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Prologue



Devingham Park 
The night of the wedding

The marriage had been well and truly consummated.

Simon, Lord Devingham, propped himself on one elbow and watched his bride as she slumbered beside him, her dark brown hair a fan of silk across the pillows. Never had he imagined when he’d offered for the squire’s daughter that she would prove so pleasing in the marriage bed. He was more satisfied than he’d been in his life, and all because of the curvaceous young woman who now bore his name.

He’d chosen her for practical reasons. She had been raised mere miles from his estate by her widowed father, Squire Heathpot, so he knew she would understand Devingham and its people well. She had no desire to go to London and be part of Society, which suited him perfectly. He wanted a wife who would stay in the country, look after the estate, and raise their children.

Not one who would interfere in his London affairs.

Lucy Heathpot—no, Severton now—had enjoyed his poetry. She’d made him laugh and brought sunshine to his dark and duty-bound world. She wasn’t the most beautiful woman in the county, and some had even referred to her sweetly rounded figure as plump, but her playful spirit had captured him and made him realize within an hour of their first meeting that he wanted this woman to be his bride.

But even with all that, he still hadn’t expected this. Hadn’t expected her to give herself to him so sweetly, to embrace her sensual side with such abandon. A man expected such things from a mistress, not a wife. He was lucky indeed.

The mere memory of the previous hours had him hard and hungry again in minutes. He watched the rise and fall of her chest, tempted to wake her, but the gentleman in him hesitated. Then she sighed and turned, the sheets slipping aside to reveal one plump breast. Gentleman be damned.

He reached for her.

Lucy came awake slowly, dimly conscious of a large hand warming her cooling flesh. Her eyelids drifted open.


Meeting Simon’s hazel eyes brought the previous day back in a rush. The wedding, the breakfast that followed, and lastly, the world of sensual intimacy revealed to her in her husband’s arms last night.

“Is it morning?” she murmured, curling into the caress of his hand.

“No.” He bent down to brush his lips against her sleep-softened mouth.

She gave a little gasp as his thumb brushed her nipple, and he swallowed the sound with a deeper kiss that sent her head spinning. She fought her hands free of the covers to cling to his shoulders.

He tossed the blankets aside with one hard yank, sliding his hand along her hip to pull her fully across his naked body until she lay atop him. Startled, Lucy broke the kiss, balancing herself on her hands to meet his hungry gaze.

“It’s all right,” he murmured. “Let me show you more.”

Hard male flesh pressed against her with silent demand, but she no longer feared that part of him. She had given him her maidenhood, and he had already demonstrated the pleasure to be found between man and woman. She leaned down and kissed him, his hand cupping the back of her head, her hair falling around them and transporting them into a private paradise.

Heat curled in her belly, and she shifted against him, craving more. He guided her, hands sliding over her flesh, showing her what he wanted, what he liked. She kissed him as he’d taught her, loving the taste of him, teasing his tongue with hers. How could she have known when she’d agreed to marry sober, bookish Simon that such a world of delights awaited her?

“Try this.” He cupped her hips and rubbed her lower body against his loins. When she copied the movement, his eyes slitted as he arched his head back with a hiss of pleasure.

His reaction encouraged her. She rubbed her body against his, conscious of the solid length of him pressing against her belly. The more he groaned with pleasure, the more she moved, improvised, urged onward by the delicious taste of feminine power.

“I want to be inside you,” he rasped near her ear.

“Not yet.” Encouraged by her own boldness, she trailed her mouth down the side of his throat, rocking her hips against his. He gripped her with desperate fingers, pulling her tighter against his demanding flesh.

“Simon,” she whispered against his collarbone, then touched him there with the tip of her tongue.

“Temptress.” He wrapped his hand in her hair and tugged her mouth to his for a long, unrelenting kiss that heated her insides and sent rational thought swirling away. He rolled her beneath him and nudged her legs apart with one hand. Just his fingers between her thighs made her tremble, and the skill of his caresses overwhelmed her senses. Holding her in place, he slid inside her with a strong, decisive stroke that sent her nerve endings singing with pleasure.

“You’re mine,” he muttered, and dragged her up for another kiss.

She clung to him, swept along by the passion burning its way through her blood. She was clay in his hands, molded by a master artist into a greedy creature yearning for completion. His hand lingered between her legs, his thumb rubbing that one spot that had sent her winging to the stars mere hours ago, his hips jerking in a fast, relentless rhythm that left her gasping.

