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      Handsome. Charming. Devastating. He was the last man she needed, but the only one she wanted.

      Orlando Holt has never assassinated a woman before. The lovely, feisty Lady Lynden will be his first. She's supposed to be a vicious murderess, but when Orlando begins to have doubts, he sets out to discover the identity of the person who hired him. What he learns will turn his world upside down, and propel him headlong into love with a woman who's immune to his charms.

      Twice widowed by the age of twenty-four, Lady Susanna Lynden has had enough of charming men. Her last husband knew all the right things to say to get her to the marriage bed…then made her life miserable. Money may be scarce and her house falling down around her, but the exotic fruit from her orange trees will keep poverty away. Except someone is thwarting her at every turn. Someone who may even want her dead.
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          Hampshire, November 1598

        

      

    

    
      
        
        "It lies not in our power to love or hate,

        For will in us is overruled by fate."

        ― Christopher Marlowe, Hero and Leander

      

      

      Orlando Holt had never killed a woman before. He'd assassinated a bear tamer, a viscount, three French noblemen and two Spanish ones, a knight, a painter, a physician, an acrobat in Cathay, and five apothecaries. He had nothing against apothecaries, but he'd come across a disproportionate number during his three-year tenure in Lord Oxley's Assassins Guild. All the apothecaries, and every other target, had been men and thoroughly deserving of the Guild's justice.

      Lady Lynden would be his first woman.

      He watched her from his hiding place behind a yew bush, the only shrubbery in the walled garden with enough leaves to hide him. Aside from the dozen densely foliated trees lined up against the brick wall where Lady Lynden worked, most of the garden was bare. A few rust-red leaves clung stubbornly to the roses and other shrubs here or there, but they were rare. In contrast, the green leaves of the dozen trees seemed lush and vibrant, and quite out of place amid the autumnal landscape. Unfortunately, he was too far away to use them as cover. Thank God for the yew.

      That was the problem with autumn. It was better than winter for shadowing a potential target—less chance of freezing his balls off—but the warmer months offered more places to hide. If he were really lucky, village women would shed their clothing in the summer and paddle in a nearby stream when they did the washing.

      He didn't think Lady Lynden would go in search of the nearest body of water and take a dip in her underthings. She was a she-man, as his brother used to call women who wore masculine clothes or liked to do a man's work. Orlando couldn't see Lady Lynden's face from where he squatted, but he noticed the loose calf-length farmer's trousers, the woolen jerkin, and the wide-brimmed farmer's hat, all in dark colors for mourning. She'd rolled the sleeves of her shirt up to the elbows, revealing tanned forearms, and by the way she dragged around a large pail filled with what looked to be soil, he knew she was no delicate flower used to a life of embroidery.

      Yet Lady Lynden was a noblewoman. According to Hughe, she was the widow of a baron who had returned home to live in the manor owned by her country gentleman father. She wasn't supposed to be this she-man doing heavy garden work. He knew it was Susanna Lynden because Hughe's client had said she'd be working in the walled garden at Stoneleigh without the aid of a gardener or other servants.

      She straightened suddenly and looked around as if she could sense him watching. But he was too well hidden, despite crouching no more than a few feet from her. She sighed and removed her gardening gloves and hat.

      Orlando almost overbalanced in surprise. He took it all back. Lady Lynden was no she-man. She was a beauty. Hair of the fairest gold, braided and pinned to her head, creamy skin, an oval face with delicate features, and large eyes. He couldn't see their color from where he hid, but he'd wager they were blue to go with her pale hair and skin. Where her forearms were brown, her face was as English as the queen's.

      Yet a description of her individual parts didn't do her justice. She was extraordinary. Her face captivated him, rooting his feet to the muddy earth, and he couldn't stop staring. It had been a long time since he'd seen a woman as achingly beautiful as Lady Lynden, yet here she was in a Hampshire backwater dragging pails of earth around, dressed in men's clothes.

      And he was supposed to kill her.

      He passed a finger over his upper lip just as his target wiped the back of her hand across her forehead. She glanced around then pressed her hands to the small of her back and rubbed. So the hard work was not to her liking after all. What about the clothes? Did she dress like a man because she wanted to or because it was practical?

