will you attend many events this Season, Lady Crampton?”

“No, only a few. I really didn’t want to come to town at all but I never had a Season of my own. Tonight is my first ball. It seemed important to Gray for us to come and I will do anything to please my husband. I suppose we’ll make a few affairs in the next couple of weeks and then I’ll be happy to return to Gray Manor as I grow too large to be seen at ton events.”

They’d arrived at the retiring room and Lady Crampton went behind a screen as Gemma waited for her.

Once they were back together, she asked, “Were you and Lord Crampton childhood sweethearts? Since you didn’t have a Season, I wondered if you might have married straight out of the schoolroom, before your husband went to war.”

Her eyes twinkled with mirth. “Oh, no. I only met Gray last year, when he returned from Spain after his brother’s death.” As they left the retiring room, Lady Crampton added, “I was governess to his nieces.”

Her words surprised Gemma.

“You see,” the countess continued, “I was on my own from the time I was eighteen. I served for years as a companion and then a governess. Then I met Gray—and here we are, celebrating the Season.”

Warmth spread through her. “I admire your pluck and spirit, Lady Crampton. And it’s apparent how much your husband does, too. Your love is evident.”

“We both were wounded in different ways. Gray from the war and I from the circumstances I endured. Love has brought so much happiness to us both.” She smiled. “I would very much like us to be friends, Lady Covington. Would you call me Charlotte?”

“I’d be delighted to do so. I am Gemma. I would like to extend an invitation to you and Lord Crampton to come to tea tomorrow. Mr. Nicholson will be there, as well. We can all go riding in the park together afterward.”

“I would enjoy that.” Charlotte hesitated and then asked, “May I ask you how long Burke has been in love with you?”

Gemma stopped in her tracks. “What?”

Charlotte pulled her to the side to prevent them from reentering the ballroom. “It was clear to both Gray and me as we watched the two of the dance just how much Burke holds you in esteem.”

“But... I... I...”

“You don’t feel the same way.” The statement rang with disappointment.

“I... I don’t know,” she admitted. “You see... I’m a war widow.”

“Ah,” Charlotte said, understanding lighting her eyes. “You are conflicted and feel disloyal to your husband by feeling something for another man.”

“Yes.”

Charlotte studied her a moment. “You loved your husband?”

“Yes,” Gemma said, knowing it wasn’t the kind of love the Cramptons possessed.

Charlotte took her hand. “Let me say this, Gemma. Love can heal. I’ve seen the power of love with Gray and me. Burke is a good man. He’s suffered a great deal. I’m only asking that you give him a chance. Whether it’s Burke—or another man someday—I believe your husband would wish for you to be happy. You’re still young and have many years left. From experience, I can tell you having love in your life makes all the difference.”

“I know,” Gemma said softly. “I... may love him. I don’t know.”

Charlotte squeezed her hand. “Give yourself and Burke the gift of time. If it’s meant to work out between you, it will.” She smiled. “Shall we return to the gentlemen?”

When they arrived, she saw relief on Lord Crampton’s face.

“I was ready to send out a search party for you, my love,” the earl said.

“The retiring room was very crowded,” Charlotte replied.

“Well, we came to dance,” said her husband. “Would you be interested in the next dance, Miss Nott?”

Charlotte’s face radiated with happiness. “Very much so, Major Grayson.”

They took to the dance floor as Gemma and Burke watched them.

“Why did he call her Miss Nott?” she asked.

“Gray says when he’s feeling especially affectionate, he calls Charlotte that. She was a governess in the Crampton household and was known as Miss Nott.”

“She told me. I like her. Very much. We’ve decided to be friends. They’re having tea with us tomorrow.”

Burke smiled. “I couldn’t think of any group I’d rather spend time with.”

He gazed at her with more than fondness—and Gemma wondered what exactly was between them.
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Chapter Fifteen


Gemma danced several times after that, once with Burke when the waltz began. When it ended, William claimed her for the supper dance. She was pleased that Burke acted cordially toward her friend and she and William enjoyed supper together, along with several of his friends from university.

After supper, she found herself standing near Lord Melton. Since he was high up on Sir Paxton’s list and worked at the War Office, Gemma engaged him in conversation. When he asked her to dance, she agreed. He was an excellent dancer and their conversation turned from light to flirtatious. She laughed at a few things he said and made sure she worried her lip at one point. Just as Burke said would happen, Melton’s eyes fell to her mouth.

As the dance finished, he said, “It’s grown rather warm in here. Would you care to get some air, Lady Covington?”

She readily agreed, hoping to pump him for more information away from the other guests.

They strolled along the terrace, going to the far end. Gemma couldn’t help but remember the last time she’d stood on a darkened terrace. Burke had giving her lessons in flirtation and then kissed her until flames engulfed her body. She thrust those thoughts aside, knowing it was important to concentrate on her current companion.

He came to a halt and said, “I remember you attending events with Covington. We worked together at the War Office.”

“Yes. Lord C thoroughly enjoyed his work for the crown. Do you also enjoy working for our government, my lord?”

“I do.”

She licked her lips. “What is it exactly that you do? I never really knew what Lord C did. Just that he said his work was very important.”

His eyes were drawn to her mouth as he said, “All kinds of things, my lady. I don’t think you’d find any of them interesting.”

Gemma batted her lashes. “Oh, but I think I would. I love to hear about new things. My late husband served in the army. He was an officer in Spain. He never came home on leave and I always wondered what he did.”

“As an officer, he ordered people about,” Melton said languidly. His hand rose and stroked her face once, causing her to tense. “I do much of the same. Nothing interesting. Just reading dispatches and making decisions. A lady wouldn’t find it interesting at all, I’m sure.”

She wanted to reply that this lady did but he stroked her face again, distracting her, and she tried to pull away. His hands slid up her arms and tightened on them.

“You’ve been a widow a good while now, Lady Covington.”

“Yes,” she said nervously.

“I know you’ve become friendly with Nicholson. Perhaps we, too, might become friendly.”

His head moved toward hers and Gemma pushed against his chest.

“I don’t think so, Lord Melton. I—”

He frowned. “The trouble is I don’t think you know what you want, my lady.” His fingers dug into her flesh and she knew it would leave bruises. “I believe I can help you.”

His mouth came down on hers. She wriggled, trying to escape his hold, but couldn’t. He forced his tongue into her mouth and disgust rose in her. She pushed harder against his chest and couldn’t budge him.

Gemma did the only thing she could think of.

She bit down on his tongue. Hard.

He jerked his head away and she saw the fury in his eyes. His fingers now dug into her flesh. Terror seized her.

“There you are, Lady Covington. I’ve been looking for you. It’s almost time for our waltz.”

She’d never been more relieved to hear Burke’s voice.

Melton released her and in silken tones said, “Thank you for the dance and conversation, my lady.” He sauntered away as if he’d done nothing wrong.

Tremors ran through Gemma. Burke caught her elbows and his warmth brought a deep comfort to her. She felt tears of relief slide down her cheeks.

“Did he hurt you?”

“No. Well, a little. He held me very tight. I’m sure I’ll have bruises tomorrow.”

Burke cursed. “I’ll see to him.”

“No, don’t,” she pleaded. “I tried to learn what I could from him but he put me off as if I were some fluffhead. I won’t be able to get any information from him. I know not to ever be alone with him again. Just leave it be, Burke. Please.”

“He was kissing you when I approached and then jerked away.”

She grimaced. “He did. It was awful.” Then despite everything, a giggle erupted. “I bit him. He’ll have a sore tongue tomorrow, courtesy of his ill manners.”

Burke laughed softly as he removed a handkerchief and wiped away her tears. “I’m sorry for what he did to you.”

“It was a mess of my own making. I flirted with him. He probably thought I wanted him to kiss me and was surprised when I resisted. That’s why he forced the kiss. He was angry. You shouldn’t be sorry, Burke. It was all my fault.”

“No,” he said, his face solemn. “I taught you to shoot. I’d also said I’d teach you to defend yourself—and neglected to do so. Come tomorrow morning, Gemma, you will receive those lessons so that the Meltons of the world will never take advantage of you again.”

“All right.” She removed the handkerchief she held and blew her nose loudly. “I’m fine, Burke. Really.”

“Can you return to the ballroom?”

She flinched. “Must I?”

“No. I think you should go home.”

“Oh, I came with Sidney and Aggie. They won’t want to leave.”

“I’ll find them and tell them the Cramptons will take you home.”

Gemma took his hand. “Thank you.”

He tucked her hand through his arm and led her inside. They skirted the edge of the ballroom and quickly left. She saw Charlotte coming toward them, probably returning from another trip to the retiring room.

“I’ll wait here with Charlotte.”

Burke agreed and left the two women together. He returned a few minutes later with Lord Crampton. By now, Gemma had told Charlotte of her encounter with Lord Melton and they understood why she wished to leave early.

As the footman handed the women into the carriage, she overheard the earl softly say, “You’ve met your Miss Nott.”

“I have,” Burke replied.

His words caused Gemma’s insides to glow.
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Burke arrived for breakfast at seven as usual. Bosley admitted him with a grunt, used to him appearing on a daily basis. He doubted the butler would be happy that Burke would return for tea later today. Best leave that as a surprise. He made his way to the dining room and found Gemma already seated.

Mrs. Pettigrew brought out a tray with a plate heaping with food for him and Gemma’s daily dose of poached egg and toast.

Once the cook left, he asked, “Did you sleep well?”

She shrugged. “I feel asleep quickly but awoke several times. My arms were throbbing.”

Anger stirred within him. “From Melton clutching you?”

She nodded and lifted her cup, sipping to avoid further conversation.

“Let me see.”

Gemma placed her cup down on the table. “No, I don’t think that’s a good idea, Burke.”

“I do,” he said firmly, leaning over and unclipping the shawl she wore about her and pushing up the sleeve of her gown slightly.

Sure enough, Melton had marked Gemma. Burke could see each separate finger and the dark bruises that marred her flesh. Anger sizzled through him as he repaired her sleeve and she wrapped the shawl about her again. Though she’d asked him not to confront Melton, Burke had already decided he would—once they’d finished their mission for the War Office. It would be late some night and Melton would need to be alone, with no witnesses to see what Burke did. When he did find the earl alone, he would dole out a suitable punishment.

They finished the meal in companionable silence and he asked if she had time to practice shooting today.

“Yes. I’m free until the Cramptons call.”

“Then Jones will drive us outside London now for another practice round. Fetch your pistols. We’ll work on your other lesson while we’re there. I’ll meet you outside.”

He explained to Jones that they were to be driven to the same estate as before. As he thought would happen, the driver said, “I’ll leave you there and return in an hour and a half.”

Burke wondered what the agent did during his time away but knew better than to ask.

Traffic was light and they arrived in the country in three-quarters of an hour. Jones departed, leaving them alone. Burke watched Gemma load her pistols and then had her aim and fire at a few targets he set up. As before, she proved accurate. He had her keep up firing until he was satisfied.

“Do you carry at least one of the pistols in your reticule at all times?” he asked.

“Actually, I keep it strapped to my leg. I had it with me on the terrace last night but I didn’t think killing Lord Melton in the middle of the Parkers’ ball would be a wise choice.”

He saw the trace of a smile playing about her lips and laughed aloud.

“Melton deserved to be shot. He’s an ass.”

“Language, Mr. Nicholson.”

“I’m sure it’s something you’ve heard before.”

“Not really. Father frowned on cursing and never did so himself. I had no brothers so I didn’t hear it from them. Rob—and William—were always very gentlemanly when in my presence.”

Hearing her husband’s and his friend’s names irritated Burke but he tried not to show it. He still wanted Gemma in his bed and didn’t want to alienate her by disparaging those dear to her.

She grinned. “But I do know several interesting words. I used them on occasion. My governess was horrified when I did so. She told my father and he would put me on bread and water for a day and lock me in my room, anytime she reported it to him.”

“Was it worth it? Saying those forbidden words?” he asked.

She beamed. “Every single time.”

He roared with laughter. “You must have been quite a handful growing up.”

“I was. My mother died when I was very young. Father was disappointed that I wasn’t a boy and had little to do with me. In fact, he tried to marry me off to Lord Willows.”

“Wait. The ancient Lord Willows?”

Gemma laughed. “The very one. I suppose he thought Willows could make me behave. Instead, I married Rob. At least that took me off Father’s hands.”

“Is your father still alive?”

“Oh, yes. He works in the War Office. I see him occasionally during the Season at a handful of events. Other than that, we don’t speak or visit one another. I moved in with Lord C once Rob and I wed and he became the father I never had.”

“He recognized your true worth,” Burke said. “Your intelligence. Your indomitable spirit.”

“Lord C said I was as a daughter to him. We grew quite close during our time together.”

“He trusted you a great deal.”

She nodded. “It was Lord C who established the relationship between Sir Paxton and me. I’m grateful for that. I feel I’m truly helping England in her efforts against Bonaparte by working to break the French codes.”

“And trying to uncover a ring of traitors,” Burke added.

Gemma frowned. “I don’t think I’ve been very helpful in that endeavor.”

“You have,” he assured her. “You were the one who found Mrs. Crawford’s letters to Lord Hampton. It helped me learn about the secret meeting at her residence. By the way, Jones is watching the Crawford place every night in order to see if any new meetings occur.”

“That’s good. I only wish we could find proof.”

“Traitors cover their tracks well, Gemma. It’s only been a week since the Season began. We could be at this for months, trying to unravel who’s involved and even then, we may never learn the truth.”

She looked disheartened and so he said, “Let’s clean your weapons and then teach you a little about defending yourself against a man’s unwanted attention.”

She proved more adept at doing so than the first time and returned the pistols to her reticule. Burke couldn’t help but be proud of how rapidly she’d developed her skills. Gemma’s beauty was only surpassed by her intelligence.

“All right,” she said, placing her reticule on the ground. “What do I need to know?”

“You already know men are larger and stronger than women. Because of that, you have to know where they are most vulnerable and take advantage of that. Their eyes. Nose. Throat. Those are all places for you to attack.”

Her nose crinkled. “Do I... use my fist?”

“Your fist is no match for using your forehead and elbows. Your knees, as well. Those are hard places and can inflict much damage. Let me show you.”

Burke stepped in front of her. “If you want to use your forehead, tighten your neck.”

When she did so, he said, “Move in slow motion. Dip your head until it touches my nose.”

She did so and he had her repeat the movement numerous times.

“If you want to hurt a man, let your forehead crash into his nose as hard as you can. It will pain you a little but for him? You’ll probably break his nose. If he’s holding you, he’ll quickly release his hold to cradle his nose.”

“You mentioned my elbow. Could I slam that into his nose?”

“That would be very effective. Also, an elbow jammed into his throat, especially right at the Adam’s apple, hurts beyond measure.”

They practiced that a bit, with Gemma swinging her elbow into him, stopping just short of doing any actual damage.

“You said the eyes. I assume I’m to use my fingernails to claw at them.”

“Clawing is good. Jabbing a stiff index finger is much better. If you’re close enough, jam your thumbs into his eyes.”

She shuddered. “That might blind him.”

Burke gave her a grim look. “Better to blind a man seeking to hurt you than be hurt yourself.”

Gemma nodded. “I understand. What else?”

“If you’re facing someone you think may attack you, your knee might very well be your best friend.” He clasped her elbows. “Bring it up slowly to my groin.”

Her face flamed but she did as he asked. She repeated the motion several times.

“Good. You’ll want to ram it as hard as you can. That move will incapacitate a man and he won’t be able to give chase.”

“I’m to run?”

“Yes. Inflict whatever damage you can and run the bloody hell away. Poke. Slam. Jam. And run.”

Still holding her elbows, he said, “A swift kick in the shins is also effective. If you’re wearing boots, lead with your toe.”

She tried it a few times.

“If you’re in evening slippers, you could break your toe. Instead, kick out and try to land a blow with your heel.”

She did so. “That’s awkward.”

“It’s just a suggestion. Let’s try one more thing.”

Quickly, Burke spun Gemma around, jerking her against him. His arm snaked around her waist, pinning her to him, while his hand covered her mouth. Immediately, she began struggling. He tightened his grip and she stilled.

In her ear, he said, “I hope you’re never in this situation. If you are, panic is not your friend. Remember, a man is bigger and stronger than you are. Wriggling and straining won’t get you anywhere. If anything, it will anger him further.”

She nodded. Burke inhaled the vanilla scent that she always wore, fighting the urge to kiss her neck while he restrained her. He couldn’t do it. She trusted him—and he wouldn’t take advantage of that trust.

“If you can move your head, dip it slightly and then smash it as hard as you can against his face. Hopefully, it will damage his nose. If you can’t move your head, your feet should do the trick. Lift your foot and then slam it into the top of his foot, using your heel.”

She did as he said, practicing the motion several times. He kept her tight against him, enjoying the feel of her.

“You can also kick,” he instructed. “Use your heel again and let it crash into my shin. Shins are very vulnerable.”

Gemma’s foot rose and then pain exploded in Burke’s leg. He released her immediately, hobbling around as she scurried away, putting distance between them.

“I’m sorry,” she apologized, her eyes filling with tears. “The way you were holding me, my heart started racing. I could hear the blood pounding in my ears. I knew it was you, Burke, but I was still so scared.”

He shook his leg. “That’s all right. Instinct took over. Fear causes a person to act courageously at times. Do whatever you must to escape, Gemma. If a threat is present, your body knows instinctively to get away. Sometimes, before your mind can even catch up. Use your teeth. Nails. Hands. Feet. Whatever it takes to free yourself.

“And then run the bloody hell away.”

She stepped to him and placed a hand upon his chest. “I am sorry I hurt you.”

He saw the regret in her eyes and said, “You can make it up to me.”

“How?” she asked innocently.

Burke’s hands rose to cup her cheeks. “Like this.”
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Chapter Sixteen


Burke’s mouth touched Gemma’s and it was as if lightning struck her. Instinctively, she moved toward him, her hands going to his shoulders. The kiss started feather soft, with his lips brushing back and forth against hers languidly, making her crave more. She wanted to taste him and before he prompted her, she opened to him. He accepted her invitation, his tongue sweeping inside her mouth and stroking it lovingly.

Fire sizzled through her at the contact and her fingers tightened. She now understood the power of his kiss, so unlike that of Lord Melton’s. It amazed her how what one man did disgusted her and yet the same action from another brought total bliss. Gemma also knew how to kiss now, unlike that first time Burke had surprised her in Lord Hampton’s study.

This time, she initiated all of the action. She stroked his hard, muscled chest. She pressed against him, teasing him with her breasts as much as she did her tongue. She’d taken command of the kiss and he let her, thrilling her when she heard the soft groans coming from him, realizing she affected him as much as he did her.

Gemma broke the kiss and whispered, “Touch me.”

She kissed him again along his jaw and moved to his throat, finding where his pulse beat rapidly. As she did, Burke’s hands palmed her breasts, squeezing and kneading them, causing her to moan. He bent, his tongue tracing the upper curve of one breast, causing her knees to go weak. Gemma locked them and wrapped her arms around his waist, determined not to slip to the ground.

He pushed her gown down and fondled a breast after lifting it from her stays. He dragged his thumbnail across her nipple and she drew in a quick breath as he repeated the action. The throbbing between her legs pounded fiercely and she remembered what he’d done to her the last time. She could only pray he would touch her there again.

She found herself being backed up until she landed against a broad oak. Burke captured her wrists and raised them above her head, keeping them prisoner with one hand as he continued to touch her breasts with the other. Then he lowered his mouth to one, sucking so hard that she felt the dampness spring between her legs. As he continued to suck, that tingling from before began, like a team of horses out of control. Gemma gasped as the wave crested and broke, spilling from her. Her hips gyrated and she pushed against him, riding out the storm of pure feeling.

She opened her eyes to find a very satisfied smile on his face. He kissed her deeply until it felt as if he touched her soul. She moaned, overcome with emotion and a feeling she couldn’t put a name to. Gradually, he softened the kiss until he finally broke it. He released her wrists and righted her clothing.

“You came for me,” he said roughly. “Without my even touching you.”

She gave him a wry grin. “Well, you actually were touching me. Just not there. But yes, I felt the same as before. That wild, delicious surrender.”

He grinned. “I like that. A wild, delicious surrender.”

“I only wish I could do the same for you,” she added.

“You can,” he assured her. “When the time is right.”

“When will that be?” she asked, knowing she was pushing him.

“You’ll know.”

Gemma knew they hadn’t had relations yet, despite what they’d already done together. She’d heard enough gossip about it to understand that somehow their bodies would have to join. That was what having sex was.

It could also result in a child.

She trembled. “You’re right. I’m not ready yet.”

Gemma actually was more than ready but her sense of loyalty to Rob still remained. She looked at Burke and realized she did love him. Loved him with a breadth and depth that carried across space and time.

But had she forgiven him?

And could he ever forgive himself?

Until then, she didn’t know if it would ever be right between them, no matter how thrilling his touch was.

He leaned in and gave her a lingering kiss, his hands resting on her waist, his thumbs moving restlessly up and down her ribs.

Breaking the kiss, he said, “Jones will return soon.”

The driver came down the lane five minutes later. Gemma was glad Jones hadn’t discovered them a few minutes earlier.

They returned to London and Burke told her he would see her at teatime as he escorted her to the door.

“Where are you going? To White’s?”

“For a bit,” he replied. “Then I think it’s time I call upon Mrs. Crawford.”