Moments later it came, that sudden explosion of pleasure that arched her back and ripped a high, keening sound from her throat. She dropped limp and gasping against the pillows. He continued his movements, longer, slower. Then suddenly he froze, and his whole body tensed and shuddered as a moan tore from him. She held on to him as he reached his own satisfaction, glorying in his evident enjoyment.

Quiet settled over the room, broken only by their gasping breaths. Long moments passed before he shifted one arm to tug the blankets back over them. She started to slide from beneath him, but he caught her and rolled over, draping her over him. Then he tucked the covers around her.


“I’m too heavy,” she murmured, exhaustion already creeping up on her.

“You’re a mere feather,” he said with a yawn.

She shifted to get more comfortable. “What if you want to return to your own bed?”

He gave her an appreciative pat on her bottom that startled a tiny yelp from her. “I won’t,” he said with a chuckle. “All I want is here.”

Her heart warmed at his words, and she smiled, her eyes already closed. She had thought that marriage to a nobleman might be a cold arrangement, with separate beds and mutual convenience. Though they did not yet know each other well, it was a relief to realize that he believed in building an affectionate, trusting relationship with a wife.

“I like having you here,” she whispered. “I will do my best to be a good and loving wife to you, Simon.”

“You’re already doing a fine job of it.” He dropped a kiss on the top of her head. “Go to sleep, wife. We’ll talk more tomorrow.”

Her lips curled again as sleep washed over her.

 

Lucy slept late into the morning. When she finally woke, the sun was streaming in through the windows. She rolled onto her back, shading her eyes against the brilliant light, confused for a moment by the muscle aches that were making themselves felt. Then she remembered.


She turned to look at Simon…and discovered she was alone in the bed.

Well, of course. It was clearly late in the day. No doubt he’d let her sleep.

She shifted into a sitting position, leaning back against the pillows. How sweet he was, this husband of hers. So considerate. He’d known how exhausted she would be this morning—how could he not, since he was the cause? Her cheeks burned as she remembered the events of her wedding night. Her aunt Hazel had been mistaken in what she’d hastily confided to Lucy the night before the wedding. Men weren’t beasts, and her wifely duties were in no way unpleasant. In fact, she now looked forward to them.

She glanced down at the gold band on her finger. The ring gleamed bright in the morning light, and she touched it reverently. She was well and truly married now. She was Lucy Elizabeth Severton, Countess of Devingham.

As the daughter of a country squire, she had never imagined that she would wed an earl, much less the grandest local landholder in the district. The arrangement suited her to the bone. Not only had her marriage elevated her social status to a level that would allow her to arrange sound matches for her younger sisters, but Devingham Park was located mere miles from her childhood home. She would be able to visit with her father and sisters whenever she liked.


All her life she had seen Simon from afar, never quite traveling in the same circles for an introduction. She still could not believe that he had offered for her when he could have chosen anyone to be his bride.

Because of her father’s failing health, their courtship had been a short one. Yet ever since Simon had approached her at the Thursday night social, pressing Aunt Hazel, her chaperone, for an introduction, she had been captivated by this self-contained man with the mantle of obligation so heavy on his shoulders.

She had been driven to crack that shell of unrelenting responsibility. Simon’s late father had also been a man well-known for his great self-control and duty, but Lucy was a firm believer that too much work and not enough laughter was bad for the soul.

The first time Simon had come to call on her formally, her puppy, Lancelot, had taken it into his head to chase her sister Charity’s kitten throughout the house. The pursuit had led straight into the morning room, where Lucy sat awkwardly with Simon beneath Aunt Hazel’s watchful eyes. The kitten had sped by, upending Lucy’s embroidery basket with its passing, and Aunt Hazel’s gasp of horror got lost in the puppy’s frantic yapping.

With a masterful sweep of his hand, Simon had scooped up Lancelot and held the squirming animal while the kitten made its escape. He’d raised one brow, wicked amusement lighting his hazel eyes, and asked, “Is this reprobate yours, Miss Heathpot?”

Right then and there, she had known this was a man she could come to love.

Their courtship had rapidly progressed from that moment, and each time she succeeded in making him laugh, her heart leaped with joy. He needed her, this too-solemn earl, needed her to lighten his spirit as he dealt with his many responsibilities.

She remembered the first time he’d presented her with one of his poems. He’d seemed almost nervous. As he’d handed her the sheet of paper, a flash of emotion had crossed his face, warning her that his poetry was something special and private he had chosen to share with her. She had accepted the verse with genuine pleasure, assuring him that she would keep the lively retelling of Lancelot’s pursuit of the kitten in a special place.

More verses had followed that, along with walks in the gardens, where she had discovered his passion for botany. He had offered for her there in the rose garden, after a mere fortnight of courtship, and he had kissed her there for the first time, a sweet pledge to seal his promise.