      Orlando watched as she picked up a trowel and began digging through the dirt in the pail, turning it over. A few minutes later, while her back was turned, he crept quietly away through the ivy-clad arch and out of the walled garden.

      He had never killed a woman before, and he wasn’t about to start. Not without being absolutely certain she was the murderer Hughe's client claimed her to be. Hughe himself had said the job probably wouldn't be the quick in-and-out that Orlando preferred and that a thorough investigation was needed. That meant doing something Orlando had hoped to avoid, staying.

      He raced to the nearby woods and retrieved his pack from the inside of a hollow log where he'd left it. He didn't need to change clothes and he wasn't hungry, having dined at the village inn before coming to Stoneleigh, so he slung the pack over his shoulder. A few minutes later, he was once more leaving the woods and heading for Stoneleigh. This time he didn't creep. He whistled. Loudly.

      As expected, Lady Lynden came to the arch of the walled garden to investigate. "Lo?" she called out. "Who is it?"

      "Madam, my humble apologies." He removed his hat and bowed low, sweeping the brim across the gravel path. "I didn't mean to startle you."

      "You didn't startle me. I simply came to see who whistles out of tune near my garden." Her voice was like honeyed wine, sweet and thick, but with a hard, flat edge.

      "Out of tune? Dear lady, you wound me."

      She rolled her eyes, and he was pleased to see he'd been right. They were as blue as a bright summer sky.

      "Why are you smiling at me like that?" she snapped, stamping one hand on her hip. The other was tucked behind her back.

      "I can't help it. You're a vision of beauty, a balm for my travel-weary eyes."

      She didn't blush or smile coyly or do any of the things ladies did when paid a compliment. She merely scowled, scrunching her pretty little nose up as if she found his words, or his presence, distasteful. "You do not put balm on eyes, young man, unless you wish to go blind."

      "Young man? I suspect I am older than you." Lady Lynden was four and twenty and already a widow twice over. Orlando was four years her senior, yet he knew when he smiled his dimples gave him the appearance of youth. Those bloody dents in his cheeks were the object of much teasing ever since he'd reached manhood. The only consolation was that women of all ages seemed to take joy in them.

      Lady Lynden revealed the hand previously hidden behind her back. It clutched a rather vicious-looking short-handled gardening fork. "I asked who you are," she said. "Answer me."

      He held up his hands. His pack slipped down his arm and hung in the crook of his elbow. He wasn't in any danger from the shrew. She might be stronger than the average woman thanks to her gardening, but he was larger and had been trained by Hughe. Women were no match for him.

      "Orlando Holt at your service." He bowed again. When he straightened, she was still scowling. It didn't make her any less beautiful. "I was hoping you could give me work, madam."

      She lowered her weapon and her stance relaxed. "No, I'm sorry, Mr. Holt. There's no work available here. Try up at Sutton Hall over the fields." There was no flutter of her lashes or wistfulness in her voice when she spoke of her previous home. She had given it up and moved back to her father's neighboring house of Stoneleigh when her second husband died and Sutton Hall had passed to his heir, a cousin. That had been a year ago and she was still at Stoneleigh and still unwed. Orlando wondered when her father would find her husband number three.

      "I was at Sutton Hall earlier," he said. "There's no work for me there either." He held his breath. Waited. But his lie seemed to slip by unnoticed. She merely shrugged and turned to go. "Wait!" He caught her arm but dropped it when she tried to jerk herself free with such force that he probably bruised her. He cursed under his breath. He hadn't let go when he should have. Instinct had made him hang on. Instinct and training.

      Lady Lynden's eyes narrowed, and if it wasn't for the slight tremble of her hands, he would have thought her unafraid. "I told you. There's no work here."

      He nodded at her garden fork. "Then why is the lady of the house doing men's work and dressed in men's clothes?"

      "Who says I'm the lady of the house?"

      He liked the way she tilted her pointy little chin and the way anger made her eyes grow darker, like the Mediterranean Sea in the late afternoon. He smiled again because he couldn't help himself. She was a shrew, and he enjoyed a challenge.

      Pity she was a potential murderess and not a candidate for keeping him warm at night. Although there were no Guild rules stipulating the former precluded the latter, Orlando liked to think even he had enough moral conviction to stay out of her bed.