Gemma lowered her eyes and murmured goodbye as she entered her home.
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Burke told Jones of Elise Martin’s last name and asked him to use his contacts to locate the woman. He’d do the same after he stopped at White’s briefly and then head to Mrs. Crawford’s house. He hadn’t decided how to approach the courtesan yet and needed time to reflect upon the best way to do so.

Jones dropped Burke at the club after arranging to meet back at his townhouse at two to share any information obtained. Only a handful of members were present. Those that were had cups of tea or coffee before them as they browsed the newspapers.

He spied Boling, a notorious gossip, and made his way in that direction, taking a seat and lifting a newspaper sitting on the table before him.

“I haven’t spoken with you here in a few days, Nicholson,” Boling said, shoving his paper aside, eager to engage in conversation.

Burke knew the man was always a font of knowledge and so he said, “Good to see you, Boling.”

They chatted about inconsequential matters for a few minutes. Burke wanted to warm up the man in order to keep from arousing his suspicions.

“Is that Lady Covington you’ve been keeping company with recently?” the viscount asked, giving Burke the lead-in he needed. “I’ve seen you dance with her a few times.”

“Yes. Lady Covington is... interesting.” He gave Boling a sly smile and the man chuckled.

“And very beautiful.”

“She is but...” Burke hesitated a moment. “A trifle... oh, what is the word I’m looking for? Bland in the bedroom.”

Though he hated painting Gemma in such a light, he needed information.

“I sometimes have... unusual tastes, if you know what I mean,” he added.

The other man grinned. “I certainly do. My mistress is a tiger in the bedroom. Sorry, but she’s taken.”

Burke pondered a moment and then said, “Did I hear Melton recently released his mistress?”

“Oh, yes,” Boling said, his eyes lighting up. “Gave her an emerald necklace and was done with her.”

“Yes. That’s the one. Lord Hampton told me he’d been her protector before. From what Hampton said, Elise Martin is exactly what I’m looking for.” He thought a moment. “You wouldn’t know where to find her, would you?”

Boling beamed. “Actually, I do.” He told Burke the square she lived on and said, “Will you be able to keep both women satisfied, Nicholson?”

“It’s my life’s ambition to keep as many women as possible satisfied,” Burke said airily. “Along with myself.”

The viscount slapped his knee. “You are a rogue. And your eyepatch makes you seem even more of a devil.”

Burke quickly excused himself. The look in Boling’s eyes told him the viscount knew exactly where Burke now headed.

He left White’s and hailed a hansom cab, arriving at Elise Martin’s twenty minutes later. He dismissed the cab, not knowing how long he would speak with her and knowing he could easily hail another one.

Knocking on the door, a young footman answered instead of a butler. Burke could see packing crates in the foyer and a flurry of activity.

He presented his card and said, “I have an urgent need to speak to Mrs. Martin.”

“Uh... well... Mrs. Martin is busy. She’s leaving town.”

“She’ll want to see me. I’m an old friend.”

Burke eased past the insecure footman and said, “Go on. Give her my card.”

He left and minutes later, a woman descended the staircase. She looked to be in her mid-twenties and had an average face but a spectacular figure. Frowning as she came toward him, he greeted her at the bottom of the stairs.

“I don’t know you,” she said and began wringing her hands.

“Could we speak privately for a moment, Mrs. Martin? It’s important.”

Wariness filled her eyes. “I’m in the midst of packing. My mother is ill. I’m leaving London,” she said nervously.

He took her arm and drew her to a corner of the foyer. “If that is the case, you’ll be needing money. I heard that you recently received an emerald necklace as a gift. If you are looking for someone to purchase it and add to your funds, I’d be happy to oblige you.”

“The necklace has already been sold,” she said curtly but she continued to wring her hands.

“Is something wrong, Mrs. Martin?” Burke asked gently.

“You must leave,” she said abruptly. “Now. They’re watching. They’ll see you.”

“Who?” When she shook her head, he pressed, “Do you believe your life is in danger?”

Tears welled in her eyes and she nodded.

“I can protect you.”

“I don’t need a protector,” she said angrily. “I just need to leave the city. I’m supposed to. If I don’t...” Her voice trailed off and he saw she trembled with fear.

Burke took her elbow. “I am with the government. I can see you safely—”

“That’s who—” She cut herself off and shook her head. “You’re one of them. Testing me. You can see. I wasn’t going to say anything.”

“Mrs. Martin, I’m not here to hurt you.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You would say that. Well, you see I can keep quiet. I’m doing as I should. I’ll be gone by tomorrow morning.”

Burke released her elbow and removed his card. Giving it to her, he said, “If you feel threatened in any way, come to me. I will help you.”

A bitter laugh erupted. She tore the card up and flung the pieces to the ground.

“You may leave now, Mr. Nicholson. Or whomever you really are.”

“I don’t think you’re safe, Mrs. Martin.”

She looked him directly in the eye. “Don’t you think I know that?” she asked and fled back up the stairs.

He let himself out and, with a practiced eye, looked to see if she was right and the house was being watched. If it were, it wasn’t by anyone on the street. It could be from any window across from the residence, though, and he’d never be able to tell. It troubled Burke to leave, knowing Elise Martin had information vital enough to force her from town. She’d never trust him, though, since she thought he was part of some conspiracy—one with ties to the government.

Returning home, he told his butler to send Jones to him the moment the driver returned home. While he waited, he recorded what he could recall of his conversation with Elise Martin.

A knock sounded and Jones slipped into the room.

“I need you to contact Smith today. I need eyes on Elise Martin’s house.”

“You found her?”

“I did—and spoke to her.”

Burke handed the agent what he’d written out to read. When he finished, Jones whistled low.

“She definitely knows something. And thinks you’re a part of it, there to test her.”

“She also thought her house was being watched. I’m worried about her safety,” Burke said. “I know we’re supposed to meet with Smith tomorrow but she could be gone by then. We need someone watching her and then following her. She may be more willing to speak of what she knows away from London.”

“I’ll go to Smith now.”

Burke decided to leave himself and went to the lane where Mrs. Crawford’s house stood. He had his hansom cab stop across the street since another one already waited in front of the residence. Just before he got out, he saw the lady herself leave and get into the waiting vehicle.

“Follow that cab,” he instructed his driver.

He thought approaching her in public would be better than calling at her house, where she might not choose to see him. This way, she wouldn’t be able to avoid conversing with him.

She alighted and went inside a millinery shop. Burke paid his driver and followed her inside. The shopkeeper was speaking to another customer. Selina Crawford browsed.

Burke walked straight to her and said, “Good afternoon, Mrs. Crawford.”

Her eyes widened slightly and then a sly smile appeared. “Why, Mr. Nicholson. How good to see you.”

“You know me?”

She clucked her tongue. “How many dashing, handsome men of the ton wear a stylish eyepatch? Oh, Lord Hampton has told me all about you, Mr. Nicholson.”

“Anything flattering?” he asked seductively, giving her a lazy smile.

She looked at him thoughtfully. “You are very charming. I’m surprised she gave you up so soon.”

He had no idea of the she the woman referred to so he continued to smile.

“Speaking of charm, I’m looking for a woman... of your particular charms.”

Her brow creased. “I’m not in need of a new protector at this time, Mr. Nicholson. I’m quite satisfied with Lord Hampton.”

“Are you?” He trailed a finger along her arm slowly. “Hampton is old enough to be our father. Don’t tell me he’s capable of satisfying a woman such as you in bed.”

She shrugged. “I don’t matter. It’s my job to make sure he is the one pleased.”

Burke trailed his finger along her arm again. “You might wish to be gratified on the side. I could see that you were.”

Though he said the right words, they rang hollow within him. Sex had always been a part of the spy game, even in Spain. The Don had refused to participate, always claiming allegiance to his Gem. Burke had easily stepped up to fill the gap. Sex was merely a weapon he used in war and had enjoyed doing so. Now, the thought of having to touch Selina Crawford left him empty. It would be a betrayal of Gemma. Frankly, Burke didn’t even know if he could kiss another woman. Gemma had ruined all others for him.

Her eyes glittered with interest. “I will have to reject your offer for now, Mr. Nicholson. Lord Hampton is a jealous, powerful man. I doubt he’d let either of us live if we dallied with one another.” She sighed. “I would never have told Lady Covington to send you my way if I’d have known you would arrive this soon. Perhaps when Lord Hampton tires of me, we could come to a suitable arrangement, though.”

Burke smiled easily at her, though he clenched his fists behind his back. “I’m sorry things didn’t work out at this time for us, Mrs. Crawford.”

“Oh, please. Call me Selina,” she purred as she placed her palm against his chest. “You never know when I will be free from Lord Hampton, Burke. I look forward to getting to know you. Hopefully, sooner than later.”

“Good day, Selina.”

He left the shop and began walking with determination, anger oozing through him.

Gemma had met Selina Crawford—and neglected to tell him.
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Chapter Seventeen


Gemma jotted a note to Sir Paxton regarding the latest code he’d sent and then folded and sealed it. She and Burke were supposed to meet with Mr. Smith tomorrow and she would ask that he pass along the message to his superior. In it, Gemma mentioned the code she had created. Though Sir Paxton had yet asked for her to do so, she wanted to make him aware it was available for use. She didn’t know how these things worked at the War Office. Perhaps they would have a trial in which it was used within a small, select group, in order to assess the cipher’s credibility and reliability. It didn’t matter. It was ready and she was happy to share it with the British government. The choice to use it or not would be up to them.

She heard a commotion outside the study and paused to listen. Normally, her household was very quiet. None of her staff whistled or sang as they worked. She’d grown used to the silence.

Someone was now shouting. A banging on her study door sounded. Quickly, Gemma crossed the room and threw the lock so she could open the door. When she did, a very angry Burke Nicholson stood on the other side.

“We need to talk,” he said, sweeping past her into the room.

She looked at Mr. Bosley, whose deep frown creased his forehead with lines.

“I tried to stop him, my lady.”

“It’s all right. I can soothe him.”

“Can you?” Bosley asked, his brows arching.

Gemma raised hers in response. She closed the door—but didn’t lock it. She remembered what had happened in this very room and didn’t want a repeat of it, especially with the Cramptons due for tea shortly.

Burke stood facing the window, his hands clasped behind his back. It was much as she recalled their meeting a few weeks ago, when she’d gone to Sir Paxton’s and become involved as an agent for the crown, partnered with this man. She’d admired the stranger then and still did the man she’d come to know.

And to love. Maybe. Gemma still wasn’t sure about that. Just because she thought about Burke most every waking moment didn’t mean it was love. And just because his kiss aroused feelings within her that she’d never known existed also didn’t mean it was love. It could be lust. She almost laughed. What would Rob have thought of her being in lust? Knowing her friend, he would have told her to pursue the attraction and enjoy life. It was hard for her to think about being in love with Burke because he wasn’t a man who would ever settle down with one woman. He was a man who lived to enjoy many women. Keeping to one—much less entering a state of wedlock—would never cross his mind.

Unfortunately, that’s what love meant to her. Being with one man. Remaining faithful through thick and thin. Marrying. Having a family. Growing old together. All these were things she associated with love, something she’d doubted existed much less would come to her. She sighed, knowing it was foolish to dream of a life with Burke. No matter what her feelings, she needed to push them aside. Focus on their mission.

And then let him go when it ended.

He whirled suddenly and paced toward her. That beautiful gray eye of his was dark. Not with desire, as she’d seen before. Burke was angry. Beyond angry.

His hands clasped her shoulders and he shook her, surprising her, and she winced with the pressure.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” he demanded.

One of them had to keep their head. Gemma decided it would have to be her.

“Release me,” she said calmly. “You’re hurting me.”

Immediately, his fingers lifted from her. The anger flushed away, replaced by regret.

Taking her hands, Burke threaded their fingers together. “Gemma, I’m sorry.”

She stared at him coldly. “Do you have an explanation?”

He moved his head slightly toward her and she turned hers away. When she felt he wouldn’t try to kiss her, she looked back at him.

“I was angry with you. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” His fingers gently squeezed hers.

“Obviously, I’ve done something wrong. I haven’t a clue. Might you share with me what—”

“You saw Selina Crawford—and didn’t tell me.”

“Oh. That.” She tried to pull away but he held fast to her hands. “It was nothing. I didn’t deliberately seek her out and then neglect to tell you if that’s what you think.”

She took a deep breath and licked her lips, immediately angry with herself. “I’m not flirting with you,” she quickly said.

His gaze searched hers. “I didn’t think you were.”

“Mrs. Crawford came up to me. I’d taken Aggie to the modiste and Madame Bertrand took her to the back to get her measurements. Mrs. Crawford must have entered the shop earlier and I didn’t notice. I know—I should have. I will be more alert in the future as to my surroundings.”

“Go on,” he prodded.

“She knew who I was.” Gemma felt the blush stain her cheeks. “She said Lord Hampton had told her of how he’d found the two of us together. That it wasn’t something the earl would share with his wife but he did with Mrs. Crawford. Because they were close. Because he found it amusing.”

Gemma closed her eyes, seeing the woman’s sly smile again and hating her for it.

“Gemma?”

She opened them. “She told me if I ever tired of you to send you her way.”

With that, she pulled her hands from his and went to stare out the window, wrapping her arms about her protectively. Burke came and stood behind her. His arms went around her, making her feel safe. She leaned her head back against his chest, savoring the scent of his cologne.

“She made me feel... dirty. That what we had done was like what she and Lord Hampton do together. She mentioned the earl had unusual tastes. It left me feeling...” Her voice trailed off.

His arms tightened about her. His lips brushed against her ear and a shiver ran along her spine. “Don’t ever listen to a woman like that, Gemma. She is full of poison. She will do or say anything to get her way. Make herself seem superior. We are nothing like her and Hampton. What we have—”

“Is a business partnership,” she interrupted and stepped away from him, knowing she had to protect her heart. “I will dance with you, Burke. Sit with you. Stroll a garden party on your arm. I will even kiss you passionately again if we ever find ourselves in a situation similar to the one in Lord Hampton’s study. But I want nothing personal between us anymore. We’ve crossed some line and I never knew we had. I realize it now, though.

“Please... don’t kiss me again.”

“Gemma,” he said softly and took a step toward her.

“No. I mean it. I will play my part. You will do the same. We are agents of the crown and we will work together to bring proof to the War Office of any traitors we discover. After that, we’re through.”

A hard knock sounded on the door and her butler stepped inside before she even bid him to enter.

“Lord and Lady Crampton are here, my lady. I’ve seated them in the drawing room.”

“Thank you, Mr. Bosley.” She stood a little taller. “We’ll join them now.”

Gemma left the study and moved toward the stairs. When Burke appeared beside her and took her hand, tucking it through his arm, she didn’t protest. He was only being gentlemanly. She would accept his good manners and show the same toward him.

But his touch made her ache.

They entered the drawing room and she smiled brightly. “I’m so happy you could come today. Mrs. Pettigrew makes one of the moistest cakes I’ve ever eaten.”

Charlotte laughed. “I’ve become quite a lover of cake.” She rubbed her belly. “Or this little one has. Either way, I’ll be happy to try some.”

“If you have any biscuits, have your Mrs. Pettigrew bring those, too,” the earl said. “Charlotte can’t seem to get enough of them.”

They spent a pleasant hour in conversation. Gemma was proud of how she and Burke came off as being friendly. As if nothing was strained between them. When it came time to leave to drive through the park, Lord Crampton begged off.

“The hour after teatime is when we read with Harriet and Jane. My nieces. It was something Miss Nott started with them and the girls are still eager for our reading hour.”

He took his wife’s hand and kissed her fingers tenderly. A yearning swept through Gemma so suddenly that she almost burst into tears.

Instead, she blinked them away and said, “I’m delighted you made tea. Mr. Nicholson and I will have to take our ride without you. Might you be at Lord and Lady Hill’s ball tonight?”

“For a short while,” Charlotte replied. “I’m finding it very difficult to stay up so late. We’ll come and dance a few tunes.”

“And then go to bed,” Lord Crampton added, his eyes lit with mischief.

Gemma coughed, trying to keep her blush from turning her face bright red. She knew exactly what Charlotte and her husband would be up to—and found herself envious.

They said their goodbyes and she went to fetch a shawl and pin her hat into place. She didn’t rush, not wanting Burke to think she was eager for this time in the park. Instead, she actually dreaded it. But she knew it was important to be seen together to maintain their cover.

Burke awaited her in the foyer and led her out to his barouche. She’d never seen it before and once more admired the pair of horses that would draw it. Jones climbed from the seat and gave her a nod before walking away.

Burke took the reins and drove to Hyde Park without attempting to make conversation. Once they entered, he slowed the vehicle and smiled at her.

“Lord and Lady Hampton are up ahead. Pretend as if you’re enjoying my company.”

Gemma laughed. “I do enjoy your company, Burke. I always have.”

“You just don’t want to kiss me anymore. Is it because of Smythe?”

“No. It’s because of you.”

With that, she turned and greeted the Hamptons.
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Burke arrived at the Hills’ townhouse in a sour mood, all thanks to Gemma. No, he couldn’t blame her entirely. It was that damned Selina Crawford that had gotten into Gemma’s head. He also couldn’t discount her divided loyalties. She must be experiencing terrible guilt at being attracted to her husband’s murderer. Though Gemma wouldn’t word it as such. Even though Burke hadn’t been the one to torture The Don, whatever slip he’d made had led to Smythe’s horrible death.

No wonder she didn’t want to have anything to do with him.

The fact that she thought they could remain business associates was laughable, though. Not with what sparked between them. Whether Gemma knew it or not, they were on a course where they would collide—and that collision would result in the most passionate lovemaking of their lives.

He felt back at the beginning now. Trying to build her trust in him once again. It would be hard to keep his hands off her but he would do it. She needed time and a little distance between them. He’d play his role of public swain and do just enough to tempt her to want more—and possibly even make her jealous.

After stopping by the receiving line, he chatted with as many pretty women as he could, all the while keeping Gemma in the corner of his eye. He finally approached her shortly before the music began.

“A good evening to you, Lady Covington.”

“Yes. It’s a very pleasant night, Mr. Nicholson.”

“Might you wish to dance the supper dance with me?”

“I’m afraid I’ve already promised it to another but I thank you, all the same.”

“Who?” he asked quietly.

She smiled and looked around. “It doesn’t matter. You can dance with me later.”

“The first dance after supper then?”

“As you wish.”

He excused himself and found the Hampton chit, whom he’d promised to dance with first. She was insufferable and thought herself much prettier than she was. She acted too self-assured. He asked some about her family and found her allied with her mother.

“My father is very distant to us both. Mama thinks it’s because she only produced me and I am a dreaded female. Father has very little to do with either of us. He’s always at the War Office all hours of the day and night.” She smiled. “That’s why I like you, Mr. Nicholson. You don’t seem serious about anything.”

“Oh, but I am, my lady. Just not about you.”

His words shocked her into silence and he escorted her from the dance floor and left her with her mother.

Burke sauntered into the card room to see who was present and where Lady Luck was hovering tonight.

Suddenly, he felt a presence next to him. Turning, he saw Lord Melton had joined him. He remembered the man’s lips on Gemma’s, his fingers marring her flesh with nasty bruises, and had to keep from slamming his fist into the earl’s face.

“Good evening, Melton.”

“Nicholson. I heard you went to visit an acquaintance of mine today. Elise Martin.”

This was interesting. Elise thought she was being watched by someone from the government. Melton did work in the War Office. And now he was letting Burke know his presence at Mrs. Martin’s had been duly noted. He didn’t want to endanger her any further and thought quickly.

“Yes. I’d heard from an acquaintance at White’s—Viscount Boling—that you’d given the lady in question an emerald necklace.”

“I did,” Melton said cautiously. “We ended our association and I gave it to her as a parting gift.”

“I am looking for a piece for Lady Covington and thought emeralds would bring out the fire in her hair. Knowing women such as Mrs. Martin might be willing to part with any gifts they’d received for a price, I took the bold step of going to see her.”

Melton eyed him with interest. “Did she sell it to you?”

“No. After waiting a good while to see her, she finally came in and told me the necklace had already been sold and that she was leaving town to nurse an ill mother. It was a total waste of my time,” Burke said dismissively.

Melton shrugged. “I suppose you’ll have to keep looking.” He drifted away.

Burke danced and flirted, maintaining his cover of being a carefree rake. He danced with Gemma after supper and they laughed and put on a good show for anyone watching them. After their dance, though, he left the ball early. Though he longed to drive by Selina Crawford’s and touch base with Jones as he was on watch, Burke didn’t want his carriage recognized. The same held true for going past Elise Martin’s.

He returned to his rented townhouse and went to the library. Pouring himself a brandy, he became lost in thought.

Suddenly, Jones was before him. Burke cursed, not having heard the agent enter the room.

“Was another meeting held at Mrs. Crawford’s?” he asked anxiously, hoping for a break in the case.

“No. Something has happened, though.” Jones shook his head. “I went by Elise Martin’s to check in with the agents watching the house. You’re not going to like this.”

“What?”

“I watched a body covered by a sheet being carried out on a stretcher. I passed a few coins to a footman and found out it was Mrs. Martin. An accidental overdose of laudanum was what was being bandied about.”

Burke’s gut clenched. Both he and Jones knew there was nothing accidental about Elise Martin’s death.