The wedding had followed quickly after that to accommodate her father’s fragile health. Before the month was out, she was walking down the aisle in the church where she had been baptized, her sisters attending her and a posy of Devingham roses in her hand as she approached Simon to say her vows and become his bride.

Had that been only yesterday?

No matter how hastily the deed had been undertaken, it was her fondest wish that she and Simon would be able to build the sort of deep and loving unity her parents had shared. No marriage of convenience for her, where both parties sought other lovers after the children were born. She would be blessed with a real marriage, one of faithfulness and trust and, hopefully, love.

A knock came at the door, and it opened to reveal a maid with a breakfast tray. The older woman was the same cheerful, blue-eyed servant who had assisted her with undressing the night before. “Good morning, my lady.”

Lucy started, not used to the title. “Good morning…Molly, isn’t it?”

“Yes, my lady. I’ve been checking every hour or so to see if you were awake yet.” She set the tray on the bed. “You’ll be wanting a wrapper before your breakfast, I imagine.”

Suddenly aware of her nudity beneath the covers, Lucy nodded. “Yes, please. What time is it?”

The maid bustled to the wardrobe. “About half past twelve. You tell me if that chocolate has gone cold, my lady, and I’ll have them send another pot right away.”

Lucy glanced at the tray containing the pot of hot chocolate along with fresh bread and jam. An envelope stuck out from beneath the plate of food. “What’s this?” she mused, pulling it out.

“From his lordship, I expect.” Molly bustled back with a lacy wrapper in her hands.

A note? Uneasiness made her stomach quiver. Oblivious to the maid, who stood ready to assist her into the garment, she ripped open the envelope. The two lines on the paper inside dashed all her fanciful hopes into sharp, jagged pieces that tore her heart.


Have returned to London.




Yours, Simon











Chapter 1


How female mystery lures the mind of man 
And shatters logic as no other can…

The journals of Simon, Lord Devingham, on the subject of women






London 
Two months later

Simon fingered the pale pink, scented stationery. The elaborate script of Isabella’s latest note flirted with him as seductively as the lady herself. If all went well at Creston’s ball this evening, he might well be on his way to uncovering the signorina’s most intimate secrets.

If all went well.

He tossed the letter on the desk with a snap of his wrist, then leaned back in his chair, folded his hands over his abdomen, and studied the feminine scrap of paper with a frown. Isabella Montelucci was a woman coveted by most men. The dark-haired, dark-eyed temptress moved with a sensuality that naturally drew the male eye. She was an accomplished coquette with a husky voice that hinted of unspoken pleasures, and her seductive laugh caught the attention of every man within hearing distance.

She was female sexuality personified, and it was his job to seduce her.

The mere thought of the task tensed his shoulders and started the vein throbbing at his temple. What were his superiors thinking, charging him with such an undertaking?

Never in his life had he been the sort of man for whom women pined. Oh, he was attractive enough, he supposed, though personally he believed that his past romantic attachments had more to do with his title and fortune than his physical form.

Weapons, he knew—how to care for them and how to fire them, swiftly and with deadly accuracy. He had killed men in the course of duty and walked away without a backward glance. He spoke four languages, and he could slip past Napoleon’s army into Paris, pass as a Frenchman, then return to England undetected with the information he gathered.

He enjoyed a good game of chess or a quiet night composing poetry for his own amusement, and he had spent season after season breeding just the right shade of pink for his soon-to-be-famous hybrid rose, the Devingham Star.

He was too private to be a flirt, too tongue-tied around females to be a rake, and too damned bookish to engage in empty prattle. Charming women had always been Fox’s forte.

Fox. Guilt swelled, seizing with black, churning power. He clenched his jaw and closed his eyes, holding steady against the daily struggle. Three years had passed. What was done, was done. His world had changed, as had John Foxworth’s. They could only go forward from here.

He opened his eyes again and focused on the familiar sight of his desk. The note from Isabella, pale pink against the dark mahogany wood. The inkwell. His poetry journal, set aside when Dobbins had brought the post. And, on top of the stack of correspondence, a letter bearing the neat, curving slant of his wife’s handwriting.

He straightened, lifting the communiqué from the pile. Ah, Lucy. Someone who did not inspire anxiety or despair. He traced a finger along his name, written in her hand. Never had he expected that anything in his work might harm her. But this business with Isabella could, if rumors reached Devingham.