      "You speak like a lady," Orlando said, hefting his pack up onto his shoulder, "walk like a lady and have the bearing of a lady. In my book, if a rose looks and smells like a rose, it probably is a rose."

      One side of her mouth lifted in a sardonic smile. "In that case..." She pointed the fork at his face and scanned it down his length to his muddy boots. "You look like a vagrant..." She sniffed the air and pulled a face. "...and smell like a vagrant."

      He sniffed his armpit. The stink wasn't that bad considering he'd been traveling for three days. "I am not a vagrant. I am, however, in need of good, honest work. Garden work," he added. "I'm a gardener."

      She raised both brows. "Really?"

      He nodded. "I was most recently employed at Collier Dean, a grand house in Sussex. You've probably heard of it."

      "I haven't. Do you have a letter of recommendation?"

      "No, alas. I didn't think to get one before I left."

      "That was foolish."

      "What can I say? I'm a fool." He grinned and received a frown in return.

      "Why did you leave?"

      "I'm traveling to Salisbury to visit my sister."

      "You're from Salisbury? That explains the accent."

      His accent was a London one, but she seemed to know no better and he saw no reason to enlighten her. "I thought it time I visited her, but I ran out of money. I used my last coins dining at The Plough in the village." Lie upon lie upon lie, all smoothly spoken. He was an expert at them, as were all the members of Hughe's band, past and present. It was vital for survival to be able to act in any role at any moment with no preparation.

      "What type of garden work did you do at Collier Dean?"

      "Digging, weeding, pruning." What else did gardeners do? There wasn't much call for it working in the Assassins Guild or at his family's London house. They had a small garden to service their kitchen, but it consisted of a few herbs and such. Certainly nothing like the exotic trees he'd seen backed up against her garden wall. He shrugged. "Whatever was required of me."

      "You weren't head gardener then?"

      "Head, body, hands and feet." She didn't even crack a smile, so he forged on. "I was under the direction of the lady of the house, a keen gardener like you, madam."

      "Did she grow oranges?"

      "What?"

      "Oranges. Did she grow them?"

      "Uh, no." Only a madman would try to grow oranges in England. They were a fruit more suited to warmer climes like Spain. Surely they weren't the trees he saw in her garden. Why would she want to grow them when she could have perfectly good English fruit trees like cherry or apple?

      "Then you are of no use to me," she said. "Not that I need a gardener."

      He thought it best to keep his mouth shut. Lady Lynden didn't look like she would appreciate him pointing out that her hands were covered in hard calluses and she had dirt smudged on her forehead, or that the pails of soil looked much too heavy for her to drag around. This last he could not admit to having witnessed anyway.

      "I'm very busy. Good day, Mr. Holt." She marched off, giving him a fine view of her shapely calves. When she reached the far wall and the dark green leafy trees, she turned around. A flicker of either surprise or irritation crossed her face before she waved him off, as imperial as any queen. "Try Cowdrey Farm," she called back. "It's quite a walk to the west, but Farmer Cowdrey will have work for a strong lad like yourself."

      "I'm eight and twenty, not a lad. And I'm a gardener, not a farmer, but thanks anyway."

      She turned her back to him once more but not before he heard her muttering, "Beggars can't be choosers."

      "I'm not a beggar either. Or a vagrant." I'm an assassin. And a bloody good one.

      He trudged back along the gravel drive to the road leading into the village. Lady Lynden might have been the most beautiful woman Orlando had ever seen, but she was as prickly as a hawthorn. Ordinarily he would avoid shrews like her but not this time. He had to thoroughly investigate the claims against her and if she were guilty, then he would have to assassinate her.

      Women who went about murdering their husbands could not be allowed to escape justice.
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      Susanna Lynden sat on the ground under her largest orange tree and watched the retreating back of Orlando Holt through the garden arch. It was a broad back attached to the sort of shoulders that would be useful for hoeing garden beds and for sinking one's teeth into if she felt so inclined. Which she absolutely did not. She was not ready to take a lover, and she suspected Orlando Holt would make a terrible one anyway, or terrible for her at least. Too handsome for his own good and certainly too charming. Men like him never stayed true to their women, and she'd had enough of straying men.