He only wondered if his visit had gotten her killed.
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Chapter Eighteen


Gemma came down to breakfast and saw Burke had already arrived. He seemed in a pensive mood so she went through her posts while she ate. She’d received several invitations to upcoming events, as well as notes from Charlotte and William.

She opened Charlotte’s first, which invited her for tea today. Charlotte wanted her to meet Harriet and Jane, the girls she’d been first a governess to and now a mother. Gemma couldn’t help but wonder if Burke would also appear at teatime since Charlotte had pressed Gemma to give him a chance. She wondered if she should be frank and tell her new friend that she didn’t think Burke would ever settle down and that she’d asked him never to kiss her again.

William’s note invited her to attend the theatre with him tonight, followed by a late supper. Since it was a rare night she had no engagement, she decided she would go. She enjoyed his company and knew, though he acted as if all was well, being jilted at the altar still stung him.

Gemma finished her tea and saw Burke was also done eating.

“I have some correspondence to tend to before Mr. Smith arrives for our scheduled meeting. You may wait in the library if you choose. I’ll be in my study.”

“Might I go with you and look at whatever project you’re working on?”

“If you’d like.”

Mr. Bosley came in to clear the dishes and she told him she would have two messages for him to deliver once she’d written them out.

“Come to my study in ten minutes and you can deliver those first. I’ll also respond to some invitations I’ve received. I’ll place those on the table in the foyer and you can see to those once you return from your other errand.”

“Very good, my lady.”

She and Burke retreated to her study, he going to her table where her latest effort was laid out while she went behind her desk. She gave affirmative replies to Charlotte and William and Mr. Bosley retrieved those from her, leaving her free to go through the invitations. As she responded to each invitation, she placed the event’s time and date, along with its hosts, on her calendar. After she finished her task, Gemma left her study and placed the stack on the table.

A knock sounded at the door and she answered it herself, surprised to find not only Mr. Smith on her doorstep but also Sir Paxton. She invited them in and led them to her study.

“Mr. Nicholson has already arrived,” she told the pair and the four of them seated themselves once inside.

“I hope you don’t mind that I came with Mr. Smith,” Sir Paxton began. “I was excited to receive your message about the code you’ve created for our government’s use.”

Gemma went to her desk and opened a drawer, pulling out a large, thick envelope and giving it to Sir Paxton.

“Everything is in here.”

“You’re already brilliant at deciphering, Lady Covington. I know your effort at manufacturing your own code will be something we will be eager to use.” He paused. “I am sorry that I will not be able to share the author of it, at least as long as you are working with Mr. Nicholson. I hope that you will receive credit at some point for your work.”

“That’s not important to me, Sir Paxton. Anything I contribute to England’s war effort is reward enough.”

“I feel your efforts away from cracking and developing ciphers is wasted,” Sir Paxton continued. “Part of today’s meeting will be to determine if Mr. Nicholson still has need of you for this current assignment.”

Disappointment flooded Gemma. Not only had she enjoyed the additional work the crown had given her, but she looked forward to the time spent with Burke. If she were no longer partnered with him, he would have no need to seek her out at events. No more dancing. No more daily breakfasts. She hoped Burke would speak up and let Sir Paxton know exactly how valuable she was to their mission.

Mr. Smith cleared his throat and said, “Mr. Nicholson, please detail the pertinent facts and information you’ve gathered thus far and clarify Lady Covington’s role for us.”

“Lady Covington is the one who discovered letters from Selina Crawford to Lord Hampton. That led to finding out that Hampton and Viscount Carpenter had previously held a clandestine meeting at Mrs. Crawford’s townhouse. I learned from a servant in the household that another meeting was planned. Jones and I watched the house to ascertain who would attend. Four men showed up. Hampton and Carpenter were two of them, as well as a man whom we didn’t recognize. I saw him clearly, though, and am working on identifying who he is.”

“And the fourth?” Sir Paxton asked.

Burke shook his head. “Blocked from our view by a zealous servant with an oversized umbrella. All I could tell you is that he was a large man. Jones is watching Mrs. Crawford’s every night from ten to midnight. So far, no other secret meetings have occurred.”

“No proof yet?” Smith inquired.

“Just my gut feeling that Hampton and Carpenter are involved in the ring we suspect,” Burke said. “I also met with Mrs. Crawford directly.”

Sir Paxton sat up. “What came of it?”

“She’s willing to come to my bed.”

Burke’s words stunned Gemma. Of course, she had to realize sex was used in warfare. The intimacies between couples in bed would naturally lend itself to revealing confidences. Still, the thought of that woman and Burke together made her physically ill.

“Then get her there,” Smith demanded.

“It’s not that easy,” Burke said. “At this point, her relationship with Hampton is new so she is loyal to him. She informed me once it ran its course that she would be more than willing to entertain an offer from me. Mrs. Crawford is more valuable now in her protector’s bed. Turning her, though, may prove difficult. And I don’t want to arouse her suspicions. She is a very clever woman.”

“Try to run into her on occasion then,” Sir Paxton recommended. “Have a casual conversation. You never know what tidbit you might glean.”

“Lady Covington also discovered the name of Hampton and Lord Melton’s former mistress, Elise Martin,” Burke said.

She glowed, knowing he was giving her more credit than she deserved, but hoping it would prove to the two men present that she was valuable to their operation.

“I visited Mrs. Martin yesterday afternoon on the pretext I was interested in buying the emerald necklace Melton had gifted to her upon their parting. She quickly informed me she’d sold it and was leaving London to care for her sick mother.” Burke paused. “She was very agitated. When I pressed her, she told me I needed to leave because they were watching.”

“They?” Smith sat up eagerly.

“Her servants were packing as we spoke and I saw moving crates stacked in the foyer. She was definitely leaving town and wanted me gone. Her paranoia grew and I gave her my card, telling her I was with the government and could protect her.”

Sir Paxton shook his head. “A risky move. Especially since if her former protectors are involved, she could go to them and share the information.”

“I felt it worth the risk because she was so fearful,” Burke replied. “My words had the opposite effect I had intended, though. She grew increasingly upset and thought I was a part of the conspiracy. That I had been sent to test her. She kept pleading that she would remain quiet and even told me that she knew she was in danger.”

Smith said, “Nicholson requested two agents be put on Mrs. Martin’s house. They were in place soon after he spoke to her. They were to follow her to whatever her final destination was and watch her, hoping to see if they could get her to reveal what she knew.”

“That sounds promising,” Sir Paxton said. “Away from London, she might open up more.”

“Elise Martin is dead, Sir Paxton,” Burke said, his face emotionless.

Dead?

Fear spiked in Gemma. The danger these men had spoken of hadn’t seemed real to her. Until now. She glanced at Burke, his face unreadable, and knew he blamed himself for the woman’s murder.

“Yes. Her body was carried from the house last night. A supposed overdose of laudanum. I’m afraid my speaking to her may have gotten her killed.”

“You think it’s suspected that you’re working for the crown?” Smith asked.

“Melton confronted me at last night’s ball. Said he was aware of my visit to Mrs. Martin. Wanting to protect her, I told him I’d sought her out to purchase the emerald necklace he given her as a gift for Lady Covington. He seemed to believe that, especially when I told him she’d told me the necklace had been sold and then abruptly showed me the door.”

“The order to dispense of her may have already been given by the time of your conversation,” Sir Paxton pointed out. “You may have thrown Melton off the track, though, with your talk of the necklace.”

“Melton knows Lady Covington and I are close. I think he had no doubt as to the reason for my visit.”

“I think matters have changed course. Though Lady Covington’s role has been important, for your safety, my dear, I think we should end your part.”

She wanted to protest but Sir Paxton wore the same look Gemma’s father did when he’d made a decision. It was final—and not to be questioned.

Especially by a woman.

Sir Paxton looked to Burke. “You’ll need to end your association with Lady Covington immediately. Put out that you quarreled about something. Continue to play the rake but step it up. Layer your bitterness at having lost your eye more into the scenario. Your unhappiness with the British war effort and its waste of money fighting Bonaparte. If all goes well, these traitors may think they can use you and draw you into their circle.”

Fear for Burke filled Gemma yet she knew this was what he was supposed to do. Ferret out the rebels. Gain proof of their treason and bring them to an end.

Even worse, she wouldn’t be able to help him. They wouldn’t even speak in public. Her heart grew heavy and her throat thick with unshed tears.

“We’ll meet in three days at your townhouse, Nicholson,” Smith said crisply. He stood and the others followed suit.

Holding the envelope, Sir Paxton said, “I’ll give this to my best people today and let you know how they fare with your code, my lady.”

“Thank you,” she said steadily, trying to quell the raging emotions within her.

“Might we have a word, Lady Covington?” Burke asked.

“Of course.”

Sir Paxton said, “We’ll see ourselves out. Thank you again, my lady, for everything you are doing in our war against France.”

She inclined her head as the pair left, closing the door behind them.

Before Burke could speak, she said, “I disagree with Sir Paxton’s decision to pull me from the work we have been doing together. I believe that I have been quite valuable to this operation. I could continue to be so. If you will allow me.”

Yet even as the words left her mouth, Gemma questioned if her only motivation was in aiding the British government to crack the spy ring—or if she merely sought a way to continue to be closer to Burke.

“No,” he said firmly, shutting the door to her request. “Your safety is of utmost importance, Gemma. I won’t allow you to take any more risks. The situation has become much too dangerous.” He shook his head, his despair evident. “Look what happened to Elise Martin.”

“Don’t blame yourself for Mrs. Martin’s death.”

Despair crossed his handsome face. “How can I not? I was there. She was frantic. Hours later, she was dead.”

Gemma placed her hand on his arm. “You were carrying out your orders. You followed a lead. It’s not your fault that she was involved with these men.”

He raked a hand through his hair in frustration. “It’s the same as with The Don. I’m sorry, your husband.”

She smiled gently. “I rather think Rob liked your nickname for him.”

“Actually, he did,” Burke admitted. “We grew close over time. But just as I went to see Elise Martin and she wound up dead, so did Smythe. Whether I inadvertently did something to cause our capture or not, I was the more experienced agent. I should have kept him safe.”

He took her by the shoulders. “At least I can keep you safe now, Gemma. Working with me is poison. I’m glad Morris took you off the case. As I delve deeper into an association with the men we suspect, I’ll do it on my own.”

A tenderness filled his eye. “I’ll miss our time together, though. You have been a wonderful companion.”

“So have you,” she said softly.

“I know you said no more kisses. But may I give you a last one to say goodbye?”

“Yes.”

Burke’s head bent and his mouth covered hers. The kiss was chaste. Sweet. Short. He broke it and smiled wryly.

“It was a pleasure knowing you, Gemma. I wish you the best.”

He pressed a soft kiss to her brow and left without a word.
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Chapter Nineteen


Gemma remained in her study for a few minutes and then went to her bedchamber. Joanie was there cleaning. She told the maid she had a headache and wanted to lie down, asking not to be disturbed.

After the servant let, Gemma took off her slippers and curled up on the bed. She wept silently for some time, knowing the tears would be cathartic.

And knowing she could never shed anymore around anyone.

She cried for the loss of Burke from her life. He’d become a huge part of it in such a short time. She would miss his warmth and intelligence and charm. He was a most amiable companion—and more. Gemma had thought after losing Rob that she would never wed. Never fall in love. She hadn’t thought she would miss out on much because she had her work for Sir Paxton and her friends. But the thought of Burke no longer being a part of her daily life was hard to bear.

Worse, the former army officer had awakened feelings within her that she’d never known existed. Having never been kissed—and then to have been kissed by a master—had proven to be her downfall. She would pine away the rest of her life for his kisses. His touch. She wished they’d had more time together. She would have liked to explore his body as he had hers. As it was, no man would ever appeal to her the way Burke Nicholson did.

Gemma felt her life would always be a lonely one. The joy she’d felt in Burke’s company would never be repeated. When the war ended, her usefulness to the British government would come to an end. She would retire to the country, as she’d planned, and never forget the man she loved. She admitted it freely now as tears cascaded down her cheeks, soaking her pillow, knowing this good man hadn’t caused Rob’s death.

She loved Burke Nicholson. She always would. It would be agony to attend ton events and see him without ever speaking to him. Torture to know how he placed his life in danger. The traitors might discover he was a crown agent—and then he’d disappear or be found murdered. If so, Gemma might never recover from his death.

Finally, her tears subsided, leaving her with a heartache so deep and real that she didn’t know how she would go on. She must, though. She didn’t want anything she said or did to put Burke in danger. It was important to go about her business as usual and not show how worried she was for his safety.

She fell asleep for a short while and then awoke, feeling drained. Ringing the bell, she asked Joanie for hot water and took a long bath before she dressed to go to tea at Charlotte’s. Gemma thought about begging off, especially if Burke would be there, and decided if he’d been invited he wouldn’t go. Not after Sir Paxton’s orders this morning for them to break all contact.

Mr. Bosley drove her to the Cramptons and Charlotte greeted her with a hug.

“I’m so glad you could come today, Gemma. It’s just to be us girls. By that, I’m including Harriet and Jane. Come upstairs and meet them.”

They went to the drawing room and Gemma found herself captivated by the girls. Harriet, who was nine, was already witty and asked endless questions of Gemma. Jane, at seven, was quite sweet and unassuming. Charlotte had Jane play a song on the pianoforte and Gemma was amazed at the depth of talent in one so young. Charlotte then showed off two of Harriet’s oil paintings which hung on the walls of the drawing room. Again, Gemma found herself suitably impressed.

After the girls had a slice of cake each, their governess appeared. They were to have a short lesson before their reading hour.

“Goodbye, Lady Covington,” Harriet said. “Jane and I like you quite a bit. Maybe you can come to visit us at Gray Manor once Mama has the baby.”

It touched Gemma that they referred to Charlotte as their mother and she could see the love shining for these girls in Charlotte’s eyes.

“I’d be happy to do so,” she told Harriet.

“We get to help with the baby,” Jane said. “Harriet wants a girl like us but I’m hoping it’s a boy. I miss having a brother.”

“Come along, my ladies,” Miss Wight said.

After they left, Charlotte said, “They lost their older brother last year. Rodger was only twelve but had been in poor health most of his life. He was an unusually intelligent boy and the girls miss him terribly.”

“I’m sure whether you have a boy or girl, they will be happy,” Gemma said. “I daresay with the looks your husband gives you, you will be having several babies over the years.”

Her new friend smiled wistfully. “Gray is a very loving husband and father. I hope we will fill Gray Manor with children. I’m glad Harriet extended an invitation to you. We’d love for you to visit us in the country.”

She hesitated and then said, “As much as I would like that, I’m not sure if it’s a good idea.”

“Why not?”

“I know Burke and Lord Crampton are very close friends.”

“Something’s happened,” Charlotte said astutely. “Have you and Burke quarreled?”

“We have. We just aren’t suited for each other, Charlotte. I’ll admit there are feelings there on both our parts but in the long run? Burke Nicholson is not the kind of man to settle down.”

Charlotte studied her a moment. “You’re guarding your heart. I don’t blame you, Gemma. I do understand your concerns about Burke. Yes, he once was very much a ladies’ man. I believe he’s changed, though. Perhaps absence will make the heart grow fonder. A brief separation between the two of you might be what it takes for him to realize how much he needs you.”

Charlotte took her hand. “If not, I’ll make sure that the two of you are not at Gray Manor at the same time, Gemma. I hope you’ll still want to come.”

“Of course.”

They finished their tea and Lord Crampton entered the room, giving her a warm smile. She wondered if he would have if he’d known she and Burke were now estranged.

“Did you meet our girls?” he asked. “Aren’t they wonderful?”

“They are, indeed,” Gemma agreed. She rose. “I know it’s time for your reading hour and I must leave. I’m attending the theatre this evening with an old friend.”

Charlotte kissed her cheek. “Thank you for coming. Will you be at the Monroes’ garden party tomorrow afternoon?”

“Yes. I look forward to seeing you there.”

The earl escorted her downstairs. As they reached the foyer, he said, “I’m happy you and Charlotte are becoming friends, Lady Covington. And that you and Burke are growing close.”

Gemma shook her head. “While I enjoy Charlotte’s company tremendously, I’m afraid to tell you that Mr. Nicholson and I are no longer seeing one another.”

“What did the bloody idiot do?” he demanded.

She laughed. “You know, my lord, I could actually be the bloody idiot.”

He dismissed her words with a wave of his hand. “Nonsense. I’ve known Burke since we were seven. He’s impulsive and too frank by far. If anyone’s to blame for your separation, it’s him. I love him more dearly than any brother could but I can tell you without knowing the circumstances that he’s the one at fault in your quarrel.”

The earl took her hand. “Please, forgive him, my lady. Whatever he’s done, I know that he cares for you a great deal.”

She looked at him sadly. “Sometimes, caring is not enough. In this case, it’s better that he and I part ways.”

“I see.” He squeezed her fingers in sympathy. “I’m sorry. I feel you would have been very good for him.”

“I’m sure he’ll find someone else. Knowing Burke, several someone elses.”

His brows arched at her comment. She knew this man would confront Burke. It would be up to him to tell why they no longer were involved.

“Good afternoon, Lord Crampton.”

“Lady Covington.”

Gemma returned to her house and decided to forego dinner since she’d eaten so much at tea. Harriet and Jane had pestered her to try almost everything on the teacart. Besides, she and William planned to have a late supper following the play.

She dressed in blue, a color she loved because it brought out the blue of her eyes. She also thought it complemented her auburn locks.

William arrived at the appointed hour and escorted her to his carriage.

“What are we seeing tonight?”

“It’s Shakespeare’s As You Like It. I’m sure you’ve seen it before.”

“Actually, I haven’t,” Gemma said. “I know it’s a comedy.”

“A pastoral one,” William said. “And love plays a central role. I think you’ll enjoy seeing how Rosalind and Orlando come to wed.”

Gemma watched the play unfold with a different heart, having been in love herself. She doubted she would have understood the struggle of the central pairs before meeting Burke. When the four couples wed in the last scene, she dabbed her handkerchief to her eyes.

As they left, William said, “You do know it was a comedy, Gemma. I’m not sure why you cried.”

“Sometimes tears can be ones of joy, William. I was merely happy Rosalind and Orlando were able to wed. Celia and Oliver, too. It was touching to see him repent after Orlando saved him from the lioness. It seems they all got a happy ending.”

“Unlike some of us,” William said, handing her into the carriage and joining her.

“You’re sad because you were jilted at the altar,” she told him. “In fact, it was the best thing to happen to you. Imagine if you’d wed and your wife loved another man. She would have been miserable and probably made you miserable, too. By following her heart, it was the best for everyone. It leaves you free to find someone who will make you happy.”

“And what of you, Gemma?” he asked softly. “Losing Rob. Becoming a widow at a young age. Have you thought of marrying again?”

“No,” she said swiftly.

“I thought you might. You’ve been seen in Mr. Nicholson’s company recently. He seems quite taken with you.”

“Mr. Nicholson is taken with a pretty face. He’s moved on and so have I.”

“Is that so?” William stared intently at her. “You have no feelings for him?”

She did—but she would never admit them to her friend.

“Feelings are ephemeral. Mr. Nicholson has found others to hold his attention.”

“What of you, Gem?”

She noticed William called her by the name Rob had always used. No one else ever referred to her that way. She started to ask him why but before the words left her mouth, he kissed her.

It wasn’t unpleasant. In fact, it was rather sweet.

But William wasn’t Burke. No one would ever be Burke.

Gemma placed her hand on his chest and nudged him away.

“Too soon after Rob?”

She nodded. “I’m afraid it will always be too soon, William. I don’t believe I’ll ever wed again.”

He took her hand and kissed it. “I hope you don’t think me too forward but I had to try. I hope you’re not angry. That we can remain friends.”

“We’ll always be friends, William. I hope we’ll always be able to count upon one another.”
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Chapter Twenty


Burke idly watched the comings and goings at White’s as he sipped on a whiskey. He put the drink down and left the remainder untouched. Usually, he refrained from alcohol and at most had a single drink, due to how overindulging affected his balance. He’d worked too hard after losing his eye to become comfortable in his body again, fighting to conquer the lopsidedness he felt. Even now, when others approached him from his right side, he had to depend upon his other senses to be aware of their presence. His heightened sense of awareness, especially smell, had helped.

More than anything now, he wished he could smell Gemma. Not just the vanilla scent that wafted from her skin, especially when it heated at his touch, but the smell of her hair. The clean, fresh scent of her clothes. The past month had dragged at a snail’s pace without her in his life. He’d immersed himself in his role of the carefree rake and teased and flirted at every affair he attended. He’d danced with every pretty girl making her come-out, often under the disapproving eyes of their overprotective mamas, who would never have approved of Burke as a future husband. Four widows and three unhappily married women had cozied up to him, wanting to begin an affair. He’d put them all off. Funny how he was supposed to be a scoundrel of the worst kind and yet he hadn’t had sex in a very long time.

No matter what event, he was always aware of Gemma. Where she was. What she wore. Who she danced with and spoke to. He made sure they never crossed paths. Never spoke. Never even looked at one another.

And he’d never been more unhappy in his life.

Not even losing his right eye could compare to the loss of Gemma. He would give up his other eye. Every limb. His very soul—if only for one more kiss with her.