Had that prattlebox, Mrs. Colfax, carried tales home with her after she had seen him flirting with Isabella at the theater last month? What damnable luck that the biggest gossip he knew lived but a stone’s throw from his ancestral home, and that she had chosen to visit relatives in London at so inopportune a time. He had considered the possibility that she had gone straight to Lucy with her rumors and innuendos, but the tone of his wife’s letters remained unchanged, suggesting that his countess suspected nothing.

That uncomfortable itch between his shoulder blades pricked him yet again. Was it the discomfort of having to portray himself as a rake—as far-fetched as it appeared to him—or was it guilt? Charming Isabella was a necessary evil for the good of all England. Should his wife hear the gossip, she would no doubt be stung by those sharp tongues, but he would think of an explanation that she would accept.

He hoped.

The heaviness in his chest eased somewhat, and he turned his attention to her note. No doubt her missive included the usual chatter about Devingham. Perhaps Lucy’s newly betrothed sister, Alice, had set a date for her nuptials. Or maybe the vicar’s wife had given birth to her child, or the new groom his steward had hired last month had proven unreliable. He wouldn’t know until he read the letter.

As he went to tear through the seal, a familiar scent teased him. He stopped and lifted the missive to his nose. The flowery fragrance of lavender greeted him, and he closed his eyes, inhaling deeply. Instantly, he was transported to Devingham. To Lucy and their one night together. To the welcoming sheets of her bed, as soft and warm as her pliant, passionate body, and the sweet smell of lavender flooding his senses as they mated.

He would never again associate that scent with anything but the delicious release to be found in his wife’s eager arms. He hadn’t wanted to leave her, but the urgent summons from Sir Adrian, his superior, had brooked no argument. He had intended to return to his new bride within a matter of days, but instead, business had kept him tied here to London for the past several weeks. As much as he wanted her company, he had no intention of inviting her to join him, as he couldn’t allow Lucy to become embroiled in his affairs here in the city.

When he’d decided to wed, he had deliberately searched out a soothing country miss who would be content to remain at Devingham and raise their children while he tended to important matters in London. A woman whom he didn’t feel obliged to impress with clever social chatter or sly on dits. Country-bred Lucy had fit the bill, and her playful spirit had made living up to this particular obligation less onerous than he had expected.

He had gone a-courting with some trepidation, since he knew nothing about the business of marriage. His own parents’ union had been an arranged match geared toward ensuring the family line. After the birth of Simon and his younger brother, Roderick, his parents had quietly turned to separate interests. His mother had left the care of the children to nursemaids while his father routinely instilled the Severton sense of duty into his offspring. By age seven, Simon had already understood the great responsibility that awaited him as heir, and he had quietly assumed that duty upon the death of his father.

He had seen marriage as yet another duty to be fulfilled, and the timing had proven practical and necessary with all the matchmaking mamas in London throwing their virgin daughters at his head. Yet Lucy made him realize that their union did not necessarily have to be a cool business arrangement. There could be affection and even laughter in their future.

Once this newest assignment was completed, perhaps he would take his bride on a wedding trip so they could get to know each other better. They had chosen to delay their travel because of Lucy’s concern over her father’s failing health, but his wife’s last letter had reported an improvement in the squire’s state.

The idea of getting her alone for several long days had a greater appeal than he would have imagined.

A footstep in the hall shook him from his reverie, and he realized he was smoothing his fingers over the letter as if it were a precious pet. He dropped it like a pickpocket caught with his hand on someone’s purse. What was he doing, acting like a schoolboy with his first infatuation?

He frowned down at the familiar seal. He wasn’t certain when it had happened, but somehow his wife’s weekly correspondence had become vital to his sanity in a very short time. Perhaps it was because she brought news of Devingham into his otherwise solitary life. Devingham, his home. The one place in all the world where he could truly find moments of peace amid the darkness in which he was forced to live.

A knock came at his study door, and he pushed aside the unopened letter. “Come.”

The door eased open, and Dobbins, his very correct London butler, entered the room. “A message from Mr. Foxworth, milord.”

“Indeed?” Simon rose from his chair and met the butler halfway, taking the newly arrived note from his hand. He tore it open and scanned the brief message, then said, “Have Socrates brought around. I will be going out.”

“Very good, milord.” Dobbins bowed out of the room.

Simon turned away and strode back toward his desk, ripping the note in half as he went. He went directly to the fireplace, where a low fire burned to offset the chill of the dreary gray weather that had plagued them for days. He tossed the scraps into the flames and watched as the communication rapidly blackened and curled into ash.

When nothing remained but charred remnants of what had once been very expensive stationery, he turned back toward the desk. Fox had summoned him, and Simon had promised long ago that he would make himself available at a moment’s notice should his friend require his assistance. He owed John Foxworth more than he could ever repay, and so he had never yet broken that vow.