      Good lord, she must have been lonelier than she thought. She'd met Holt only briefly, yet her mind had stripped him naked. Perhaps it was time she got a lover. How did a gentlewoman go about obtaining one? Nail a handbill to the post outside The Plough announcing the vacancy? She threw her head back and laughed, startling a yellow butterfly perched on a leaf.

      No, there would be no lover for her, or a gardener. Not even a laborer. Pity, because Holt would have been perfect with his experience and his size. She'd be lucky if she could afford the wages of the three servants they currently kept as well as food enough to feed them, her father and herself. The little money they had needed to stretch until she'd found a city shopkeeper to stock her marmalades and succades. Finding someone was taking longer than she expected.

      She drove her fork into the soft earth and pushed herself to her feet. Her head touched one of the low-hanging green oranges, and she ducked out from under the canopy. She slapped on her hat and stood back to survey her oldest and strongest tree. Its leaves were a healthy green and the fruits almost the same color. They would turn orange soon and need protecting from the winter. Already the air felt chilly even when the sun was out.

      How cold would it get this year? She'd only lost one tree last winter, but the others had dropped most of their fruit. She hadn't been able to give them the full attention they needed while living up at the Hall, and her father hadn't the strength to do what was necessary to protect all of them from frost. This year she'd wanted to try a new housing technique for ensuring their safe wintering, but time was growing short along with the days, and there was still so much to be done. The temporary and somewhat flimsy shelter would have to do for now.

      She picked up her pruning knife and lopped off the straggling branches to make it easier to cover the trees. It grew more and more difficult to reach the higher ones, and soon her arms and neck ached. She removed her gloves and massaged her shoulder.

      "Those trousers really don't suit you, Susanna."

      She ground her back teeth together then turned around with what she hoped was a genteel smile on her face for her late husband's cousin. She had to remind herself that he meant well, but it didn't make his stupidity any less, well, stupid. "I find skirts too restricting in the garden."

      Jeffrey—Lord Lynden—squinted and stretched his neck. With the high collar and his chin resting on the stiff ruff, his neck appeared unnaturally long. "Is that dirt on your forehead?"

      "Probably. I find I can't escape the stuff out here."

      "I suppose not." He indicated the pruning knife. "What are you doing with that?"

      "Pruning."

      "And what's in the pails?"

      "Dung from Cowdrey Farm's cows mixed with soil."

      He pulled a face. "It looks like hard work."

      "I can manage, and I enjoy being out here with my orange trees." It was true, she did like gardening, but she could certainly use some help. Not that she would tell Jeffrey she couldn't afford a laborer. Any mention of money, or her lack of it, would only bring up the topic of her marrying again, something she wished to avoid. With Farmer Cowdrey having asked her countless times already, she was becoming an expert in avoiding the subject altogether. And avoid it she must. Two disastrous marriages had proved to her it wasn't a state she wanted to enter into again, ever.

      "I can provide one of my gardeners to help you if you like," Jeffrey said.

      He'd never offered her staff before. Considering he loathed spending money on things that didn't directly improve his own estate, it was quite a generous offer. What did he want in return? "Thank you, but I can manage."

      He regarded her closely, still frowning. Jeffrey was always frowning it seemed, so unlike her late husband, his older cousin. Phillip had been dark-haired and silver-tongued, a combination that meant everyone liked him, particularly women. Jeffrey was more serious, hardly ever laughing with abandon as Phillip used to do, and flirting wasn't an art he'd mastered. Most of the village women crossed the road to avoid speaking with him.

      Susanna knelt down on the ground and dug through the fertile mix of dung and earth in the pail.

      "That reeks," Jeffrey said. "Must you do it now?"

      "I have to put it around the trees."

      "This moment?"

      "I can think of no better one." She stood and eyed the nearest tree several feet away. Her lower back ached just thinking about moving the pail and digging through the dung and soil. "Would you mind dragging the pail over there?"

      "Me?"

      She turned to look at him and almost burst out laughing. He had his wrist pressed to his nose, the white lace cuff trailing over his mouth and chin like a snowy beard. "I see no one else here."