Burke stood, instantly making a decision. He’d volunteered his services to Sir Paxton Morris. Unlike his obligation in the army, there was no commission to sell. He would simply tell Morris he was done. Out. Though he’d made sure to converse with every suspect on Morris’ list, making clear his resentment and hostility regarding Britain’s role in the ongoing war, no one had bitten. At this point, he didn’t think they would. He wasn’t doing any good. Morris and Smith might as well have someone else try to infiltrate the circle of traitors since Burke hadn’t had any luck.

Stepping away from his role as a rogue wouldn’t mean he could be with Gemma, though. He didn’t have any means of an income and doubted anyone would want to hire a one-eyed former soldier whose chief skills were killing men in war and seducing women. Besides not being able to give her a home, he couldn’t help but recall how she’d demanded a stop to their kisses. Though she might physically desire him, too much of her was still in love with her dead husband. Even if she could get past her feelings for The Don, there was still the fact that Burke had inadvertently caused the man’s death. What woman could look past that?

Still, he was tired of the games and lack of progress. He would go see Morris now at the War Office. Perhaps the man had some other assignment he could give Burke, either in London or abroad. That might be best, getting away from England so that he wouldn’t have to see Gemma from afar. If Morris turned him down, Burke supposed he could go home to his parents and see if they could use him on the estate.

He left White’s and walked the entire way to his destination, the movement invigorating him. He might have lost an eye but he was blessed more than some soldiers, who came home without arms or legs. It was time to stop feeling sorry for himself and move on.

To a life without Gemma.

As he turned the corner, Burke halted, shocked by what he saw. After all this time, the elusive thin man had appeared, stepping from the very building Burke went to.

Did he work in the War Office?

He must or else why would he be leaving from there?

The man hailed a hansom cab and Burke turned, frantically looking for one. Fortunately, a gentleman was just exiting one and Burke rushed up and told the driver he wished to engage his services.

“Where to, sir?” the cabbie asked.

As his suspect’s cab started up, Burke pointed. “Follow that cab. And don’t lose it.”

He jumped in, his heart racing. The thin man might lead him to the fourth man he and Jones had never been able to identify. No more meetings had occurred at Mrs. Crawford’s abode. It would be the greatest of luck if by following this man, he would lead Burke to the unknown member they’d sought.

His driver slowed the vehicle and Burke glanced out the window, seeing the cab they followed had turned and now faced the opposite direction. The thin man got out and Burke almost did the same—until he saw the man climb into another hackney. As it passed, he glimpsed inside and saw Viscount Carpenter.

Before he could tell his driver to turn around, the man did so and began following the second cab. They crossed many streets and wound up in Mayfair, stopping at a palatial townhouse. His driver slowed, allowing Burke to see the men exit their vehicle and make their way to the front door, then it came to a stop half a block away.

“Anywhere else, sir?” the driver called out.

He climbed from the cab and paid the man, praising him for following the second cab, and including a nice bonus.

“I figured that’s what you’d want.” The cabbie looked down and saw the amount Burke had given him and whistled. “Thank you very much, sir.”

In broad daylight, it would be hard to keep watch over where the men had entered, especially since the square upon which the townhouse sat wasn’t busy. Anyone loitering in the area would be noticed. He did know from Gemma’s meticulous notes that the residence belonged to Lord Melton, though. Burke changed his mind and ran after the cab he’d just released, hollering at the driver to halt.

When he did, Burke said, “I’ll pay you to sit. Swing around so I can face the townhouse but leave the carriage half a block away.”

The driver grinned at him knowingly. “Troubles with the missus? She been getting a little on the side? Happy to oblige you, sir. We’ll keep watch on the house.”

He maneuvered the vehicle so it faced the opposite direction.

Burke swallowed the humiliation he felt, hating that this man thought he was being cuckolded, but knowing it was a good cover story.

“If someone leaves the house and I tap once on the roof, you’re to stay in place. Twice and I’ll want you to follow at a discreet distance.”

“And if we just sit?”

“You’ll be well compensated, no matter what.”

“That’s all I’m asking.”

Burke climbed inside and the driver drove a short distance before halting. It gave Burke a perfect view of the front door. He settled in to wait.

Almost two hours later, Carpenter stepped outside, followed by the thin man. He wished Jones were with him so they could split up, one remaining to see who else exited Melton’s establishment and the other to follow these two men. He didn’t have that luxury, though, and would need to make a decision soon.

The pair began walking along the square and he supposed they would go out onto the main thoroughfare and hail a cab. Determining it would be better to remain in place, Burke tapped once. The driver tapped back once, confirming he’d received the signal. After another two hours, no one else appeared. It was likely no one else had been at the meeting.

If he only knew what they’d spoken of—and if these were the men in the circle of treason Morris suspected.

Either way, he wanted to speak with Smith, which meant returning home and having Jones arrange a meeting. He leaned out the window and shouted his address to the driver, who took Burke home. Immediately, he sent for Jones and filled him in on what he’d seen.

“Get word to Smith. I want to see him as soon as possible.”

After Jones left, Burke recorded brief notes of what he’d observed. He itched to send word to Gemma, telling her he’d spotted their mystery man. He couldn’t do it, though. Morris had pulled her from the game. While Burke knew it was for the best and would keep her safe, he couldn’t help but resent Morris a bit for tearing them apart.

Jones returned and said that both Smith and Morris would arrive within half an hour. Burke asked the agent to stay, knowing he deserved to be there. Shortly afterward, the butler showed the pair in.

“You located the man you saw at Mrs. Crawford’s?” Smith asked, his eyes lit with eagerness.

“Yes. Coming out of the War Office,” Burke revealed.

“What?” Morris roared. “You’re joking.”

“I wouldn’t waste your time with foolish nonsense,” he said curtly. “My mistake was failing to provide a description of the man to you and Smith. You believe the traitor—or some of the traitors—works in the War Office. When we discussed the meeting at Mrs. Crawford’s and those in attendance, I told you I would recognize the one I got a clear look at. I’ve searched for him ever since. Unfortunately, he was sitting under your noses.”

“Describe him,” Morris said.

“He’s over six feet and thin to the point of being gaunt. Pale complexion and a beak-like nose. He walks with an odd shuffle, almost as if he tries to disguise a limp and fails to do so.”

“Brandon,” Smith and Morris said simultaneously, shock on both of their faces as they exchanged a glance.

“So you know him,” Burke said.

Disgust and contempt filled Morris’ face. “I should. The bloody dolt is my clerk.”

Now it was his turn to be stunned. “You mean this man has access to the business you do?”

“Yes,” hissed Morris, growing red in the face. “Burford Brandon has seen all kinds of documents. Taken down correspondence. Delivered sensitive messages. By God, I’ll string him up myself.”

“Does he know about me?” Burke pressed.

“No. There’s nothing written to confirm a relationship between us. As you recall, you approached me outside my office in order to offer your services. Beyond Smith and Jones here, no one knows of your involvement.”

“Knowing he’s more than likely involved, could you feed him false information?” he asked.

Morris grew thoughtful. “I could. It would have to be handled delicately. Smith and I will think on it.”

“There is a slight possibility that Brandon isn’t guilty.”

Smith shook his head. “Where you find smoke, there will be fire. If Brandon is keeping company with Hampton, Melton and Carpenter in secret, he’s certainly a part of their ring.”

“Should we bring him in?” Jones asked quietly. “It wouldn’t take much to break him.”

“No,” Burke said. “A man like that, one who could blow away one day with a strong gust of wind, would say anything to have you stop the interrogation.” Of course, he knew what those interrogations involved, having been a part of conducting many himself. “He would be more valuable passing along the wrong kind of information to his superiors.”

“The situation in Portugal is critical now, especially with Wellesley’s recent defeat of Soult’s forces at Porto.”

“He won?” A thrill of pride rippled through him.

“Yes. We’ve just received the dispatches,” Smith said. “The papers will be reporting it in tomorrow’s editions.”

“Is Talavera next?” Burke asked, thinking it the logical place for Wellesley to move.

“It is,” Morris confirmed.

“Then make sure something comes across your desk—and is passed along to Burford Brandon—that will throw the traitors off the scent.”

Morris rose. “I’ll take care of that now.” He nodded brusquely to Burke and Jones. “Good work.”

Smith looked to Burke. “You need to get in with these people now, Nicholson.”

“I think I have a way.” He looked to Morris. “Make sure whatever documents you concoct have Wellesley crossing into Spain.”

“But that’s what is planned—and what would be expected,” Morris protested. “British forces will join with General Cuesta and march east. The combined forces will fight Joseph Bonaparte, luring him to just north of Talavera. The campaign is set to occur in mid-July, possibly a week later, depending upon troop movements.”

“Then say the Spanish under Cuesta plan to attack Talavera from the north and that Wellesley will march his troops and split from Cuesta’s, coming up from south of Talavera. Bonaparte will have to split his forces to defend against both armies. It’s enough of a change that if the British traitors send word to Fouché, it could give Wellesley and Cuesta a leg up.” Burke paused. “And it might give me an in with Melton and the others.”

“How?” Smith asked.

“Plant the false documents and give Brandon time to pass along the information. Then I will approach Melton with the same information. He’ll already have it and know it’s good because Brandon has become a trusted source.”

“But how will you have obtained it, Nicholson?” Morris asked.

Burke smiled. “By bedding the right woman who has access to it.” He gazed pointedly at Morris. “It seems as if I will be starting an affair with your wife.”
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Chapter Twenty-One


Burke made sure he danced with Lady Morris at a ball that night. Her husband had told her a small part of the scheme and her role in it as a lover to one of his agents. As they danced now, she told Burke she was flattered.

“I’m at least ten years older than you are, Mr. Nicholson. While Sir Paxton still tells me I am pretty, I know I’ve gone a bit plump.”

“You are very pretty, Lady Morris. Smile at me.”

She did and it made her even prettier.

“See, that wasn’t so hard. We’ll dance again once at the ball two nights from now. By then, the seeds will have been laid.”

She smiled again and the dimple in her right cheek made her look very appealing.

He sought her out at the next ball and they partnered again. She laughed when he told her to and gave him a coquettish look, batting her lashes and peering up at him in mischief.

Burke laughed. “I do believe you’ve missed your calling, my lady.”

“I have no idea what Paxton does but I’m enjoy myself immensely.”

“I don’t think anyone will approach you but if they do and ask about me, say something nice.”

“That will be easy to do, Mr. Nicholson. You are very handsome. And very charming.”

“Thank you, Lady Morris.”

He escorted her from the dance floor, noting that Melton watched them. Kissing her hand, he turned and spied Hampton also looked on with interest.

Burke sauntered toward the card room. Though he’d rather one of those two men approached him tonight, he would seek them out if needed.

He played a few hands and then rose, claiming a drink and leaning against the wall, watching those still playing.

Lord Hampton joined him. “Nicholson.”

“Hampton.”

“You seemed to have a bit of luck at cards tonight.”

“Which is why I stopped,” Burke said. “I don’t gamble often and when I win, I step away from the tables.” He inhaled deeply and let it out slowly. “It’s much more pleasant to play cards in an English drawing room than around a campfire that might be shelled at any moment.”

“Is that how you lost your eye?”

He shrugged. “It’s gone. That’s what matters. And it is England’s fault. Wellesley, in particular.”

“You didn’t like fighting under him.”

“I didn’t like fighting. Period.”

Burke let the sentiment set in, hoping he’d baited the hook enough to reel Hampton in.

“You’ve been a bit outspoken lately against the government and the war.”

He turned and gazed at Hampton pointedly. “Do you blame me?” he asked harshly. “I gave up some of the best years of my life, along with my eye. Now that I’ve returned home, I plan to enjoy myself.”

“I don’t see you with Lady Covington anymore.”

“No, you don’t. My attitude toward the war was but one reason we drifted apart. She worshiped her father-in-law and was proud that her husband died a war hero, on the battlefield. What rot.” Burke took a long drink.

Time to see if Hampton was biting.

“You work at the War Office, don’t you?” he asked, his tone accusatory. “Can’t you help end this idiotic war?”

“I’m trying,” the earl said, a gleam in his eyes. “Unlike many of my colleagues, who think Britain right in all things, I have a tendency to agree with you on matters of war. And how long we’ve been in the midst of it. War is costly. In coin and lives. Enough of both have been wasted.”

“Finally. A voice of reason,” Burke praised. “The prime minister should put you in charge.” He paused and leaned over as if sharing a confidence. Lowering his voice, he asked, “Do you truly believe as I do? That England is in the wrong?”

Hampton waited a beat and then responded, “I do.”

He fell silent as if contemplating something and then drew the earl aside to a corner.

“What if I could tell you something. Something that you might be able to pass along to the right... sources.”

Hampton regarded him with interest. “Such as?”

“No, never mind,” Burke said. “I was wrong to say anything. You work in the War Office.”

He started to walk away but Hampton caught his arm. “I’m listening,” he said in velvet tones.

“What if... I could tell you where Wellesley is moving next? Would you be able to... pass it along to the appropriate parties?”

Hampton studied him a moment. “I could do that.”

With those words, Burke believed he could share his misinformation—and that it would get results.

“This would have to stay between us.”

“Of course,” Hampton assured him. “What do you wish me to know that might help quell this conflict?”

He looked around the room and then back at his mark. “Wellesley is leaving Portugal for Spain.”

The earl snorted. “Any fool who reads a newspaper knows that.”

“But do they know he’ll connect with General Cuestas? They’re to march toward Talavera as a combined force. Before they arrive, though, they’ll split. The Spanish troops will move eastward to the northernmost part of Talavera. Wellesley’s troops will march and approach from the south.”

Hampton eyed Burke with interest. “So they would divide their forces? King Joseph would have to fight on both fronts to protect Talavera.” Hampton frowned. “How do you know this? From what I’ve overheard at the War Office, England and Spain would unite and stay as one large force.”

Burke knew this was his test. He only prayed he could pull it off and convince this rebel of his worth.

“That’s what they want others to think,” he said, knowing Brandon had already given Hampton the false report. “What I’m telling you is the true strategy to be employed.”

“How do you know this?” challenged the earl.

Burke glanced around and then leaned closer. “From my current lover. Lady Morris.”

He saw understanding flash in his enemy’s eyes.

“You’re saying Sir Paxton spoke of this to his wife.”

“I am. And she told it to me.” He gave Hampton a wicked smile. “Linda is a tiger in bed. She tells me her needs had never been met until I found my way there.” He paused. “She also becomes rather loose with her lips after a lengthy bout of sex and a brandy or two.”

“I see.”

Burke waited, hoping Hampton believed him.

“She is rather pretty when she smiles,” the earl said.

“I know. It’s that dimple,” he agreed. “I’d never had a lover her age but I’ve found her to be quite experienced. In fact, she’s taught me a thing or two,” he confided.

“She seems so... harmless in public,” Hampton said.

“She adapts a shyness around others. Alone in her bedchamber, though? It’s a far different story.”

A smattering of emotions ran across the earl’s face and then he said, “Would you like to meet a few others who are like-minded as we?”

“I’d be more than happy to, Hampton. Anything to see this war comes to a quick end.”

“We’re meeting tomorrow night at my mistress’ home. Midnight.” He gave Burke the address. “Be there and you can share with the others what you’ve told me. Don’t bring your carriage. Take a hansom cab instead.”

Looking solemn, he said, “I would consider it an honor, my lord. Until then.”

As Burke strolled away, he felt success was in his grasp. He left the card room to return to dance a few times.

And ran smack into Gemma.
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Gemma accompanied Charlotte to the retiring room. She and Gray were leaving in two days and Gemma would miss the couple terribly. She’d grown close to them both during the past month, as well as young Harriet and Jane, and had spent many hours at their London residence. They were among the few hours that proved happy. The rest of the time Gemma moped. She still completed her work for Sir Paxton but it had become dreary.

Every moment of every day, she missed Burke.

Seeing him at social events gutted her. He never once looked in her direction. He charmed every beautiful woman in the room, no matter what her age. He smiled and danced and flirted and acted as if life were one huge party—while her misery knew no end. Gemma didn’t show it, though. She pretended as if she hadn’t a care in the world. No one except Charlotte and Gray knew how she truly suffered.

It became apparent to her that Burke hadn’t shared with Gray the mission he’d accepted from Sir Paxton to discover and infiltrate the circle of traitors. In fact, Gray had become angry at his old friend, who never called upon them and was polite but distant in public. She longed to explain to both him and Charlotte what was going on but kept quiet. It was Burke’s business, not hers, and he could treat his friends however he wished. She thought he behaved the way he did to keep them safe. Just as he had cut ties with her, he’d done much the same with Gray and Charlotte.

Charlotte emerged from behind the curtain, obviously weary.

“I think you’ve had your fill of dancing,” she told her friend.

“This is our last ball. I wanted to enjoy it. Tomorrow, I’ll be supervising the packing for our return the following day to Gray Manor.” She clasped Gemma’s hands in hers. “You will come see us?” she asked anxiously.

“Once the Season ends, I will come for a short visit. You should have had the baby by the time I arrive.”

Charlotte rubbed her belly. “It will be a relief. Already, it’s a little hard to breathe. I get winded easily. Gray has taken to carrying me to our chamber at night.”

“He loves you very much.”

Charlotte gave her a sad look. “He does. I only wish you had someone—”

“Don’t,” Gemma interrupted. “I refuse to cry in the middle of a ball.”

They left the retiring room and Charlotte said, “I’m ready to leave.” She sat on a bench. “I’m too tired to walk all the way to the ballroom and back. Would you fetch Gray for me?”

“Of course.”

She started toward the ballroom and, just before she arrived, bumped into someone.

“Oh, excuse...” Her voice trailed off.

It was Burke.

Her cheeks heated as he stared at her with a hunger she felt.

“I need to find Gray. Charlotte is ready to leave,” she explained and turned away.

But he captured her hand and tucked it through his arm. “I will take you to him.”

She held her head high, walking regally beside him, not uttering a single word as he led her to where Gray stood. The earl’s brows rose, seeing them together.

“Thank you, Mr. Nicholson.” Gemma pulled her hand away and told Gray, “Charlotte is about to fall asleep on her feet. She’s ready to go home. Will you take her?”

“Of course.” He kissed her cheek. “Will we see you before we leave?”

“Yes. I’ll come the day after tomorrow.”

“Good. We leave at ten for Gray Manor so come breakfast with us. The girls will enjoy that.” Gray glanced at his friend. “Burke.” He gave a curt nod and then left.

Gemma started to walk away but Burke said, “Wait.”

They stood facing one another and he said, “At least dance with me. For old time’s sake.”

“All right,” she agreed, allowing him to lead her to the center of the dance floor.

They didn’t speak as they danced but her body came alive being in his arms. She never experienced these feelings when held by any other man. Her breathing quickened. Her heart raced. Her insides felt turned outside. His hand pressed against the small of her back, bringing a rush of warmth.

The music faded and Burke squeezed her fingers. He led her from the floor and bowed.

Gemma turned away so she didn’t have to watch him go but every step he took, a piece of her heart broke away.
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Chapter Twenty-Two


The next day, Burke read over the notes he’d taken from his conversation with Lord Hampton at the previous evening’s ball. He added a few things upon reflection and then rewrote it for Jones to pass along to Smith, not wanting the agent to have to decipher his words through all the scratch outs. He still struggled with penmanship with his left hand but it gradually had grown easier. He did better writing for briefer amounts of time so he recopied the first half of the report, stopped for breakfast, and then finished afterward. Looking over it, he was pleased with the effort.

Normally, he would want to meet with Smith but he couldn’t afford to have the agent seen coming or going from his townhouse, much less have someone spy them together in public. For all Burke knew, his house was now being watched. He had to act accordingly. He might also be followed.

Which was the only thing that kept him from darkening Gemma’s doorstep.

He shouldn’t have danced with her last night but he couldn’t help himself. She’d looked so lovely in the pale mint green gown she wore, her skin glowing and her thick, auburn hair shining. Only her eyes gave her away. She missed him as much as he missed her.

Burke had refrained from conversing with her. If he had, the floodgates would have opened and he would have shared everything that had just occurred. That he’d made contact and would now infiltrate the ring. But the less Gemma knew, the better. The turncoats might discover his true purpose and murder him. Because of that, he’d wanted one more dance.

With the woman he loved.

There was no hiding it. He knew he loved Gemma. If he never saw her again, he would go to his grave with her image etched in his mind and love for her filling his heart. To dance with her a final time was risky but he’d taken the chance because he needed to feel her in his arms once more. And if he resolved the current mission and brought the rebels to justice, it still wouldn’t be enough. Gemma deserved much more than Burke could ever offer.

Still, he would live on the memories of that dance forevermore.

Burke claimed the small case which held his pistols and slipped it into a satchel, along with plenty of ammunition. He went to the stables and gave the sealed letter to Jones. He briefly described the encounter and said to get the letter to Smith at once.

“What of tonight? Are you to use your carriage?”

“No. Hampton warned against that. You can drive me in the cab we’ve been using and wait around the block. Have Smith send others to watch the house as you and I did that first night.”

“I’ll drive you,” Jones said, “but I’ll let someone else stay with the cab. I want to be there for you, Nicholson. I have your back.”

“Thank you.”

“Will you do anything special to prepare for tonight?”

“No. Although I’m restless. I think I’ll ride out to the estate where you took Lady Covington and me and shoot a bit. The exercise will do me good.”

Jones nodded and they went to the stables. Each readied their own mount.