His glance fell on his wife’s unread letter. With a brief twinge of regret, he strode from the room. Duty before family. Fox was waiting, and Lucy’s letter would still be there upon his return.

 

Fox stood near the window, one bare hand gripping his cane for balance as he raised his whiskey to his lips with the other, gloved hand. Every window of the study had its curtains drawn except this one, overlooking the street—though the few inches he allowed between the two drapes might not be considered “open” by most standards.

But he could see out, and no one could see in, and that was the way he liked it.

He sipped again at the whiskey, savoring the smooth bitterness, and wondered how long it would take Simon to arrive.

Almost as the thought formed, his friend came into view and reined in his mount in front of Fox’s town house. A young groom ran out to take the horse’s reins as Simon dismounted with easy dexterity. His long stride took him quickly to the front door with the same sort of grace he himself had once taken for granted.

The rapping of the knocker echoed through the house. Fox tossed back the last of the whiskey and tamped down the embers of anger that still smoldered after three years. He glanced again at Simon’s horse, being led away by the groom, then stiffly turned from the window, leaning heavily on the cane as his damnable leg proved uncooperative yet again.

Once upon a time he, too, had ridden like Satan on horseback and walked with a straight and painless stride.

He’d made it to his desk by the time his butler, Peters, scratched at the library door. He set the empty tumbler down and called, “Come.”

Peters peered inside, his manner hesitant, as if he feared his master would hurl the whiskey decanter at his head. Fox sighed. He’d only done that once, for pity’s sake.

“What is it, Peters?” he asked, when the servant continued to hover behind the door.

“Lord Devingham to see you, sir.”

“Show him in, blast you. I sent for him, didn’t I?”

The butler paled and mumbled an apology, then abruptly disappeared. Simon pushed open the door himself, glancing behind him at the fleeing butler. “Dreadfully skittish servants you have, Fox.”


“He came with the house.” Fox made his way to his chair, his cursed knee aching like the devil. “Come in, then.”

Simon nearly winced himself as Fox leaned the cane against the desk and gingerly lowered himself into the heavy leather chair. He wanted to assist, to hold the cane while Fox went through the clearly painful process of lifting his leg with both hands and easing it into place beneath the desk. But Simon had tried to help him in the past, only to have curses heaped on his head by the very one he sought to aid. The day that Fox had treated him to an elbow in the gut had been the last he’d tried to help the man against his will.

Now Simon stood silently, waiting as Fox arranged his disobliging body, every hiss of pain like a sharp, slender blade slicing into his chest. Guilt rose like thick, black ichor. He clenched his fists at his sides, powerless against the stark truth of the situation.

Fox would still be whole and healthy if not for Simon.

“That’s better.” Breathing a bit harder than normal, Fox gestured at a chair with his gloved hand. “Sit down, Dev, and let me tell you what the bloody French have been up to.”

Simon sat, shoving aside his roiling emotions to focus on work as Fox opened a drawer and pulled out a sheet of paper.

“This was intercepted on a French smuggling ship three days ago,” Fox said. “It mentions Isabella.”

“Indeed?” His attention caught, Simon leaned forward.

“I’ve spent the past twenty-four hours decoding it.” Fox’s small smile of satisfaction held a hint of the scoundrel he’d once been. “It is as we surmised,” he continued. “This Isabella Montelucci is the same woman rumored to be the lover of the assassin, Antoine LaRue.”

“LaRue was reported dead months ago.” Simon tapped his fingers on the arm of his chair. “I’ve been wondering what his mistress would be doing in England.”

“Apparently she intends to reap the rewards of LaRue’s demise. According to this letter, she claims to have a list of informers loyal to England, which she intends to sell to the highest bidder.”

“Bloody hell! When? How?”

“That’s all the letter says.” Fox set aside his translation. “Your part in this now becomes critical, my friend. You must charm the details of the sale from this woman and obtain that list before it falls into the possession of our enemies.”

“It would be so much easier to sneak into her house when she is not at home and pilfer the thing.”

“We tried that. Even you could not locate a single piece of evidence that connected Isabella to LaRue.”


“Until this moment, we were not even certain that this Isabella was indeed LaRue’s mistress,” Simon muttered.

“Now that fact is confirmed, so we can proceed with our only option. Our usual network of informers knows nothing about this woman, so the last choice—our only choice—is to get close to her on a personal level.”

“I know, I know.” Simon clenched his fingers around the arms of the chair.

“It shouldn’t be difficult. She’s a stunning woman. You’re an attractive fellow. Enchant her.”