      Half his face may have been covered, but it didn't hide the disgust in his eyes. "This is why you need a man to help you."

      She refrained, just, from pointing out that he was a man.

      "What about your servants?" he went on. "Can't one of them help?"

      "They're busy and too aged for this type of work in addition to their usual duties."

      "You should replace them with more able-bodied ones." He took a step back and she sighed. It seemed Jeffrey was like his cousin in one respect. Neither liked to get their soft, white hands dirty.

      "Jeffrey, why have you come here?"

      "To offer you the use of one of my men for your garden."

      He'd come just for that? Surely not. "No, thank you."

      "You won't need to pay me."

      "No."

      "But you can't do this on your own! Look at you. Your knees are dirty and your skin is brown!" He sniffed. "And that smell. It's disgusting and unseemly. A woman of your station should be inside sewing, not mucking about in filth. Admit it, Susanna, you're in over your head with those orange trees. I don't know why you care about them so much. They take up all your time since you came back here. You should have left them to die after your mother's passing." He must have known he'd over-stepped because he had the decency to flush and look away. He knew how much Susanna had loved her mother. The trees were her legacy. She would not let them wither.

      "Thank you for your concern," she said carefully lest the wave of emotion washing through her burst out. "But I do not want your help."

      He pursed his thin lips so that they disappeared entirely. "Susanna," he finally said on a sigh. "Why do you thwart me so when all I want is to care for you? As my cousin, it's the least I can do. Allow my man to help." His gaze darted away and wandered around the garden, avoiding her. "He's new to my employ but trustworthy. And very strong, very capable. He'll do whatever you ask of him. I highly recommend him to you."

      Why was he insisting? What could possibly be in it for Jeffrey? He wasn't a terrible person, but he never did anything out of the goodness of his heart. If it had been anyone else, she would have thought he was trying to woo her, but being her cousin by marriage meant a union between them was unthinkable as well as illegal. Perhaps he needed her to act as lady of Sutton Hall for some important visitors.

      Like his cousin before him, Jeffrey planned on putting Sutton Hall on the map, or at least the map used by the nobility with influence at court. Being a baron wasn't enough for Jeffrey. He wanted to be noticed, and that meant having the right people visit and ensuring they were entertained during their stay. Phillip had been a natural host, charming and witty, attentive but not sycophantic. Jeffrey would have a more difficult time of it. He plodded through conversations, failing to grasp subtle changes in moods or clever retorts. He needed a friend to guide him through prickly political and social situations with high ranking guests, which was why Susanna would be a terrible hostess. She'd learned from her two marriages that being the perfect gentleman's wife didn't come easily to her. She preferred her garden to the ballroom and tending the orange trees to indulging the whims of fat noblemen.

      "Susanna, please, I insist. I beg of you to accept my offer to help."

      Insist? Beg? Rather strong words for a simple offer. She shook her head and grabbed the edges of the pail and dragged it along the path.

      "Whoa, mistress, stop," a vaguely familiar voice said from behind her. Before she could turn around, big brown hands grasped the pail and lifted it. Lifted it! She looked up, straight into the blue eyes of Orlando Holt.

      "Where do you want it?" He gave her a smile and a dimple appeared in each cheek. Now that he was closer she could see that he was indeed older than she first thought. Those dimples made him look impish, as if he'd been caught stealing from a plate of sweetmeats. She had the ridiculous urge to press her smallest finger into them.

      "Lady Lynden?" he prompted. His smile widened. The man knew what she was thinking. She was certain of it. Curse him.

      "Over there," she said, pointing to the nearest tree. She watched as he carried the full pail to the tree. He wore only a jerkin over his shirt, like her, but where her clothes were big and loose, his jerkin stretched tautly over his shoulders and across his back.

      "Who is that?" Jeffrey said, coming up beside her. "A new servant?"

      "A vagrant," she said and bit back a laugh. Holt had emphatically argued with her over the point only a little while ago. She couldn't deny sparring with him had made her feel more alive than she had felt in months. Odd how such a simple exchange with a stranger could do that. She must have been more desperate than she thought for witty company. It certainly wasn't the handsome and charming male company she missed—she'd had enough of that from her two husbands to last a lifetime.