As they emerged from the stables, Burke said, “Don’t ride straight to Smith. For all we know, they’re watching the house. Me. My servants.”

The agent laughed. “I’m not new at the game, you know.” He kicked his horse and rode off.

Burke rode through London, a weight lifted from him. It had taken far too long to initiate contact. He wanted to move swiftly, ingratiating himself into the group so he could find the evidence needed to convict every man involved and see them all hanged.

He arrived at the estate, still not knowing its owner, and set up various targets. He planned to go to tonight’s meeting armed since he expected the others to do the same.

Hours later, he returned to London and called for a bath. He soaked in the hot water and then his valet dressed him. Hunger pangs gnawed at him and he asked the cook to provide only a light meal tonight. Once he ate, Burke went to his library and tried to read but the words meant nothing as his eye passed over them. Setting the book aside, he closed his eye and played out how he thought the meeting would go. What they would say to him. What would be asked of him. He went over and over it, trying to anticipate who would be there.

Finally, a knock came at the door. Burke answered it and saw Jones standing there, dressed more meanly than usual.

“Smith received your report. Everything is in place. There’ll be agents watching on each street leading away. They’ll follow anyone who attends.”

“Good.”

They left the house and Burke started down the street. After a few blocks, knowing Jones would be nearby as they’d arranged, he turned and hailed the driver. Jones drove him to Selina Crawford’s place. Burke hoped Hampton’s mistress would remain upstairs. He didn’t want to see her again.

No one else was along the sidewalk as he dismissed Jones and went to knock on the door. A butler answered it and didn’t ask who he was. Instead, he led Burke to a room off the foyer, where five men were gathered in a poorly lit room. He recognized Hampton, Melton, Carpenter, and Brandon, though he’d have to feign ignorance when introduced to Morris’ clerk.

The fifth man sat in the shadows in a corner, his face invisible to Burke.

“Nicholson. Come in. Have a seat,” Hampton said. “Drink?”

“Perhaps later.”

“You know Melton and Carpenter, of course.”

Burke nodded coolly at them.

“This is Brandon,” Hampton continued, only giving the clerk’s surname.

Once again, he merely nodded.

“You know Melton and I work in the War Office. Melton and I deal mainly in procurement and transportation. Brandon, on the other hand, has access to strategy.”

Burke turned and pretended to assess the clerk. “You’re young to be working in such a vital office.”

Brandon smiled. “I’m much shrewder than they know. I may be young but I’ve planted myself with one of Britain’s top strategists and am milking him dry. Do you know Sir Paxton Morris?”

“I’ve heard the name mentioned a few times while I served in Spain. My commanding officer spoke highly of him. Since I’ve returned to London, though, I’ve never met him.”

Brandon snorted. “Morris is quite intelligent until it comes to what’s sitting under his very nose.”

He laughed heartily. “I know what you mean. I’ve become rather friendly with his wife.”

“So we’ve heard,” Melton said. “Is it true that she’s a hellcat in bed?”

Burke smiled. “You wouldn’t think so by looking at her but she can wear a man out. It seems her husband is never around. Too busy fighting the war from his desk in London. Linda—Lady Morris—gets lonely. I’m helping fill her after-hours.”

He still wondered what gentleman sat in the corner.

And when he would make himself known.

“Let’s sit, gentlemen,” Hampton said, and they all took the nearest seat. Looking to Burke, the earl said, “Tell us what you shared with me last night.”

He went through it carefully, just as he’d rehearsed in his mind. No one asked questions. They let him recount everything he’d told Hampton, even embellishing a little.

When he finished, Hampton looked to Brandon, who nodded.

“Everything is as Nicholson said. I’ve seen the documents.” He withdrew a sheaf of papers from his inner coat pocket. “I’ve also copied them so you could read them for yourselves.”

The clerk passed them to Melton, who handed a page at a time to the next man as he finished. None was given to Burke. He wondered if the jury was still out on him.

Or if an executioner would be called in.

After everyone, including the stranger in the corner, finished their perusal, Hampton said, “What do you think, gentlemen?”

Melton looked at Burke. “What else do you think you can get from Lady Morris?”

“Whatever she knows,” he said glibly. “This is no time for modesty. I’ve always had a way with women, from the time I woke in the mornings with a hardened cock. If Linda knows more, she’ll share it with me.” He paused. “If you have any other women I need to seduce, I can do the same. Whatever it takes to get back at the men who perpetuate this war.”

Burke indicated his eye. “This is what they did to me. It’s time they stopped making money off this war and causing all the damned suffering.” Looking around the circle, he said, “I’ll do whatever you want. Lie. Cheat. Kill. It’s nothing I haven’t already done before in the name of the crown.”

“Good,” the man in the corner said. He rose from his chair and stepped into the light.

Burke guessed he was the large man he’d seen at the previous meeting and knew this was the mastermind. He had graying hair and looked to be in his mid-fifties, with dark, intelligent eyes.

The man didn’t bother to introduce himself but from his immaculate clothing and speech, he was of the nobility.

“You can start with eliminating Sir Paxton Morris.”

Shock gripped him but his face remained a blank as he stood. “Why would you wish to do something so foolish?” he questioned. “Doing so would eliminate Brandon’s access to valuable information. There would be no guarantee that Brandon would serve as clerk to the next man appointed to the position. Since Brandon claims he has easily deceived his employer, wouldn’t it be better to leave Morris alive? At least until he is no longer useful.”

The man studied Burke. “You are most astute, Mr. Nicholson. Suffice it to say that we have already taken care of that.” He paused, his gaze intense. “Do you have a problem ridding us of Morris?”

“Tell me when you wish it done and I’ll make it happen,” Burke said easily. “And if you want it to look like an accident or not.”

“Hmm. I hadn’t thought of that,” the man said and paused a moment. “It’s not a time to be sending messages. That day will soon come. I promised Fouché when it did that we would be ready. For now, Mr. Nicholson, you can make it look like an accident. That will keep the authorities out of our way.”

He stepped closer to Burke and held out a hand. Burke offered his and the man shook it, his grip strong despite his age.

“Do it by the day after tomorrow, when we’ll meet again at midnight. Will that be a problem, Mr. Nicholson?”

“Not at all.”
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Burke left the meeting, deliberately keeping his eye straight ahead as he moved slowly down the block. He knew his own government had eyes on him but didn’t know if the rebels had stationed anyone outside. He decided to go straight to Morris and lay out what had been said. If anyone followed him, he would reveal he’d already arranged an assignation with Linda Morris.

As he turned the corner, he spied the hansom cab which had brought him tonight and called out. It surprised him when Jones turned his head. He thought the agent was supposed to be watching the house.

“Why are you here, Jones?” he demanded. “I thought you were to keep eyes on the house.”

“Others have been assigned to that task,” the spy replied. “Sir Paxton thought you would have valuable information to pass along to him after your meeting and that you could make use of me if needed.”

“Very well. Take me home first. I’ll be in and out and then head to Morris. I’ll fill you in once I’ve met with him.”

Burke climbed into the cab and settled against the cushions. The group was moving rapidly now. He wondered what they had planned and knew it imperative to take them down before they could plan the murders of any others in the government. He realized his heart pounded and he slowed his breathing, trying to get his emotions under control.

They arrived at his rented townhouse and he hurried inside and stayed for under five minutes before leaving again and climbing back into his cab. Once they reached Morris’ residence, Burke paid Jones and told him to wait down the block. He went through the pretense because the agent had given him a signal they had been followed. From the corner of his eye, he saw another vehicle pulled up to the curb.

Going to the side of the house, he was glad he’d already arranged with Morris to have a way into the house tonight. Since he’d mentioned his affair with Lady Morris to the traitors, he thought they might pursue him at a distance. He wanted whoever watched to see him sneak into the townhouse so that his cover story was believable.

As planned, the window to a designated room was unlocked. Burke opened it and climbed through, closing it behind him and then pushing aside the drapes.

Sir Paxton Morris sat in the dark, his silhouette briefly seen before Burke put the drapes back in place.

“I assume your meeting was a success by the fact you aren’t dead,” the spymaster said dryly. “And that you’ve come to supposedly see my wife. I’m gathering you were followed.”

“Yes. We need to talk.”

Morris rose and Burke sensed him moving in the room. A door opened and a servant stood waiting with a candle.

“Come with me,” Morris said.

He followed the spymaster up the stairs and into a beautifully furnished library. The servant left them and Morris indicated for him to sit.

“Lay out everything.”

Burke recounted what had occurred in the meeting, finishing with his assignment to kill the man seated across from him.

“My, they are stepping up their game,” he said.

“It could be a test. Same as how they ascertained how I knew of Wellesley’s troop movements.”

“If it’s a test, it’s a large one. If you go through with it, you will certainly be admitted to their inner circle.”

“They could also order the assassination of other government leaders,” Burke said. “Your death is to be an accident. We’ll need to see it through and have you remain in hiding. I don’t think it will be for long. Already, they’ve ordered the murder of a high-ranking government official. That could cause the entire group to hang. But I want more.”

“So do I,” Morris agreed. “As much as you can get. But remember, Nicholson—I can’t stay in hiding long. We can fake my death but I’m needed at the War Office.”

“You’ll need to stay dead a few days. We don’t know who else at the War Office is involved. I don’t know if the man who never gave his name works there or is merely an influential gentleman of the ton.”

“Describe him again.”

Burke did and concluded with, “He really has no distinguishing characteristics. He looks like many gentlemen of his age and rank. Spoke in cultured, educated tones. I haven’t seen him at any social events this Season, though.”

“Not every member in the House of Lords bothers coming to social affairs, especially by the time they’ve reached their fifties. Many prefer private card games with a good cigar in their own homes to the social whirl.”

“I’ve never seen him in White’s. I haven’t been to Brooks’ and he could be a member there.”

“Members of Brooks’ almost always belong to White’s. A gentleman of his age would most likely prefer White’s, at any rate.” Morris paused. “Hopefully, one of our agents was able to follow him after tonight’s meeting. That is my hope and it would help us identify him quickly. We’ll know by early morning. All agents on hand tonight are to report to me at six o’clock.”

“Will you get word to me?”

“I shall. And I will also watch Brandon like a hawk until I am supposedly dead,” Morris promised.

“You have already fed him false information regarding Wellesley’s troop movements,” Burke pointed out. “Is there a way to limit his access to vital information? From what I gathered, Brandon is apparently giving up everything he comes across to the spy ring.”

“I have an idea of what to do with him to get him out of the office during a few of the days I am dead to the world.” Morris smiled. “I believe Lady Morris will have a great need of Mr. Brandon. She will claim that Brandon is the man her husband trusted the most and she will expect him to be by her side day and night, comforting her until she leaves to take my body to the country for burial. That should keep the rat bastard busy and away from gleaning any new information that might come across my desk.

“In the meantime, Mr. Nicholson, how do you plan to murder me?”


[image: ‡]
Chapter Twenty-Three


“You’re going to have a heart attack,” Burke said. “I’ll give your wife foxglove, which I already stopped by home to pick up before I arrived here.”

Morris chuckled. “You are rather eager to get rid of me.”

“You’ll ingest some at breakfast this morning. A small amount. It will give you nausea and vomiting. Your caring wife will tend to you and see you get another dose sometime during the day, probably in a bowl of broth. By then, you’ll exhibit signs of dizziness and tremors. A doctor will be called. I’ll arrange with Jones for someone to play that role.”

“My, you think of everything.”

“Lady Morris will insist you try more broth tomorrow. You’ll drink it and shortly after ingesting this final, larger dose, your heart rate will increase. The heart muscle will contract more quickly and pump more blood from it. You will experience chest pains—and die from a heart attack.”

Morris nodded. “And since I was ill and exhibited certain symptoms the day before, it won’t come as a total surprise.”

Burke nodded grimly. “Still, Lady Morris will be distraught.”

“She will be. I’ll let her know the course of action. Should she send you a note? Informing you it’s done?”

“That’s a clever idea. Let it be vaguely worded. If it’s intercepted before it reaches me, I want them to know she was in on it. I may even mention at my next meeting with them that she may be an afterthought to be dealt with.”

“Bloodthirsty creature.”

“That’s what I want them to think,” Burke said.

“We’re done here. Go home and try to get some sleep. No need to write up a report for me. From this point, I want nothing in writing from you.”

“All right.”

Morris himself led Burke back to the room where he’d entered, blowing out the candle before he opened the door.

“Good luck to you, Nicholson.”

He entered the room and felt his way to the window, leaving as he had entered. Jones awaited him and drove him home, leaving with the hansom cab in case they were still being watched.

Burke went to wait in his study. Half an hour later, Jones joined him. He revealed everything that had occurred at the meeting and his conversation with Morris, including the times of his illness and death.

“I’ll see to the doctor that’s to arrive and examine Sir Paxton. I’ll also make sure Lady Morris sends word to the War Office of her husband’s illness, explaining his absence tomorrow.”

“What I’m most interested in is finding out who the unnamed man is.”

Jones nodded. “I’m to attend the meeting at Sir Paxton’s in a few hours. I hope to hear good news in that regard.” He studied Burke a moment. “If we were able to ascertain his identity, though, other agents will be placed on him and follow his movements. You need to stay far away from him until your next meeting.”

“I still want to know who he is.”

After Jones left, Burke made his way upstairs and fell into a restless sleep. When he awoke, it was a little before six. He remembered this was the day Gray and Charlotte were leaving for the country and decided to call upon his friend, hoping to mend fences with Gray.

Dressing quickly, he walked the few blocks between their townhouses and gained admittance. Though the hour was still early, a flurry of activity went on inside.

“Wait here, Mr. Nicholson,” the butler said. “I’ll see if Lord Crampton is available.”

Within minutes, Gray appeared and led him into the study.

“I owe you an explanation,” Burke began as they sat.

“Not as much as you owe Gemma one,” his friend retorted. “I thought you loved her, Burke. Yet you dropped her and have cavorted with too many women to count. I believed once you found the one woman destined for you that you would change. You’ve disappointed me more than I can say.” Gray paused. “And broken poor Gemma’s heart.”

“I’m working for the crown—and Gemma knows it.”

Surprised filled Gray’s face. “You what?”

“After I saw you at Gray Manor, I came to London to offer my services to the War Office. I wasn’t fit to return to the battlefield but I thought I could be useful in some other capacity. I answer to Sir Paxton Morris. He discovered there was a traitor in the War Office and enlisted me—and Gemma—to root him out.”

“Gemma? Why would she be involved in such a dangerous game?”

Burke hesitated and then said, “I’m not at liberty to speak of certain matters but just know that Lord Covington, her father-in-law, got her involved in a situation. It’s quite safe and Gemma’s proven invaluable in the fight against Bonaparte. But Morris extended her involvement by having her partner with me. It’s a long story, Gray, but we were to act as if we were involved. Especially if we were found in a place we weren’t supposed to be.”

Gray frowned. “So you had no true feelings for her?”

“On the contrary, I love Gemma a great deal. Because of the dangerous nature of my assignment, Morris finally agreed to pull her from the game. To keep her safe, I distanced myself from her.” Burke choked and dropped his head into his hands.

After a moment, his gaze met Gray’s. “If I’m lucky to get out of this current situation alive, though, there can be nothing between us.”

“Why not?” his friend demanded. “You say you love her. I know she feels the same.”

“You know as well as I that I unintentionally did something that led to the capture of The Don and me. Gemma has struggled with loyalty to her dead husband and my role in his death. Even before Morris removed her, she’d told me she no longer welcomed my kiss. That hasn’t changed, I’m sure. We’re miserable apart but I don’t think she could forgive herself if we came together.”

“I’m sorry, Burke. I didn’t know.”

“I tried not to entangle you or Charlotte into this mess. That’s why I’ve avoided you at events. Why I didn’t call on you. I hope you understand that.”

“You’ve tried to protect those you care for, Burke. I’m sorry I doubted you.”

He sighed in relief. “Thank you for understanding. Once this is over and done and I’ve obtained the proof needed, I would enjoy coming to Gray Manor for a visit.”

“Charlotte and I would like that.”

He rose. “I’d best leave. I know you’re leaving today.”

Gray escorted him to the foyer and they embraced.

“Take care, Burke. Send word the moment it’s over. I’ll worry about you until then.”

As they walked to the door, a knock sounded. Dread filled him. He knew exactly who would be standing on the other side of the door.

Gray opened it and Burke’s heart stopped.

Gemma stood there, radiant as always. She seemed stunned to find him standing there with Gray.

“I was just leaving,” he explained. “I came to say goodbye.”

“I see.” Her voice was even. Her tone neutral.

But her eyes glimmered with a hint of tears.

“Good day,” he said curtly and stepped past her.

Without looking back, he hurried away from the Crampton townhome and returned to his own.

It didn’t surprise him when a half-block away, he heard someone call his name. Turning, Burke saw Carpenter exit a carriage. He waited patiently, wondering what their conversation would be about.

“You’ve been busy,” the viscount noted.

“How so?” he asked testily. “Are you following me about?”

“Yes. To see you follow through with your orders.”

Frowning, he said, “I’m not some green soldier going into his first battle, Carpenter. I’m a seasoned veteran. I’ve already done as asked. It will be over by tomorrow.”

“Tell me,” Carpenter instructed. “Our mutual friends are interested in your progress.”

“Very well. Would you like to come in? I live only a few doors away.”

“No. Here is fine. Get on with it.”

“I returned home after last night’s meeting to retrieve a supply of foxglove I keep on hand. I then went to visit Lady Morris, having arranged to meet with her after our meeting last night.”

“And what of her husband?”

“She complains of the long hours he works at the War Office and how he comes home and goes straight to bed. They haven’t slept together in years. On the nights I visit her, she leaves a downstairs window unlocked. I enter through it.”

“And last night?”

“I followed that pattern. Made love to her rather quickly and then told her I was tired of sneaking around. That I thought we should wed. That her husband made her miserable and I would always make her happy.”

Carpenter’s eyes gleamed with approval. “Did you tell her how?”

“Yes. I gave her the foxglove. She will make sure he receives a small bit in his tea this morning, enough to make him ill. He’ll be dizzy and have a headache and vomit a good deal. She’ll put him to bed and fuss over him, making sure he gets another tiny dose later today. He’ll grow more ill this afternoon and then rally a bit tonight.”

“And tomorrow?” Carpenter prompted.

“In tomorrow’s broth will be a lethal dose. It will cause his heart to race and pump the blood fiercely. So fast and furiously that he will succumb to a heart attack.”

The viscount smiled. “With his previous illness the day before—and the long hours he works—it will not be unexpected.”

“Exactly.” Burke paused. “It was easy to have Linda cooperate. She’s starved for affection and obviously willing to do anything for me. We may need to... handle her.”

The traitor chuckled. “You don’t see yourself wed to the Widow Morris?”

“I don’t see myself committing to one woman. Ever. Maybe one at a time but even then, for only a short duration.”

“You are a rake of the first degree, Nicholson,” praised Carpenter. “As for Lady Morris, I’m sure no one will mind if you take care of her.”

“Good,” he said with mustered enthusiasm. “She may have an accident shortly after her husband’s death. Or she may be despondent and take her own life. I’ll cross that road when I must.”

“Excellent work, Nicholson. I’ll be sure our friends know Sir Paxton is too ill to come to the War Office today and that he will never return.” The viscount paused. “As to your trip to see Lord Crampton?”

“We are friends from childhood. We also fought together in Spain. He and Lady Crampton are returning to the country this morning. She is with child and staying for the Season would be pointless in her current condition. He would have expected me to say goodbye—and I did.” He gave Carpenter a haughty look. “Am I to guess you’ll continue to follow me about? Or have my actions proven I’m to be trusted?”

Carpenter eyed him appreciatively. “I believe you can come and go as you choose, as long as you are present at Mrs. Crawford’s tomorrow night. Do you have another lady that calls you to her bed?”

Burke gave a wide smile. “Aa matter of fact, there are two beyond Lady Morris that need my attention.”

The viscount roared with laughter. “Until midnight tomorrow.”

“Until then.”

He returned to his townhouse, feeing dirty for the lies he’d told. Rationally, he knew what he did was best for his country. But it left him so lonely.

Though his body was tired, he knew sleep wouldn’t come. He went for a long walk in the park, even sitting on a bench near the Serpentine for an hour. Hardly anyone was there at such an early hour and he found his thoughts turning to Gemma.

He owed it to her to reveal the ruse regarding Sir Paxton Morris and his untimely passing. She’d already been strongly affected by the deaths of her husband and father-in-law. Burke didn’t want her further hurt by this supposed death. If she knew it was merely part of the plan, she could pretend to mourn without suffering the emotions associated with Morris’ death.

Making his way to her home, he studied his surroundings carefully and found no one trailed him. Even if they did, he could pretend Gemma was one of his amorous visits, if asked.

It surprised him when Mrs. Pettigrew answered his knock, a basket on her arm and a maid holding two more standing close behind her.

“Oh, Mr. Nicholson!” the cook exclaimed. “We haven’t seen you in a good while.”

“It’s good to see you, Mrs. Pettigrew. I’ve missed your cooking.”

“Maybe you could come around for more of it sometime soon. Joanie and I are off to market.”

“And Bosley?”

“He’s gone to his father’s funeral near Windsor. Won’t be back until tomorrow evening,” the servant informed him.

“Is Lady Covington at home?” he asked politely.

“She’s working in that study of hers. Always has some project going on.”

“May I see her?”