Simon snorted. “I’m not an enchanting sort of man, Fox. That was always your arena.”

“But no longer.”

The words hung like dripping icicles in the sudden silence.

“I didn’t mean that.” His gut twisting, Simon rose to his feet, holding his friend’s gaze. “It’s just…blast it, Fox, but seduction has never been my forte! I’ve always been the shadow in the dark, the thief, sometimes even the assassin.”

“Calm yourself, Dev.” A brief grin curved Fox’s lips, but there was no humor in it. “I will be happy to share my vast knowledge on the subject.” He shrugged. “I shall certainly not be using it.”

“Damn it.” Simon clenched his jaw, his hands, struggling to keep his own painful emotions in check. “Do you think that I don’t remember that your life was destroyed to save mine?”


“I know that you’re whole and hearty, and I can no longer dance the minuet.” Fox leaned back in his chair, a steely glitter in his eyes. “But the choice was mine. I could have let them kill you, I suppose.”

“We might have both been better off.”

“Now, Dev.” Clucking his tongue, Fox shook his head. “You’re a valuable asset to England. And my friend. How could I let any harm come to you?”

“Are we still friends, Fox?” Simon asked quietly. “Or did our friendship die on that wretched day?”

A long moment stretched into eternity before Fox replied with a careless shrug. “Of course you are. And that’s one of the reasons I shall impart to you some of my secrets on seducing the fair sex.”

Sensing the defensive barrier, Simon allowed the subject to change. “I’m glad to hear that, because I feel I will need as much help as you can give me.”

Fox chuckled, genuinely this time. “It’s a miracle you were able to woo your own wife, my friend.”

“Lucy is an uncomplicated woman. A country squire’s daughter doesn’t require much in the way of posies and sonnets, merely a substantial marriage settlement presented to her father.” Simon let out a sigh as he again recalled the sweetness to be found in his pretty wife’s arms. “Would that all females were as easy to please.”


“Practical, eh? Well, consider yourself lucky in that regard, my friend. Most women require all manner of folderol and flummery, and I fear this Isabella is no exception.”

“You do not cheer me with this observation, Fox.”

“Come now, man. It’s not as bad as all that. Half a dozen fellows would envy you this assignment. All you need do is bed the woman and entice her secrets from her with sweet words and kisses.”

His stomach gave a lurch. “Good God.”

Fox barked with laughter. “What’s this? Do you worry about your reputation?”

“I would be a fool not to. Affairs are supposed to be discreet.”

“Ah, so you fear that your new bride will hear of the affair and come racing to London to ring a peal over your head.”

“Lucy would do no such thing, even if such tales made their way to Devingham. I imagine she would either write or wait until I returned to the country, if she brought up the subject at all.” Simon flexed his suddenly tense shoulders. “Women cause difficulties, Fox. I prefer focusing on business without sex confusing the issue.”

“But in this case, your business is sex.”

“Not if I can help it.” Simon sat down, stretching out his legs and forcing his clenched muscles to relax. “I’ll whisper the sweet words and perhaps steal kisses in the dark, but I’d prefer not to bed the woman unless absolutely necessary. I refuse to bring shame upon my wife that way.”

Fox arched his brows. “And if it becomes necessary?”

“Then I shall do my duty, of course. But perhaps gifts and compliments will be enough. It’s important that I remain clearheaded.” He met Fox’s gaze and held it. “You of all people know how women can tangle a situation.”

“I do.”

The tension mounted again until Simon broke it by glancing away. “I believe my target plans to attend Creston’s ball tonight. I shall approach her there.”

“An excellent notion.”

Simon narrowed his eyes at the wicked amusement that Fox made no effort to hide. “I’m glad to see that you can still laugh. Begin talking, my friend, and tell me the best way to make myself irresistible to Isabella Montelucci.”

 

By the time he descended the stairs of his town home dressed in evening clothes for Creston’s ball, Simon had begun to worry that his brain would explode from the wealth of worldly knowledge Fox had imparted to him that afternoon. How did the man keep everything straight? And how was it that completely opposing suggestions could each of them work on the same female? The lack of logic baffled him.


Roses were so much simpler. Water, sun, manure, and you beheld a beautiful blossom.

He thought longingly of the greenhouse attached to the back of his town house, of the quiet and tranquillity to be found amongst the lush leaves of his prize rosebushes. Even being scarred by thorns would be more welcome than the task he had to perform tonight.

But this was business. Isabella Montelucci posed a serious threat to the safety of both England and their loyal agents abroad. He needed to push aside his own discomfort with the assignment and just do what needed to be done to protect his country. Even if that meant a wild fling with a cold and calculating woman.