The cook nodded. “Go on in and knock at the door. Joanie and I will be back.”

With that, she admitted Burke and the two women left. Immediately, he went to Gemma’s study and stood before it, nerves suddenly striking him. He steeled himself. Either she’d see him or she wouldn’t.

He rapped on the door and Gemma opened it. Her jaw dropped at the sight of him.

“We need to talk, Gemma,” he said firmly. “It’s important.”

Wariness filled her eyes but she stepped aside. “Come in.”
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Chapter Twenty-Four


Gemma didn’t know why Burke had come. Part of her wanted to rage at him. It gutted her to see him at ton events, where he totally ignored her, but seeing him in person—twice in the same day—was almost more than she could bear. After finding him at the Cramptons, it had all but ruined her breakfast with Charlotte and the girls. She’d strained to keep a smile on her face and remain present instead of slipping away into the dark recesses of her mind.

Now here he was again, claiming he had something to talk about.

She didn’t offer him a seat and didn’t take one herself. Leaving the door open, she asked, “What is so important that you couldn’t have mentioned it to me when we saw each other earlier?”

Hurt sprang in his eye, which he quickly masked. “It wasn’t something to speak of in front of Gray. Or in public, for that matter.”

She crossed her arms, trying to still the butterflies in her stomach. “Well, what then? Spit it out and be on your way. I have plenty to do.”

She did have quite a bit of work. Not that she’d been able to concentrate on it after seeing Burke a few hours ago.

“Could we sit?”

“No. I don’t think so. Say what you came to say,” she said sharply.

“It regards a very private matter. You mustn’t breathe a word of it to anyone.”

Without commenting, Gemma went and shut the door. She wanted to lean against it for support but didn’t want to reveal to him how much he affected her. Gathering her courage, she returned to stand near him.

But not too near.

Crossing her arms again, she said, “I’m waiting.”

“I’ve been asked to kill Sir Paxton Morris.”

It was as if all the air had been sucked from the room. She felt her knees buckle. Burke rushed to her and wrapped an arm about her waist. Instantly, her body awakened, calling out for his touch. Her mouth grew dry. His scent and very nearness caused dizziness.

“Here, let me help you.”

Burke maneuvered her to a settee and settled her on it, seating himself next to her. Gemma wanted to scream at him to move away but controlled her tongue and, hopefully, her emotions.

“I assume you’ve infiltrated the ring of traitors. That they’ve asked you to assassinate Sir Paxton.”

“Yes. It will happen tomorrow.”

The certainty of his words caused a frisson of fear within her and she eyed him with suspicion. He told her of his role in the murder of a high-ranking government official as if it would definitely occur. What would he do to her to prevent her from revealing the plot to Sir Paxton?

Suddenly, Burke became a stranger to her.

He took her hand and she stiffened but was too fearful to pull away.

“Gemma, I’m not going to hurt him. How could you think that?”

She bit her lip, trying to think.

“I know you work closely with Morris. I was afraid if you heard the news of his death that it would affect you greatly. That’s why I came to you.”

Quickly, Burke explained how he and Sir Paxton had arranged for the spymaster’s so-called death. How the conspirators believed Burke and Lady Morris were engaged in an affair and that he’d supposedly provided foxglove to her to mimic a heart attack. The wealth of information overwhelmed Gemma.

“So today, Sir Paxton becomes ill, then his heart attack and death occur tomorrow?” she asked, trying to get the timeline straight in her mind.

“That’s correct. Word will get out fast, thanks to his position in the War Office. I knew you would hear—or read it in the newspapers—and I didn’t want you to suffer needlessly.”

It moved her that he’d come in person to tell her of the events that would unfold. That he trusted her to keep quiet about them. “That is... very thoughtful of you.”

“I think about you a great deal, Gemma. In fact, all the time.”

His gentle words rattled her. In anger, she lashed out. “I suppose you think of me when you’re dancing with every beautiful woman in the room. When you take the very cream of the crop into supper and lean close, whispering in their ears. When you—”

“Are you jealous?” he asked, wonder on his face.

“Of course, I’m bloody jealous,” she shouted at him. “You never acknowledge my existence. It’s as if nothing ever passed between us.”

“I thought that’s how you wanted it.”

Her lips trembled. “I thought I did. But I don’t. I never really wanted to give you up.” Tears welled in her eyes. “I would never go against Sir Paxton, though. I know he was trying to protect me. You’re involved with some of the most dangerous men in all of England. I’m worried sick about you all the time—when I’m not cursing at you for being so handsome and flirting with every woman of the ton but me.”

He squeezed her hand. “I love you, Gemma,” he said softly.

The words caused a river of tears to erupt. She broke down, sobbing wildly. Burke took her in his arms and she buried her face against his chest.

He loved her.

Burke Nicholson loved her.

And his involvement with Fouché’s men might very well get him killed.

She cried harder, knowing even if it didn’t that love to him meant something far different than to her. He would never marry her. He wasn’t that kind of man.

Yet Gemma wanted him so fiercely that she would do anything to have him. Anything.

Suddenly, she decided she would. Nothing could stop her.

She lifted her face and captured his in her hands, pulling him close until their lips touched. It was as if she’d lit a match, the spark between them was so great.

Burke’s hands also went to her face, holding her in place to ensure she didn’t go anywhere. His mouth slanted over hers in hard, bruising kisses. Kisses that showed his hunger for her. His fingers pushed into her hair, pins spilling around them as her hair came undone.

As she came undone.

Gliding his fingers through her thick locks, he murmured something. She didn’t care what he said. Only that he did. That he kissed her. Touched her.

That he made her his. If only for a short while.

Gemma broke the kiss, breathless, and saw desire burning in his beautiful gray eye.

“Take me upstairs,” she whispered.

His fingers stilled. He said nothing.

Uncertainty filled her. Still, she had to ask. “Did you hear me?”

“Yes,” he said, his fingers combing through her hair. Finding the ends. Leaving her.

“Do you want me, Burke? Because I want you.”

“I want you more than I could ever express, Gemma. I love you.” Sincerity shone on his handsome face. “But I—”

“I’m not asking for a lifetime commitment,” she said quickly. “Just something now. Today. Don’t think about tomorrow.”

Burke swept her into his arms and headed toward the door. Gemma was glad Mr. Bosley was away because he would probably try to stop them—and pummel Burke for good measure.

“Put me down,” she urged. “Mrs. Petti—”

“Mrs. Pettigrew and Joanie are at the market,” he said as he opened the door. “We have the house to ourselves.”

He raced up the stairs and hesitated at the top. “Which way?”

“Left. The end of the hall.”

His strides took them there swiftly and they entered her bedchamber. Burke carried her to the bed and placed her down gently and then sat next to her.

Running his fingers through her hair again, he asked, “Are you certain?”

“I know my mind, Burke. And remember, I’m the one that asked you to go upstairs, not the other way around.”

He bent and gave her a long, delicious kiss, one that she felt down to her toes. He took his time undressing her, kissing her thoroughly after each piece was discarded. As more of her was exposed to him, Gemma felt her skin heat. Her core pound. Her heart thump.

When she lay completely bare, he stood. She watched as his clothes came off, revealing a body of hard muscle and so beautiful to her. Then he stilled, a painful expression crossing his face. She thought perhaps he had changed his mind and sat up, ready to argue with him. She opened her mouth but he raised a hand, causing her to keep silent and hear what he had to say.

“Before we go any further, I must show you something, Gemma. Something that may have you reconsider coupling with me.” He swallowed. “If you do, I will understand.”

“I won’t have a change of heart, Burke,” she told him, fierce determination running through her.

He shook his head. “You may.” He paused, looking as if he summoned his courage. “I must show you something first. What was done to me. To my back. I have never seen it but I know from the doctors’ faces and the pain I suffered during a very long recovery just how vile and hideous it must be.”

“When you were tortured,” she said softly.

“Yes. I know I am disfigured. That my back is repulsive.” His gaze met hers. “I won’t judge you, Gemma. Just tell me if you wish me to go.”

With that, Burke slowly turned around, revealing his back to her. She brought her hand to her mouth to prevent from crying out. What she saw brought tears to her eyes. The entire length of his back was covered in grotesque scars. The extent of his damaged flesh stunned her.

Still, she rose from the bed, wiping the tears from her eyes. She came and stood behind him, wrapping her arms about his waist as she placed her cheek against the ruined flesh.

“Are you disgusted?” he asked.

“I am angry,” she replied. “What was done to you is monstrous. But your scars speak to me of your strength, Burke. You suffered at the hands of monsters but you did not let them prevail. You remained strong The scars are a testament to your courage.”

She lifted her head and kissed his marred skin repeatedly, moving across the width of his back, wishing her kisses could remove the pain of his memories.

He turned to face her, taking her hands and pressing fervent kisses along her knuckles.

“You still would make love with me?”

Gemma smiled. “If you attempt to leave, I will chase you down. Even though I am naked.”

He lit up with her words. “I would rather have you naked in this bed with me.”

She broke away and ran to it, flinging herself upon the mattress. “Then what are you waiting for?”

He joined her on the bed and his hands explored every inch of her, his tongue often following in their wake. Gemma felt cosseted. Adored. And very aroused. Anticipation filled her. She had no idea what came next but she knew her body craved it.

As he worshipped each breast, Burke’s fingers worked their magic from before at the place between her legs. The volcano within her erupted again, the thrilling tremors fanning out in all directions. It had barely subsided when she felt his manhood press against where his fingers had been. It jutted away from him, long and thick, and she realized he meant to put it inside her. Before she could protest that it would never fit, his mouth covered hers. His cock pushed into her and Gemma felt herself stretched until she thought she would break.

Burke thrust deeply and she cried out, her nails digging into his back. Immediately, he stilled. He tore his lips from hers. She thought she read an accusation in his eye. The pain that had ripped her apart had vanished as quickly as it had come, while that burning throb demanded action. Instinctively, her hips rose. He frowned and she thrust against him again. She worried that she was doing something terribly wrong and was about to ask him when he met her as she attempted to move again.

Something delicious occurred.

They both repeated their actions and soon began a slow dance of temptation. Burke continued kissing her deeply, one hand tangled in her hair, the other slipping between them. He pushed his finger between them, teasing the nub as before. The pace of their dance increased, becoming frantic, as Burke thrust into her and Gemma met him each time. Sensations built within her as they both flew out of control. Her moans became cries and she called his name, over and over.

Then the wave crested again within her and she laughed as pleasure washed over her.

Burke withdrew and something warm touched her belly. His weight came off her and he slipped from the bed. She looked down and saw something white and creamy against her skin. He retrieved a handkerchief and wiped it from her, carefully wadding it up and setting it on the nightstand.

His face was solemn as he lay on his side, draping a leg over her, heat still radiating from him. He pushed her hair back and stared at her a long moment.

“You were a virgin. That’s why it hurt.”

She bit her lip. “I didn’t know you’d be able to tell that.”

He gave her an odd look. “I broke through your maidenhead, Gemma.”

She shrugged helplessly. “I don’t exactly know what this is. My mother passed away when I was very young. I’ve had no one tell me anything.”

His hand fisted in her hair. “Not even your husband?”

Gemma winced. “No. Rob and I didn’t talk about it.”

Burke shook his head in disbelief, relaxing his hold on her. “How can this be? I spent months in The Don’s company. In close quarters. I never had an inkling of an aversion to women.”

“No, Rob didn’t find women repugnant. If anything, he enjoyed being around them because he wasn’t in competition for them. He just didn’t want to be with a woman... in that way.”

“I don’t see how he could hide something like that. Why I never suspected a thing.”

“He learned to do so very early,” she said quietly. “He knew British society saw it as unnatural. That if caught in flagrante delicto that he would hang. Once, he spoke of moving to France, where they had changed their laws and it was no longer a crime.” Gemma sighed. “Rob worked extra hard to succeed at masculine tasks. He rode well and was a terrific shot. He boxed regularly through university. I don’t think anyone, other than me, ever knew his truth.”

Burke looked at her thoughtfully. “Did he ever kiss you?”

“No. It was never like that between us.”

“Yet you married him.”

Anger simmered within her. “I had to. My father was going to marry me off.”

Burke frowned. “To the very ancient Lord Willows. You told me that before.”

“Yes. I begged Rob to marry me to prevent that from happening. We were the best of friends. We understood one another. Marrying Rob gave me my freedom. I could escape my father’s house and not be forced into a marriage I didn’t want.”

He smoothed her hair and then stroked her cheek. “What would have happened if he’d come home from war?”

“We would have been happy. We got along so well. We would have entertained. Then he could go see his... friends.”

“And you? What of children?”

She shrugged. “Not every woman has them.”

“Did you ever kiss another man?”

“No,” she admitted. “Not until you.”

A satisfied smile curved his beautiful mouth.

“You don’t have to smile so annoyingly.”

His brows rose. “I annoy you?”

“Sometimes,” she teased.

“When don’t I annoy you?” he asked seductively.

“When you kiss me. When you touch me.”

His thumb brushed against her lower lip. “Then I suppose I’ll need to do either of those soon.”

“Both,” she suggested.

“You drive a hard bargain, Gemma Covington. It’s a good thing kissing and touching you are my two favorite things in the world.”

With that, Burke made love to her again.
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Chapter Twenty-Five


Gemma stood in a group at the Phillips’ ball, giving up on trying to follow the conversation around her. Every thought returned to yesterday, when Burke had made love to her twice. The second time had been even better than the first. He’d been passionate yet tender toward her and she discovered having her maidenhead breached meant no more pain during the act itself. He’d spilled his seed outside her body again, explaining to her that’s the way a baby was made. She felt foolish, being her age and not knowing of such matters.

He’d dressed without a word and then kissed her goodbye, no more declarations of love coming from him. She knew he must concentrate on the mission ahead but could only be grateful for what had passed between them. That was the only reason she’d kept silent regarding her feelings for him.

At tonight’s ball, word had spread rapidly of Sir Paxton Morris’ death earlier today from a heart attack. It was said Lady Morris was in deep mourning for her beloved husband and had already taken his body back to their country estate for burial. She would remain there the rest of the Season. Gossips wondered who would replace Sir Paxton in the War Office and Gemma cringed hearing her father’s name bandied about. She had little to no contact with him and had no idea he’d risen so high within the organization in order to be considered Sir Paxton’s replacement.

Gemma excused herself and went to the retiring room and decided the ball had lost all appeal to her. She thought to leave until she saw Lord Hampton and Lord Melton exiting the ballroom. She followed them at a distance to the Philipps’ conservatory and slipped in after them. Moonlight lit the hothouse and she huddled in the shadows, hoping to hear something that might be useful to Burke. She knew he was deeply involved with the turncoats now, having supposedly committed murder for the group. Now they had their hooks in him. She wondered what else they might ask of him.

The pair had stopped close to where she crouched and she held her breath as she eavesdropped on their conversation.

“Obviously, he came through for us,” Lord Hampton said. “I think his value is great.”

“I’m not sure I trust him,” Lord Melton said. “There is something unnerving about him, looking at me with that one eye.”

Hampton chuckled. “Nicholson losing his eye was the best thing that could’ve happened to him because it brought him to us. At tonight’s meeting, I want to task him with another killing.”

“Who?” Melton asked pointedly.

The other man laughed. “It’s time we up our game and kill the prime minister.”

Melton sucked in a quick breath. “Spencer Perceval? You think to give that task to Nicholson?”

“I do. Either he’ll accomplish it or he won’t. We’ll see.”

“One of Carpenter’s men intercepted a note from Lady Morris to Nicholson,” Melton said. “It confirmed that her husband was dead and alluded to something between her and our new friend.”

“See?” Hampton said.

“The prime minister is different,” pointed out Melton. “Nicholson had access to Morris through his wife.”

A long pause occurred and Gemma prayed she hadn’t been discovered, fearful of what they would do to her.

Then Hampton said, “It doesn’t have to be an accident. He doesn’t have to find someone close to Perceval to seduce. If he’s truly willing to die for our cause, he will act in public. In fact, I’ll insist upon it.”

“And if he isn’t?” countered Melton. “What if he turns us down tonight?”

“Then we will eliminate him at once. If he’s caught, he’ll hang for Perceval’s assassination. If he’s lucky enough to escape notice, I’ll have Brandon deal with him so there’ll be no loose ends.”

“You are a sly one, Hampton.”

“I am,” the earl confirmed.

Gemma shivered at the words, knowing Burke was a dead man, no matter what. He couldn’t assassinate a public figure and even if some great pretense happened to make it seem as if he did, these rebels to the crown would murder him, regardless.

She heard their footsteps recede and knew she had to get to Burke. She had to warn him.

She had to save the man she loved.
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Burke sat in the library, going through what he would tell the others tonight. It was imperative that he learn the mystery man’s identity. The agents who followed the traitors after Burke left their company after the last meeting had been thwarted by a clever plan. All five conspirators piled into the plain, unmarked carriage awaiting them outside Mrs. Crawford’s place and took off for Hyde Park. The agents surrounding the house tried to follow on foot and those stationed in hansom cabs nearby went after the carriage as planned.

When the carriage reached the park, however, it would have been too obvious it was being followed with the grounds deserted in the wee hours of the morning. Because of that, the hansom cabs were abandoned and those agents tried to keep up on foot. Only one managed to be fast enough to reach the middle of the park, where four of the men spilled from the vehicle, all going different ways, as the mystery man sped away.

Smith told Burke it was up to him to discover the man’s identity. They couldn’t close in on the group and arrest anyone until they knew the name of every party involved. As far as Sir Paxton went, he had been taken from his residence in a pine box at noon, his grieving widow following after, her hand stroking the wood. The coffin had been loaded into a wagon and Lady Morris into a carriage by crown agents. Once outside London, Lady Morris continued to their country estate, with a brief stop. Sir Paxton was let out of his box on the grounds where Burke had taught Gemma how to shoot a pistol and then the wagon continued on, following Lady Morris.

Sir Paxton now waited at the estate and would give the word when to close in for arrests. It all depended upon Burke, though. He had to come through.

A knock sounded at the door and his butler entered.

“A message delivered for you, Mr. Nicholson.” The servant passed the parchment to Burke.

“Thank you.’

He waited for the butler to leave before he opened it. Scanning the contents, he saw that tonight’s meeting place had been changed from Selina Crawford’s place to Burke’s own townhouse. He held the note to a nearby candle flame until it was no more and then left the room. Finding his butler, Burke said, “I’m expecting several guests for a meeting. Bring them directly to the library without announcing them. Is that understood?”

“Of course, Mr. Nicholson.”

Burke returned to the library. Since the clock now struck half-past eleven, he had no way to get word to anyone that the Crawford place would yield no meeting.

He was on his own.

He longed to think of his encounter with Gemma yesterday. It stunned him when he discovered she was a virgin, yet it pleased him he had been her first. He’d spent the entire day exhilarated after leaving her. She had been everything he could hope for—and much, much more—which made it all the more bittersweet that he could never have her for good.

The door to the library opened and shock rippled through him when Gemma entered. Burke rose and met her, his hands clasping hers, which were cold to the touch.

“What are you doing here? You have to leave at once. My meeting was moved from Mrs. Crawford’s to here. I only learned of the change moments ago. They can’t find you here.”

“I had to come,” she said, desperation clearly written on her lovely features. “They’re going to kill you, Burke.”

His insides went cold. “When? Tonight? How do you know?”

“I overheard a conversation between Lord Hampton and Lord Melton less than an hour ago.”

“You don’t think they meant for you to overhear it?” he accused. “Just as I’ve tried to feed them false information, they may be trying to do the same, especially if they don’t trust me.”

“No,” she assured him. “They met in the Philipps’ conservatory tonight. I followed them.”

“Why would you risk doing so? If they discovered you...” His voice trailed off, the thought of harm coming to Gemma too difficult to voice.

“I did it because I was worried about you, Burke. And because... I love you.”

He knew she had—and yet she’d never spoken the words aloud, not even when they’d made love. He kissed her, knowing it might be the last one they ever shared.

Reluctantly, he broke the kiss and again asked, “When?”

“Tonight, they will order you to assassinate Prime Minister Perceval.”

“What?” Her words chilled him. Pulling off the hoax of Morris’ death had been difficult enough. Trying to orchestrate the pretend death of Britain’s prime minister would be impossible.

“They want to up the ante. I supposed they think the prime minister’s death, coupled with Sir Paxton’s, will throw the government into chaos. Who knows if they’ll try to kill anyone else? It wouldn’t surprise me if they targeted the Prince of Wales—or even King George next.”

“How do you know they want me dead?”

“They said they will order you to murder Perceval and that it need not look like an accident. They prefer it occurs in public. If you are true to their cause, you won’t mind sacrificing yourself for it. If you’re caught, they know you’ll hang for the crime. If by any means you escape detection, they consider you a loose end and will eliminate you, all the same.”

“And if refuse to do it?”

She looked at him sadly. “You’ll be marked for instant death.”

He cupped her cheek. “Thank you for coming, Gemma. For telling me. For putting yourself at risk.”

He kissed her again, slow and sweet, wishing things could be different. That he could build a life with this woman. He had to get her out, though. Now. Before the traitors arrived.

Burke broke the kiss and glanced to the door, which was opening. Melton and Brandon entered the room and both men tensed immediately.

Melton said, “What is she doing here?”