The thought of Lucy flickered through his mind, and he banished the image with a twinge of guilt. A wife had no place in business. He must concentrate on his target.

Isabella had been flirting with him ever since she had arrived in England, his title and fortune a potent allure. Tonight’s ball would prove the setting for his active pursuit of her. He would dance and engage in pointless social chatter and do his damnedest to persuade the woman into dark corners for soft whispers and furtive caresses. He’d extracted information from the unwary before—only in this case he would have to do so under the guise of seduction.

Fox had made it sound fairly easy to entice a woman to give up her intimate secrets. Perhaps he was overthinking matters. How complicated could it really be?

He reached the foyer just in time to see Dobbins open the front door. Two footmen staggered in, weighted down with baggage and hatboxes. Following them came Molly, his wife’s maid. Which meant…

“Hello, Simon.” Lucy swept into the house, her warm, welcoming smile blowing all of his carefully laid plans to the farthest corners of hell.









Chapter 2


A man’s best plans so well and soundly laid 
By woman’s games are often then unmade.

The journals of Simon, Lord Devingham, on the subject of best laid plans






Lucy set down her reticule on the foyer table and smiled calmly, even as her pounding heart threatened to explode from her chest. Her husband stood poised on the staircase, looking completely shocked at her arrival.

Shocked? Or guilty?

“I see you are on your way out,” she said, handing her reticule to her maid. It took everything she had to keep her fingers from shaking. “I do hope I will not delay you.”

Simon said nothing, just looked at her with something akin to dismay, and his continued silence shook her fragile composure. She glanced away toward the bustling servants so that he wouldn’t see how pitiable she was. How the mere sight of him in stark black evening attire made her knees weak.

It was an awful thing to be so attracted to one’s husband, especially when rumor had it that he was interested in someone else.

“Lucy, what a surprise.” His words made her look back at him. Some flicker of emotion cast a shadow over his features, and for one instant he looked like a cool, distant stranger.

Then in the blink of an eye, he was her Simon again, a fond smile curving his lips as he descended the stairs.

She couldn’t tear her eyes away from him. His straight dark hair echoed the shade of his evening clothes completely, and the wicked slash of his eyebrows emphasized the sharp planes of his face, lending a fierceness to his expression even at rest. But it was his mouth that drew her attention in a wanton manner that made her blush just to think of it. That full-lipped, mobile mouth brought back memories of scandalous things done in the night hours, sinful things done in private between husband and wife. It was all she could do to maintain a serene demeanor as he took her hand and pressed a quick kiss to it.

“Surprise?” Tugging her hand gently away, Lucy untied her bonnet and handed it to a waiting servant. “I wrote to tell you I was coming, Simon. Didn’t you get my letter?”


His dark brows lowered in a puzzled frown. “Not one that told of your arrival.”

“Well, that’s neither here nor there, I suppose. I’m certain it won’t take the housekeeper long to prepare my rooms.” She turned away before he could voice the protest she sensed coming, and started walking. “Perhaps we could continue this conversation somewhere besides the foyer?”

“Of course. You must be weary from traveling. Perhaps—”

“I imagine there is a fire laid in your study. The rain was positively dreadful, and I am chilled to the bone.”

“I was going to suggest the blue salon,” he said, a hint of command in his voice that stopped her in her tracks.

She glanced back at him, and the flinty light in his hazel eyes nearly melted her courage altogether. But this was a small battle, and as long as she could count on Simon to be a gentleman, it was a battle she could win.

“The blue salon?” she repeated with raised eyebrows. “Unless you have been receiving callers this afternoon, I vow that room will be cold as a tomb.” She rubbed her hands along her chilled arms and gave him a cajoling little smile. “Your study is bound to be warmer, for if I know you at all, I would wager you have spent the day in there attending to business.”

Some of the formality melted from his expression. “I have indeed,” he admitted ruefully. “Very well, let us adjourn to the study.”

“Excellent notion.” Lucy hurried toward the room in question, the low murmur of her husband’s instructions to the staff following after her.

She opened the door to the study and slipped inside. As expected, the warmth embraced her like a welcome lover, and she hurried closer to the fireplace. As she passed Simon’s desk, the rush of her movement blew a letter to the floor. She reached down to pick it up.

Pink, scented paper. Feminine writing.


My dearest Simon,

I am moved to express my gratitude for your kindness to a lost and lonely visitor in your country…



She dropped the letter as if it had singed her fingers. It floated down to the desk even as Simon’s footsteps sounded in the hallway. She backed away, coldness curling in her belly despite the warmth of the fire. That coldness solidified into icy dread as she spotted her own letter, unopened on the pile of post.