He gave the earl his most charming smile. “Lady Covington and I had our own private meeting this evening. I wasn’t aware of the change in venue until a few moments ago when I read your note. She’s leaving now.” He looked at Gemma, who appeared wide-eyed and innocent.

“You will come to me tomorrow night, won’t you, Burke?” She slid her nail seductively along his chest.

“I’ll see what I can do, Gemma,” he said, noncommittally.

“But Burke, you promised,” she whined, sounding very believable.

“I may be going out of town but you know I will come to you when I can.”

Giving him a pretty pout, she said, “Oh, all right.”

“My driver will take you home. I’ll escort you to him.”

Burke pushed them past Melton and saw Hampton and Carpenter had entered the room during their conversation.

Hampton frowned deeply.

As they reached the earl, Burke said, “Don’t look at me in such judgment, Hampton. Not when you always have a mistress or two about.”

“Get your sidepiece out of here now,” Hampton demanded.

He and Gemma reached the door just as it opened again. The final guest had arrived. Gemma’s fingers tightened painfully on his arm.

“What is she doing here?” the mystery man demanded, rage seething from him.

“I’m leaving after a wonderfully long lovemaking session with my latest lover, Father. Why are you here?”
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Chapter Twenty-Six


Gemma’s heart pounded fiercely as her father stared at her wordlessly. She held her head high but wilted within. Never had she been betrayed in such a horrible manner before. And it wasn’t the fact that her father had turned Judas against his own country.

It was that Burke had known Sir William Barton was a part of the rebels—and he’d kept it from her.

She thought back to Burke arriving at her doorstep yesterday with words of love on his treacherous lips. He didn’t love her. He came to use her. To see if she knew anything of her father’s activities with this group of traitors. If he truly loved her, he would have been honest and told her of her father’s involvement. Instead, he’d pretended to care for her. Taken her virginity. He must have realized he would get nothing useful out of her since she hadn’t spoken after their encounter. And here she’d risked her life to come to him. Warn him that his life was in danger.

Now, her life was on the line instead. Her father was a hard man. He wouldn’t take kindly to finding his daughter here in the midst of rebellion.

“Why is she here, Nicholson?” her father asked again, ignoring Gemma as he looked to Burke.

“Gemma and I have been keeping company off and on,” Burke said casually. “As she said, we were together tonight. I only learned our meeting would occur here a few minutes ago, after our bed sport.” He stopped to cup her cheek and she saw the warning in his eye. “Be a good girl now. My driver will take you home,” he said dismissively.

“No,” Sir William said.

She still had hold of Burke’s arm and could feel him tense beneath her fingers.

“Why not?” he asked easily. “It’s not as if we have need of her. Go on, Gemma,” Burke urged, steel in his voice.

She let go of him, feeling as if she were adrift at sea with no anchor. As she passed her father, he latched on to her elbow and spun her around.

“I think it’s time you paid me a visit, Daughter.”

“What?” Confusion filled her.

“Brandon!” her father barked.

A very thin man rushed to them from the middle of the room. “Yes, Sir William?”

“Take my daughter to my house. Have her write a brief note to her butler, informing him she’ll be staying with me for a few days.”

Fear filled her. Why would her father want her to do that?

“Is that necessary?” Burke asked.

Her father studied Burke a long moment. The tension in the room could have been cut with a knife.

“I believe it is. I think you care for her. A great deal.”

Burke shrugged. “We enjoy our private time together. I’ve had better, though.”

His words stunned her but she knew he tried to defuse the situation.

“Gemma will stay with me until you carry out your next set of orders.”

“And what are those?” Burke asked, his tone openly defiant.

“You’re to kill Prime Minister Spencer Perceval.”

Hearing her father issue such an order chilled her blood. She’d never been close to him. And now she understood she’d never really known him.

Burke laughed. “It’s going to take me a while to cozy up to Jane Perceval. Last I heard, she was the mother of thirteen of Perceval’s brats. She may be too tired to play my games.”

“Sex isn’t the weapon you’ll use this time, Nicholson,” Sir William said. “You’re to find whatever means you can to reach the prime minister and rid England of him.”

Burke shook his head. “The only way I could get close to the man is in public. Would you have me walk up and assassinate the head of the British government in broad daylight?”

“Yes.”

He shook his head. “I want this war to end as much as anyone in this room. What I didn’t sign up for, though, is a suicide mission.”

“You will eliminate England’s prime minister, Nicholson.”

“And if I don’t?” Burke challenged.

“Then I’ll have Gemma killed as you watch. Just as you watched her husband die a slow, agonizing death.”

A cry broke from her lips. “You would kill me, Father? What madness has descended upon you, plotting to kill Perceval and your own daughter in one breath?”

He tightened his fingers, deliberately hurting her. “Your lover has a choice, Gemma. Kill Perceval or see you killed. And then he, too, will meet an excruciating death. As he should have in Spain.”

“What do you know of that?” Burke challenged.

“Everything. You were betrayed by one of your recruits, Nicholson. Actually, one of Smythe’s recruits. I’m afraid my daughter’s husband wasn’t much of a spy.”

“What do you mean?” she demanded.

“Smythe met several times with a man local authorities had under surveillance as they tried to break the network Wellington formed. One chance meeting didn’t mean much, but after two more, they knew the man had been recruited by Smythe. Your idiotic husband, Gemma, never caught on to the fact that his recruit was being watched. Ultimately, the authorities found it easy to persuade the man and have him betray his new friends.”

Her father glanced back to Burke. “In the end, it was strictly about the money. Smythe’s recruit was convinced to hand you over for a handful of coins. That’s why you and Smythe were captured and tortured.”

Gemma’s eyes whipped to Burke and she saw him take in the words, knowing how he had agonized, believing himself to be the one responsible for Rob’s death. Though she was glad Burke’s conscience would finally be eased, hatred flared within her for the man who had fathered her.

Turning back to the stranger who held her, she accused, “You were responsible for Rob’s death.”

He shrugged. “Not directly. I learned of it from my associates. I heard Smythe held out much longer than anyone would have expected.”

“You are a liar. A traitor.” Gemma slapped him.

He returned her slap with a fist, knocking her to the ground before lifting her and shaking her like a rag doll. By now, both Carpenter and Melton held Burke back as he tried to lunge at her father.

“Enough of this. Our meeting is concluded,” Sir William said. “I’ll take you home with me, Gemma. You’ll stay until Nicholson has rid of us Perceval.” Turning to Burke, he said, “I’ll give you two days to accomplish the task. If not, you’ll be responsible for your lover’s death.”

She knew even if Burke did as they asked, she would never be free. She was aware of their circle of deceit. Her father would never let her or Burke live.

Gemma met his eye and saw he knew the same truth. Either way, they were dead.

Her father released her and she saw the thin fellow now held a gun on her.

“Go quietly, Gemma,” her father urged. “Brandon will be right behind us. He won’t hesitate to put a hole in you if you give us any trouble.”

Her father exited the room and she followed him, sensing Brandon close on her heels. They went to a carriage waiting in front of Burke’s townhouse and boarded it. Hampton, Melton, and Carpenter joined them. One by one, each conspirator was dropped off until it was only her and the monster whose blood ran through her.

She remained silent as they arrived at her childhood home. He led her not to her old bedchamber but to another wing, rarely used. Her father removed a key from his pocket and unlocked the door. Shoving her into the dark chamber, she fell to her hands and knees and heard the door close behind her and the key turn in the lock.

It would do no good to look for a way to escape now. She would wait until morning to get the lay of the land. She felt her way about the room until she located a bed and crawled upon it. Gemma curled into a ball, terror her only companion.
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They had control of him.

Because they had Gemma.

Burke cursed the fact that Gemma had come to warn him, trying to save his life. Instead, it might cost her her own.

The only consolation was that he’d been relieved of the heavy burden of guilt he’d carried around regarding The Don’s death. Knowing he wasn’t responsible for betraying his friend and colleague—and Gemma also learning that truth—was the only good thing to come from tonight’s disaster.

He needed to push aside the hopeless feelings that seized him and figure out how to bring these traitors to justice.

And get Gemma back. Alive.

He had no guarantee that she wasn’t already dead, though he doubted her bastard of a father would have her killed so quickly. Barton was shrewd enough to know that without Gemma they held no power over Burke. If he learned she was dead, he could go rogue. Turn them in to the authorities. No, Sir William Barton would keep his daughter nearby, dangling her life before Burke in order for him to dance to their tune.

Two days. That’s what he had. He better spring into action.

Burke went to the stables and didn’t bother rousing a groom. He saddled his own horse and rode swiftly to Mrs. Crawford’s. No vehicle sat outside her residence. He located Jones, whose anger was obvious as the agent confronted him, his hands balled into fists.

“Where did you meet tonight, Nicholson? What are you keeping from us?”

“I received a message shortly before midnight that the meeting would be held at my townhouse instead of Mrs. Crawford’s place. Apparently, everyone knew of the change in venue except me. I had no time to get word to you.” He paused. “Especially since Lady Covington came to tell me I was marked for death.”

“When?”

“That was my first question. She overheard Hampton and Melton discussing my next assignment tonight. Assassinating the prime minister.”

Jones whistled low.

“If I was captured after the fact, I would be off their hands. If I somehow escaped detection, I was a loose end to be severed.” His throat grew thick. “Gemma didn’t make it out before the conspirators arrived. I tried to pretend we’d had a tryst and that she was on her way home but that attempt was foiled when her father showed up.”

“Sir William Barton?” Jones asked, his astonishment evident.

“Yes. Barton is our mystery man,” Burke confirmed.

“He’s rumored to be in line to take Sir Paxton’s place. No wonder they ordered you to murder Paxton. It would put their man at the highest level of the War Office.”

He nodded grimly. “I want you to ride at once and bring Morris back to my place.”

“What if they’re watching it?”

“I doubt it. Barton took Gemma and is holding her hostage. They think to control me by using her as a bargaining chip.”

Pity sprang into Jones’ eyes. “Lady Covington is strong, Nicholson. Resourceful. You must focus on the mission.”

He ignored the agent’s praise of Gemma and said, “Fetch Morris now. Bring him back before dawn. We have plans to make.”

“What will you be doing?”

“I have an idea. It’s a risk but I believe it’s worth taking. Gather any agents still on the scene now. I want to address them.”

Jones did as he asked and they met a block away.

Burke named the fifth man who’d been anonymous until tonight. He saw the surprise his announcement brought.

“We need eyes on all five men at all times. Outside their homes. Following their movements. The situation is even more grave because Sir William Barton has taken his own daughter, Lady Covington, as a hostage. He thinks to manipulate me because I have feelings for her. He took her to his London residence after tonight’s meeting. Watch for any sign of her, as well.”

After a moment, he added, “They’ve ordered me to assassinate Prime Minister Perceval sometime in the next two days.”

Even among seasoned agents, the collective gasp was audible.

“You see how high the stakes are. See to your jobs.”

Jones said, “I’ll make the assignments so that we are watching all of them and then ride to Sir Paxton.”

“I’ll see you when you return. Hopefully, I’ll have good news,” Burke said.

He mounted his horse and rode back to Selina Crawford’s house. The courtesan was the key to his plan.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven


Burke saw the street was still empty and decided speaking to Selina Crawford was worth the risk. The stakes had grown too high. He would threaten or cajole or whatever it took to see that she cooperated. Over the course of the Season, he’d searched the houses of each man on Morris’ list of suspects and found nothing. Unless the proof lay hidden at Sir William Barton’s residence, a place he’d never been, the most logical place for any incriminating documents to be would be at Mrs. Crawford’s place.

He rapped hard on the door for several minutes before a sleepy-eyed butler answered. This confirmed that Hampton wasn’t here—and had no plans to call tonight.

“I must speak with Mrs. Crawford immediately. It’s a private matter of utmost concern to her.”

Doubt filled the butler’s eyes but he was a servant and Burke his better, who now glared at the butler haughtily.

“Wait here, sir.”

The butler vanished up the stairs and returned several minutes later.

“Mrs. Crawford will see you now. If you’ll follow me.”

Surprisingly, the man led him upstairs and to a door, where he knocked gently and said, “You may enter. Mrs. Crawford is waiting for you inside.”

Opening the door, he entered a bedchamber. Candles had been lit. Selina Crawford stood next to the bed in a night rail that left little to the imagination.

He crossed the room and bowed. “Mrs. Crawford.”

“Oh, I thought we were past that, Burke. I’m to be Selina,” she urged, her tone seductive.

“I assume you aren’t expecting Hampton tonight.”

“No. He told me he had something to occupy him this evening. He will come to me tomorrow night at eleven.” She smiled. “Do you think we should risk a romp now?”

“That’s not why I’m here,” he said curtly. “I’m here to save your life.”

His words startled her. “What do you mean?”

“You are part of a conspiracy against the crown, Selina,” Burke told her.

Her face reddened. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Get out.”

“You better hear me out—if you don’t want to hang.”

He waited, watching her ponder his words.

“Go on,” she finally said.

“Your protector, Lord Hampton, has used your house as a meeting place for a band of traitors.”

She started. “What? No. Hampton has a new business venture he’s involved in. His wife is nosy and he wishes to keep word of this away from her. He tells me the profits will be great and that I will have a share in them.”

“The profits come from filthy French money. Hampton and his rebels are behind the death of Sir Paxton Morris.”

“But... that was a heart attack.”

He saw doubt begin to creep in and pounced. “It was made to look as if he died from a heart attack. In truth, Morris was given a large dose of foxglove. That’s what killed him.”

Selina grabbed on to the bedpost and swayed. “No, it can’t be.”

“It is. A group of men, some of whom work in the War Office, have met several times under your roof. In the eyes of the law, you are as guilty as they are, Selina. You’ll no longer have this fine house. The baubles you’ve collected from your various lovers. You’ll be arrested and tried for treason.” He paused and then added, “And don’t think the crown will hesitate merely because you are a woman. Patriotism runs high in England, especially when it comes to Napoleon. Too many have lost loved ones in this lengthy war. A noose will fit around your neck as well as a man’s. It’ll be pulled taut and you’ll hang from it as it slowly chokes the life out of you. People will jeer—and cheer—to see you suffer.”

Selina released the bedpost and gripped his arms, clinging to him as if her life depended upon him.

And it did.

Wild panic filled her eyes. “I swear, Burke, I didn’t know. My life with Hampton has been strictly upstairs. I don’t venture below when he comes. I’ve never seen who attends his meetings or know what’s been discussed. You have to believe me.”

“I do,” he said after a moment. “But a court of law won’t.”

“But I haven’t done anything wrong,” she protested.

“You have—but you can do something right now to save yourself.”

“Anything. I’ll do anything you ask,” she pleaded.

He pulled her fingers from him and set her back a pace. “I am a crown agent, leading the investigation into this group of traitors. I need physical evidence of their wrongdoing. I’ve searched and have found none. Would Hampton leave anything here?”

“Yes!” she said, her eyes lighting up. “Come with me.”

Selina led him to the library where he’d first met with the five men. She came to stand next to a small desk in a corner.

“When Hampton and I first became involved and he spoke of the enterprise he wished to invest in, he explained how he needed to keep some papers here so Lady Hampton wouldn’t find them. I offered him use of this desk. It’s not as if I receive invitations and sit at it so I may reply to them. I am a pariah in Polite Society.”

Burke tried to open a drawer and found it locked.

“I gave Hampton the key,” she said apologetically.

“Fetch a hairpin,” he ordered.

She left and returned with one, handing it to him. He inserted it and jiggled the pin against the lock, working it slowly until the mechanism finally gave. Opening the drawer, he saw a few scattered pages and retrieved them, placing them atop the desk. He checked every drawer and found something that looked like a ledger. He sat at the desk and opened it, skimming the contents as he turned several pages. Names. Dates. Transactions. Everything that would solidify the case against the five men and others.

“This is exactly what I’ve needed,” he said as he closed the book. He gathered the loose pages and slipped them inside it and stood.

“But... you can’t take it,” she said, hysteria causing her voice to rise. “I don’t know when Hampton looks at it. He could do so tomorrow evening when he comes.”

Burke gave her a long look. “Lord Hampton won’t be coming, Selina. By this time tomorrow, he will be in the custody of the crown.”

She breathed a sigh of relief.

“I’ll keep your name out of the court proceedings but the authorities will need to know where I found this. The scandal will rock London society. I fear your association with Hampton will prevent you from obtaining another protector. Those days are over.”

Selina nodded. “I understand.” Tears brimmed in her eyes. “I will go home to Somerset. I have a man who writes to me from there, a few times a year. We were childhood sweethearts and both poorer than church mice. He loved me—but I thought I wanted more. This life I’ve led has brought me enough money to retire upon comfortably.”

“And your sweetheart?” Burke asked softly.

She shook her head sadly. “He never wed.” She sighed. “I wonder if he would take me back.”

“Do you still love him?”

“I do.”

“My advice is to return to him. If he still feels the same, I’m sure he’ll want to be with you. It would be best to go elsewhere, though. Make a fresh start.”

Selina wiped her tears away. She took Burke’s hand and pressed a kiss to it. “Thank you.”

With that, he left. Hoping Selina Crawford would find happiness.

And that he might do the same with Gemma.
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Gemma awoke with a start. Rough hands pulled at her and she tried to strike back, finding her wrists being restrained. She looked up and saw the gaunt man who’d held the pistol on her. Brandon. That was his name. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and balled it, forcing it into her mouth. Panic seized her as she feared she might swallow it and choke to death. She pushed against it with her tongue, only moving it a bit because her mouth was so dry.

“Simmer down,” he said as he removed his cravat and then used his fingers to push the handkerchief deeper into her mouth. He tore the cravat in two and wound one of the halves around her mouth and head a few times before knotting it behind her head.

Gemma inhaled in and out quickly, trying to get air. Brandon stroked her head, causing her to cringe.

“Easy, my lady. Slow breaths. You’ll be fine. This just guarantees you won’t make any noise.”

She looked up at him and swallowed. Tried to slow her breathing. Her panic subsided somewhat when she felt she wouldn’t suffocate.

“There. That’s a good girl,” he said in soothing tones.

Brandon grinned at her and then cupped her breast. She tried to knock his hand away with her bound wrists. He laughed, pushing them to her lap and then twisting her nipple painfully. Gemma cried out behind the gag, the sound muffled.

“That’s so you’ll behave. Your father said I could do whatever it took to keep you in line. You won’t give me any problems now, will you?”

She shook her head, cold fear pooling in her belly, as he took the other half of his cravat and secured it around her ankles.

He rose and lifted her by the waist, slinging her over his shoulder. She had no idea where he was taking her. They moved down the stairs and through the house. She caught the scent of bread and realized he’d brought her through the kitchen. They went out the rear of the house and he opened the door of a waiting carriage, placing her inside and seating himself beside her.

“I suppose you wonder where I’m taking you,” he said conversationally, as if they were going for a drive through the park. “Your father is worried that Nicholson might try to mount some kind of rescue since he was told you’d be taken here. That’s why you’re being moved, just in case your lover tries to play the hero.”

Brandon looked at her with pity. “Heroes die, though. More often than not. In the case of your Mr. Nicholson, it will be sooner rather than later.”

Gemma turned her head away. He only laughed.

The carriage slowed and came to a halt.

“I’ll be right back,” Brandon promised with a wink, exiting the carriage.

When the door opened, she saw it was still dark. They were close to a structure but she had no idea where they could be. After several minutes, her captor returned.

“Come along,” he said cheerfully, tossing her over his shoulder again.

She bounced along uncomfortably as he entered somewhere and then ascended a flight of stairs and moved down a long hallway.

He stopped. “Is this where you want her?”

“Yes,” a woman’s voice said.

Brandon turned a knob and crossed a room, where he dropped her on a bed. Gemma looked over his shoulder and saw Selina Crawford standing there, her face drawn and white, her arms wrapped protectively about her.

“How long will she be here?” Mrs. Crawford asked.

“Today. Some of tomorrow. After that, I’ll take her off your hands,” he promised. “Give me the key.”

Reluctantly, the courtesan handed it over to him.

“No one’s to know she’s here,” Brandon instructed. “Leave her until I return.”

Mrs. Crawford nodded. Brandon swept past her and the woman looked at Gemma.

“I’m sorry,” she mouthed and then turned and followed Brandon.

Gemma heard the key turn in the lock. She doubted she would leave this room alive.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight


Burke returned home and went to the small dining room. He removed the single pages from the book he’d taken from Selina Crawford’s desk and set them out. He also discovered two envelopes inserted near the back and withdrew them from the book. First, he read the loose pages and discovered one contained a list of five names, with a line drawn through Sir Paxton Morris. As Gemma suspected, both King George and the Prince of Wales appeared on the list, along with the prime minister and Wellesley. Obviously, Fouché aimed high in his effort to disrupt the British government.

Next, he opened both envelopes and read the letters within them. One, mentioning no names, merely said Fouché was ready for his friends to embark upon the agreed upon operation and that he looked forward to the order in which things would be accomplished. Burke supposed it referred to the list of men to be assassinated. The second letter, though, was addressed to Lord Hampton. In it, he was promised everything Sir William Barton had been by the French and told him that he was free to eliminate Barton once the assassinations had been completed.

So Hampton was playing from all sides. It must be why he’d kept a meticulous record of the conspirators’ meetings and payments issued. Thank the heavens this record now lay in the government’s hands and would be used to bring these men to justice.

He read through the entire journal while waiting for Jones and Morris to arrive, discovering two others involved beyond the circle of five. When they reached his home, he showed the spymaster the list of those men who were targeted for assassination and briefly summarized what the book he’d claimed from Mrs. Crawford’s contained.

“She had no role in the circle, other than providing a place for the rebels to meet. Even then, she was told it was a business matter,” Burke said. “In exchange for this evidence, I told her we would leave her name out of all matters. She will leave London and never return.”

“I can live with that,” Morris said. “You’ve exceeded my expectations, Nicholson.”

“There is one other matter,” he said.

Morris regarded him sagely. “Jones has told me that Lady Covington is being held prisoner at her father’s townhouse. I know you’ve developed a personal relationship with her.”

He nodded.

“No harm should come to her as we arrest Barton and the others at the War Office. Then she can be retrieved.”

“Remember, Carpenter doesn’t work there,” Burke reminded the spymaster. “Neither do the two other names of the Frenchmen living in London under assumed names.”

“I realize that. Right now, I want Jones to bring the prime minister here so we can lay out the case before him and have the warrants drawn up.” Morris looked to the other agent. “It’s close to dawn. Perceval will already be up. I know because he tells me that his passel of children rise well before they should. All you need to tell him is Nightingale. He’ll come straightaway. It’s a code word to be used under the direst of circumstances.”

Jones nodded and left. Burke longed to rush to Gemma but understood he must follow protocol.

“Let’s take a closer look at the proof that will cause these traitors to swing from the gibbet,” Morris said.

Less than an hour later, Jones returned with Perceval. Astonishment filled the prime minister’s face when he caught sight of Morris.

“Feel as if you’ve seen a ghost?” Morris teased.

Perceval regained his composure. “You’re looking quite hale and hearty for a dead man, Sir Paxton. I assume you had good cause to let us all think you dead.”

“I did, Prime Minister. Have a seat. I shall turn things over to Mr. Nicholson, who is one of our most ingenious agents.”

All four men sat and Burke spent the next half-hour outlining the work he and others had accomplished in ferreting out the nest of traitors, the bulk of whom served in the War Office. He slid the book and list of names to Perceval, who studied both for several minutes.

“This is evidence enough to convict every last one of them,” the prime minister said. “You have done the crown a great service, Mr. Nicholson. Warrants will be issued immediately for their arrests. I want them all in custody by noon at the latest. Nicholson, you may head up the matter and lead the arrests. Sir Paxton, I’m afraid you’ll have to remain dead for a few more hours. Showing your face at headquarters would tip off our plan.”

“Mr. Prime Minister, there is another matter,” Burke continued. “Barton is holding his daughter, Lady Covington, hostage. That should be added to the charges.”

“Lady Covington?” Perceval turned to Morris. “Why, isn’t she the one who has created our latest code?”

“You know about that?” Burke asked.

“Sir Paxton has kept her name from others but he did share it with me recently. Her cipher has only been in place a short while but is proving most effective. By all means, we’ll add kidnapping to the charges. Once the conspirators have been taken into custody, Lady Covington will need to be freed.”

“I’ll see to it,” Burke volunteered.

The prime minister rose. “I’ll take care of the warrants now. They’ll be delivered here, along with a team of agents to help you serve them and take these bastards into custody.”

“Thank you, Prime Minister,” Morris said. “Jones will see you where you need to be.”

After the two men left, Burke and Morris discussed the strategy for arresting the traitors. They decided to go after Carpenter and the two French spies posing as Englishmen before taking those at the War Office. Word of arrests at the War Office would spread quickly and Burke believed the other three would go on the run and possibly never resurface. Taking them first and then shutting down all exits at the War Office would allow them to capture Barton, Hampton, Melton, and Brandon in one fell swoop.

Then Burke decided it would be easier to take the three noblemen by luring them to a false meeting.

“I suggest we have the prime minister call a meeting in which all of them would be in attendance,” he told Morris. “Brandon could be picked up elsewhere in the building.”

“A brilliant idea, Nicholson. When Jones returns, I’ll send him to Perceval so it can be set up.”

His butler interrupted. “Mr. Nicholson, there is a young woman here who insists upon speaking to you. She says she has a message of utmost importance and she won’t leave until she delivers it to you.”

“I’m busy. Bring me the note.”

The butler frowned. “It’s not a written message, sir. She says she must speak to you directly.”

Burke said, “I’ll see her at once.” Looking to Morris he said, “This could be related to our investigation.”

When the butler returned, he recognized the woman immediately. It was the maid from Selina Crawford’s house that had first told him of the meetings Lord Hampton held.

She sighed with relief when she saw him. “Good morning, sir. I’m Gracie.”

“I remember you helped me before, Gracie. I hope you’re here to do so again.”

The maid nodded. “I’m to tell you something important and then I’m supposed to stay here. Mrs. Crawford had me go out the back door and told me not to come back.”

“You’re more than welcome to remain here all day,” Burke said soothingly, noting how jittery the maid was.

She looked to Morris. “I don’t know about him.”

“He’s a friend,” Burke said. “He’s helping me with something just as you are. What does Mrs. Crawford wish me to know, Gracie?”

“Lady Covington was brought in the middle of the night and is locked in a bedchamber.” The servant let out a long breath. “A man said she was to stay at Mrs. Crawford’s until tomorrow and then he’d be back for her. No one’s to know she’s there.”

Burke’s heart slammed against his ribs yet he calmly said, “Thank you, Gracie. That’s very helpful information. You were brave to come and tell me.”

“Will you help me find another position? Like you said?”

He smiled reassuringly. “I most certainly will. For today, though, you are to be a lady of leisure.” He looked to Morris. “I’ll be back after I get Gracie settled.”

When Burke returned, a slew of men had arrived in his absence. Morris was issuing orders. He introduced Burke and the team mapped out their strategy.

As the group readied to leave, Burke told Morris, “Enjoy the last hours of your death. You’ll be alive and at your desk tomorrow, buried in work so deep you might wish you were dead.”

Since it was a little after nine, he decided to check Carpenter’s home first. His hunch paid off, as the viscount was still asleep in bed and quickly taken into custody. The two Frenchmen’s arrests came next. Burke left men to scour through their abodes, hoping to find additional evidence of Fouché’s spy network in England.

The War Office was their final destination. Jones had caught up with them and said the meeting Perceval scheduled would take place at eleven. Burke held the agents for ten minutes before he allowed the team to enter the building, where they quickly apprehended Brandon and took him into custody. Jones led them straight to their destination as crown agents swarmed the room, snatching up Hampton and Melton.

But no Sir William Barton.

Burke grabbed Melton by the lapels and shouted, “Where is he?”

“I don’t know who you mean,” the earl protested.

“Barton!” barked Burke.

Melton’s eyes darted frantically about the room. “I don’t know. He was here. Earlier.”

He flung the traitor from him and another agent latched on to Melton, leading him from the room.

“Has anyone seen Barton?” Burke demanded, looking from man to man.

No one had.

He told Jones, “You’re in charge. Send men to Barton’s townhouse. I’m going to Mrs. Crawford’s,” and Burke rushed from the building.

Somehow, Barton had known not to attend the meeting. If he returned home and made his escape from there, Jones would arrest him. Burke feared, though, that the bastard would go after Gemma, blaming her for his treachery being uncovered.

He had to reach her before her father did. Life would be meaningless without Gemma.
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Gemma had worked at the knot tied behind her head for a long time and it finally paid off. She pulled at the cravat, winding it around her head and finally tossing it to the ground. Removing the handkerchief from her mouth was painful. Her mouth had gone bone dry, her lips cracked. Once it was gone, she breathed deeply. Her jaw ached from being held wide open for so many hours. She was hungry and thirsty and tired.

And angry. Very, very angry.

She needed to free her wrists and ankles now and scooted from the bed. She surveyed the room, looking for anything she could use to cut her bonds. A vase rested on a table by the window and she hopped to it. Lifting it between her fingers, she slammed it against the wall, praying no one nearby would come to check on her.

Taking one of the large, broken shards, Gemma held it between her fingers and rubbed it back and forth against the cravat binding her ankles. Perspiration dampened her hairline as she worked but the jagged edge finally broke through the cloth and she freed herself. As the blood flowed again, a terrible stinging occurred. She sat in a chair and shook her feet out several minutes and then the pain finally subsided.

Cutting through the rope Brandon had used to bind her wrists would take much longer. At least now her feet were free. If an opportunity came to run, she could. She hiked up her skirt to make sure the small pistol Burke had trained her to use was fastened to her leg. Brandon had underestimated her by not checking her for weapons. She would never be able to fire it, though, unless she had the use of her hands.

She chose a new shard since the other seemed dull now and placed it between her feet, trying to hold it steady as she worked the rope back and forth across it. If she’d worn boots, it would have been much easier. In her ballroom slippers, though, it made her efforts much harder.

Her belly growled, complaining of hunger. Sweat beaded on her forehead and dropped onto the rope as she continued to saw. Gemma was determined to keep at it all day. Brandon had said she would be here until tomorrow.

Hours later, she’d made little progress. The rope was too thick and she grew weary. She decided to rest her cramping fingers for a few minutes.

And hope no one came early for her.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine


Burke entered Selina Crawford’s house from the rear, hurrying through the kitchen. The cook, chopping carrots, gawked at him. He raced up the back staircase and saw Selina pacing in the corridor. He strode toward her and she caught sight of him.

He took her by the shoulders. “Everyone has been arrested but Barton. He may be headed here for his daughter, either to punish her or try to use her in his escape.”

“Lady Covington’s father is involved in the conspiracy?” she asked.

He realized she’d never met the other men and said, “It’s of no consequence. Lock yourself in your bedchamber. Don’t come out until you’re told.”

Burke released her and then added, “Thank you for getting word to me about Gemma.”

She gave him a knowing smile. “Somehow, I knew she’d never given up on you. Or you on her.”

Selina went across the corridor and turned to look at him. “She’s lucky to have you.”

“No,” he said. “I’m the lucky one. If she’ll have me when all this is done.”

The door closed and he heard Selina engage the lock. He turned and looked at the barrier that kept him from Gemma.

Not for long.

Burke took a few steps back and charged toward the door, throwing his shoulder against it. It took two more attempts before he broke through, stumbling as he entered, his balance off. Then he spied Gemma, her clothes rumpled, her hair partly undone, one side of her face swollen and bruised from the blow Barton had landed.

“Burke!” she cried through cracked lips.

He rushed to her, cradling her face tenderly and then giving her a soft, sweet kiss.

“Are you all right?”

“I managed to get the gag off and my feet free.” Holding up her wrists, she frowned. “The rope has proven much harder.”

He slipped a knife from his boot and sliced through it, massaging her wrists as she sucked in a breath.

“Stings like the devil, doesn’t it,” he said lightly, continuing to rub the satin skin.

“Have you arrested them?” she asked.

“All but your father.”

Her eyes darkened. “That monster is not my father. He never acted like one. Lord C was the father of my heart.”

Burke pushed a lock from her cheek. “And you are my heart—and my soul.” He pressed a kiss to her brow. “I need to get you out of here. Barton could be coming for you. He might blame you for revealing him as a traitor.”

From the doorway, a voice said, “Actually, I blame you both.”

Gemma gazed over Burke’s shoulder and saw Sir William Barton standing there, a gun in his hand. Immediately, Burke pivoted and thrust her behind him. He was tall and broad enough that his frame totally hid her from view.

And Gemma knew exactly what to do.

“Your daughter has nothing to do with this, Barton,” Burke said. “She had no idea I was a crown agent. She only came to visit me last night and was leaving when everyone arrived.”

“It doesn’t matter. You’ll both die now.”

“You still have time to escape England. Do it,” Burke urged. “I promise I won’t follow you.”

“Your promises mean little to me. I know I’m already a dead man. Every road—every port—will be searched. I will go down fighting. Not swinging from my neck.”

By now, Gemma had lifted her skirts and removed the pistol from where it rested in the strap against her leg. She readied it, placing her finger against the trigger as a calm descended over her. It wouldn’t be as if she shot a man. It would be putting down a rabid dog.

She stepped from behind Burke as her father aimed his weapon. He spotted her and turned slightly, pointing the gun at her.

They fired at the same time—but Gemma felt nothing because Burke turned to block her body. She heard him grunt. He stumbled against her, clutching his shoulder. She dropped her pistol and threw her arms about him but he was too heavy for her to keep upright. She somehow managed to maneuver him to the bed and he collapsed atop it. Blood soaked the left shoulder of his coat.

Pain filled his eye as she brushed his hair back from his brow.

“You’ll be fine,” she said softly. “I’ll go for help.”

“Give me a pillow.”

She reached for one and started to place it behind his head.

“No, put it against my shoulder,” he said gruffly.

She did so and he used his right arm to brace it against the wound.

“Hurry, love,” he said.

Gemma smiled at the endearment. “You’re not getting away from me, Burke Nicholson. Not ever.”

She stepped away and saw her father lying on the floor in a pool of blood. Her bullet had pierced his throat. His eyes were wide in death. Keeping her gaze straight ahead, she ran from the room, calling for help.
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Gemma and Burke entered the royal chamber, accompanied by Prime Minister Spencer Perceval and Sir Paxton Morris. They were told to wait. No one said a word. She took in the furnishings of the sumptuous room as Burke’s fingers closed around hers.

Two weeks had passed since the day he’d been shot. Gemma had spent every day nursing him as his shoulder healed. Fortunately, the bullet had entered just below his collarbone and gone straight through. An inch higher and bone would have been shattered. Infection was always a worry but he’d only run a slight fever and no redness appeared after the surgeon stitched him up.

Burke released her hand as the door opened and the king and queen entered, followed by the Prince of Wales. Gemma was pleased to see the monarch looking alert and happy, obviously in one of his good periods. The couple sat and the men bowed as she made a deep curtsey.

“My prime minister tells me you helped bring down the group of traitors, Mr. Nicholson,” the king said, his voice deeper than she would have expected. “That you prevented my death and my son’s. Though you did cause Sir Paxton’s.”

She saw the twinkle in the old man’s eyes.

“I cannot take sole credit, Your Majesty. It was the effort of many in the War Office that led to the traitors’ downfall.”

“Good riddance to them,” the king said as the queen nodded approvingly. “Still, Prime Minister Perceval said you were instrumental in bringing the group to justice. Because of that, you should be rewarded for your service to the crown, as well as Lady Covington.”

Gemma’s heart pounded quickly as the king turned his focus to her.

“I’m told you’re also aiding our fight against Bonaparte, my lady. Codebreaking is a most unusual occupation for a woman. I hear you’ve even created a new cipher for our agents to use.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” she said. “I’m happy to help in whatever way I can.”

The monarch turned to his son and motioned for him to step forward.

The prince said, “The royal family is deeply grateful to you, Mr. Nicholson. Sir Paxton has told us of your time in Spain and Portugal, as well as here in London. It is brave men such as you who will help us defeat Bonaparte. In recognition of your extraordinary efforts on your country’s behalf, you are to be named a peer of the realm. The title Earl of Weston is now conferred upon you. You will take your seat in the House of Lords. Your country seat will be Westbrook, a property in Kent.”

Prince George smiled and handed a sheaf of papers to Burke. “Congratulations, my lord.”

“Thank you, Your Grace,” Burke said, wonder in his voice. “And to you, Your Majesty. My gratitude knows no bounds.”

The king and queen rose and exited the room, followed by their son. The prime minister and Sir Paxton congratulated Burke and remained behind while she and Burke were shown back to their waiting carriage.

“Hyde Park,” he told the driver, no longer Jones but a true coachman. “Stop near the Serpentine.”

They settled against the cushions and Burke took her hand, threading his fingers through hers. Contentment filled Gemma as they rode in companionable silence.

When they arrived a few miles later, the carriage came to a halt. Burke opened the door and a footman helped them both down.

“Wait here,” Burke instructed and tucked her hand through the crook of his elbow.

They strolled in the bright sunshine until they came to a bench and he had them sit. He took her hand and raised it to his lips, kissing it tenderly.

“You are the light of my life, Gemma Covington,” he began. “You cut through all the darkness in my heart and made me whole again.”

She blinked back tears. “You taught me how to feel, Burke. How to want. How to live.”

He grinned. “Good. Because I always want to live with you.”

Slipping from the bench, he rested on bended knee. “Will you be countess to my earl, Gemma? Love me through thick and thin? Be with me every day, as my best friend and lover?”

She cupped his cheek. “You are everything to me, Burke. To be able to share our lives is a dream come true.”

Despite being in the park—with people everywhere—he rose, pulling her to her feet. He embraced her as his mouth came down on hers in a thorough, wonderful, magical kiss. Gemma lost herself in the moment, knowing she had the love of this good man for all time.

Burke finally broke the kiss and smiled. “I was hoping you would say yes.”

“And if I hadn’t?” she asked coyly.

His eye twinkled with mischief. “I would have said I took a bullet for you—and that you owed me marriage, at the very least.”

Gemma laughed and kissed him again, knowing life with the new Earl of Weston would never be dull.
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Epilogue


Gemma awoke, a delicious warmth surrounding her. Burke enveloped her, his bare skin against her own, their limbs entwined. She sighed in contentment and pressed a kiss to his chest.

“About time you woke up,” he said, kissing the top of her head, his fingers combing through her hair. “I thought you might sleep through your own wedding.”

“I was up half the night,” she complained. “My fiancé couldn’t stop making love to me. I think it was three times.” She peered up at him through her lashes. “Or perhaps four.”

“Are you sure it wasn’t five?” he asked boldly.

She worried her lip. “It might have been. But if it were, I suppose I slept through that time.”

“You little minx,” he growled, covering her body with his and kissing her so thoroughly, she was left breathless.

“I hope you were awake enough for that,” Burke said.

Gemma stroked his cheek. “Very much so. But I should return to my room. What will the maid think, my bed not having been slept in?”

He nibbled on her neck and said, “She’ll think her mistress is a very fortunate woman for having such a virile, doting lover.” He chuckled. “And she’ll be grateful that it’s one less bed to make.”

Sitting up, he brought her with him and continued. “I don’t ever plan for you to sleep anywhere but next to me, Gemma. Your bedchamber can be used for dressing and bathing.” He gave her a devilish grin. “But I reserve the right to come help you with either of those tasks.”

She kissed him and climbed from the bed. “I will see you at the chapel, Lord Weston.”

“I look forward to it, my future countess.”

Gemma slipped on her night rail, making sure to stay out of his reach as he watched lazily from the bed. She cut through his dressing room and hers and arrived back at her own chamber. Gracie awaited her, fighting to keep the smile from her lips.

“Ready for your hot water, my lady?”

She knew she flushed red to her roots. “Yes, please. And send for my lady’s maid, Gracie.”

“Yes, my lady. I’ll fetch Joanie myself.” The maid went to the door and then turned. “My lady, I must thank you and Lord Weston again for taking me on here at Westbrook. I have never been happier than working here for the earl.”

Gemma smiled at the maid. “You did an invaluable service, Gracie. If not for you, I wouldn’t be here, preparing to marry Lord Weston. We will always owe you a debt of gratitude.”

The girl beamed. “Thank you, my lady. I hope you and his lordship will be very happy.” She bobbed a quick curtsey and left the room. Joanie arrived soon after to help Gemma get ready for the ceremony.

Once she was bathed and dressed, Charlotte appeared. Her friend’s baby would come in another six weeks and Gemma hadn’t wanted Charlotte to make the trip in her condition. Fortunately, Gray Manor was only twenty miles away from Westbrook Manor. Charlotte said Gray had made the horses walk the entire way to keep from jarring her, saying neither she nor Gray would have missed this wedding for anything.

As her maid arranged Gemma’s her, Charlotte said, “We are so happy for you and Burke. You are meant to be together, the same as Gray and I are.”

“We both had rocky roads to happiness,” Gemma said. “I’m just glad this day came and that you and Gray are here to celebrate it with us. I only wish the Marquess of Medford could be here, as well.”

Burke’s other close friend, Reid Baker, still commanded troops in Spain but had sent his best wishes. Both Gemma and Charlotte looked forward to meeting the marquess when he eventually returned to England.

The door opened and all of Burke’s female relatives descended. He had two sisters and two sisters-in-law and a mother. After spending the past week with them, she already felt a part of the Nicholson family. Accompanying them was the Duchess of Gilford, Reid’s stepmother.

Burke’s mother pulled her aside. “I want to tell you how fond we’ve already grown of you, Gemma. Burke is our last child to wed and I wasn’t sure this day would ever come. He’s very lucky to have found you, my dear.”

“No, my lady. I am the lucky one,” she proclaimed. “Burke has brought joy—and love—into my life.”

A knock sounded on the door, their new butler letting them know the carriages had arrived to take the ladies to the Westbrook chapel. One of the drivers was Mr. Bosley, who’d told Gemma he was much better suited to driving than serving as a butler. Mrs. Pettigrew had come with them from London and would act as the Westbrook housekeeper.

The coaches pulled up next to the chapel and everyone entered except Gemma. She paused just outside the entrance. Burke’s father stepped through the door.

“It would please me greatly to escort you to my son,” the earl said.

His offer touched her. “Thank you, my lord.”

She took his arm. As the music started and they came down the aisle, Gemma only had eyes for Burke. His gaze met hers and he smiled unabashedly, taking her hands once his father delivered her to the altar.

As they spoke their vows, Gemma knew their love would stand the test of time.

THE END
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