Her husband had read another woman’s letter before hers.

Her stomach clenched into a knot as a shard of pain pierced her vulnerable heart.


Dear God, the rumors were true.

Trembling, she turned toward the fire, seeking some hint of warmth, some inkling of life to combat the deadness that had settled inside her.

Simon entered the room behind her, shutting the door. They were alone, the three of them—she and Simon, and the seething secret that hissed from the shadows like a cornered snake.

Panic flared as his carpet-muffled footsteps approached. He must not guess. He must not know. His pity would rip asunder the fragile threads of her pride. And if that happened, there was nothing she could ever do to make him fall in love with her and be the husband she so desired.

Simon laid a hand at the small of her back, a gesture so sweet that it nearly brought her to tears. “Lucy, you’re shaking.”

“It’s chilly outside.” She managed to flash him a half smile, but didn’t dare let her gaze linger on his beloved face lest her true feelings betray her. “The fire is helping.”

“I’ve sent for tea, but you should really go upstairs and change out of your traveling clothes. I imagine you’re tired.”

“Not really.” She gathered her churning emotions and held them tightly within the firm grip of dignity. “I cannot believe you did not receive my letter. I sent it days before I left Devingham.”

“I did receive a missive from you just this morning, but I have not yet read it.” Simon glanced at the desk. She felt him stiffen, saw the trace of alarm chase across his face. Then he casually stepped over to the pile of post and rummaged through the letters.

She knew hers was on top, but said nothing. Had she not been watching for it, she would have missed the swift twist of his wrist that slid that dreadful pink piece of paper out of sight, beneath the pile.

And with that subtle motion, the ice in her heart melted and steamed beneath the burning force of red-hot anger. Did he think her a simpleton? She was not a woman to be set aside mere hours after the vows were spoken, while her husband dallied with another!

He stepped away from the desk, her own letter in his hand and an innocent smile on his lips. “Here it is. I assume this is the note you sent to tell me that you were coming to London.”

“More than likely.” She dug her fingers into her arms and looked into the fire. She had to play this game and play it well if she wanted to keep her husband from another woman’s bed. “The last few days have been difficult. I don’t even remember what I wrote.”

“What’s happened?” He took her by the shoulders and turned her to face him. The concern in his eyes seemed genuine, though how could she judge? “Is everyone well?”

She managed to remain calm, though his casual touch made her want more. “Mrs. Wolcott has died, Simon. Just last week.”

“Good Lord.” He dropped his hands, his expression dull with shock. “I’m terribly sorry to hear that. My steward usually writes to inform me about the death of a tenant.”

“I wrote to you myself.” She glanced at the unopened letter. “I used to visit Arminda before you and I were even betrothed. I met her at the Thursday night social, and we became fast friends.” Just like that, grief swelled, and she fought it back. Not here. Not now. Not with her shaky emotions barely under control.

“I didn’t know her well, but I can see that you did.” He stroked a hand over her shoulder. “She was getting on in years, and I know she was feeling poorly these past few months. Please accept my condolences, Lucy, on the loss of your friend.”

His compassion was more than she could bear. Soft, hiccuping sobs bubbled up from deep inside her. Tears burned her eyes, then slid slowly down her cheeks as the bleak reality of Arminda’s passing crashed over her.

With her mother long dead, and unable to talk of intimate matters with her unwed sisters, Lucy had found in Arminda Wolcott a friend and confidante. The loss of that lady at this crucial time crippled her resolve when she needed to be strong to save her marriage.

Simon caught her to him as her knees weakened beneath her sorrow, and he held her securely in his strong arms, her face buried in the hollow beneath his shoulder as she wept out her raw grief. He murmured comforting words, his embrace sheltering her in her moment of vulnerability.

Her heart squeezed in her chest. He treated her like she mattered, but how could she believe that, knowing what she did?

“Hush now,” he whispered, and brushed a kiss to her temple.

I dare not love you. The thought nearly broke her.

“Is this why you came?” His voice rumbled in his chest, close to her cheek, as he stroked a hand down her back. “To be away from the painful memories?”

“Partly.” She sniffled, bringing her emotions under control, and found his handkerchief pressed into her hand. With a murmured thanks, she began tidying the effects of her unexpected outburst even as the flame of wifely outrage simmered anew.

She well remembered why she had come, and her late friend’s last appeal was only the half of it.

“Arminda made a request of me, husband, and I must see it through.” She handed his handkerchief back
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