      "My name is Orlando Holt," Holt said, rejoining them. A few strands of his blond hair had flopped over his forehead but otherwise he showed no signs of exertion. He nodded at Jeffrey in greeting. "I'm a servant here."

      "You most certainly are not!" she snapped.

      He grinned again. Good lord, did he ever not smile? "I am. Mr. Farley has added me to his staff."

      "You spoke to my father after I told you to leave?" The insolent, devious...vagrant! "Go back inside and tell him you'll not accept his offer." When he didn't move, she took a step closer, but that was a mistake because it only emphasized how much bigger than her he was. She came up to the middle of his chest.

      "I have offered my services and your father has agreed to my terms," he said, his eyes sparkling with humor. "He is the master of Stoneleigh, is he not?" It wasn't a question that required an answer. The slippery eel knew that. "Besides, I need the work." He held up his hand to stop her, as if he were the master and she the servant. She was so shocked she didn't know what to say. "Cowdrey Farm is too far away and I'm a gardener, not a farm hand."

      "Ha!" she managed, annoyed that he'd predicted her argument.

      He forked an eyebrow at her and looked like he would say something more, but Jeffrey spoke first. "You should have come to Sutton Hall. There is plenty of gardening work."

      "There is?" It was her turn to lift a questioning brow. Holt kept on smiling, not in the least disturbed that he'd been caught out in his earlier lie. Had he been to Sutton Hall at all? He said nothing and she turned to Jeffrey. She could only confront one liar at a time. "Then why were you offering me one of your gardeners if there is so much to do up there?"

      Jeffrey blushed to the roots of his bright hair. "Uh...I... "

      "So you are the master of Sutton Hall?" Holt asked when Jeffrey failed to complete his sentence.

      Jeffrey adjusted his black velvet cloak so it draped more elegantly over his left shoulder, and thrust his chin out. "I'll ask the questions, not you. But I'll have you know that I am Lord Lynden. I am also Lady Lynden's cousin."

      "By marriage," she added.

      "And so it should be I who provides her with a man to help in the garden. Be off." Jeffrey flicked his long fingers toward the arch. "Tell Mr. Farley you've changed your mind and cannot work here. Susanna," he said, turning to her, "do not trust this stranger. His methods are underhanded and his manner impertinent. Take my man instead. Indeed, let me speak to your father this instant."

      She caught Jeffrey’s arm before he could move off. "Thank you, but there's no need to drag Father into this. Since he has already employed Mr. Holt here, I must accept. Thank you for your offer, it was kindly done." And insistently. Very. She was glad to be able to refuse without qualms. She didn't want to find out what strings Jeffrey had attached to his proposal.

      "You're going to accept this vagrant?" he spluttered.

      "I have no choice. Father is the master of Stoneleigh."

      He stared wide-eyed at her. The yellow flecks in his eyes glinted in the afternoon sun that had finally wrestled the clouds aside. "I never thought to see you give in so easily, Susanna." He made a miffed sound through his nose, bowed perfunctorily, and walked out of the walled garden. She went to the arch and was relieved to see him gather up the reins of his horse and ride down the long drive to the road.

      "So," Holt said, standing with his feet apart as if he'd planted himself there, "what do you want me to do next? We have some time before sunset."

      "You, Mr. Holt," she said, pointing at him, "should not get too comfortable. I'm going to see my father and insist he withdraw his offer. You lied about asking for work up at Sutton Hall, did you not?"

      "No lie, m'lady. The steward shooed me away. If he lied about the lack of work because he didn't want a stranger on the premises, I cannot be held to blame."

      "Well, I refuse to have someone so ... so ... presumptuous working alongside me."

      "Presumptuous? I simply saw a job that needed doing and offered my services to do it."

      "Mr. Holt, perhaps it isn't clear to you, but we cannot pay you." She wasn't embarrassed to admit it. One glance at the partially patched-up house and the sorry state of the outbuildings would tell him money was scarce.

      "I only require food and a roof over my head," he said. "Do you have a barn?"

      "The roof leaks."

      "The stables?"

      "There's no room." It was filled with crates of jars and equipment for making their marmalades and succades. Silver needed her space along with the small cart and tack.

      "A spare closet in the big house?"

      "You get above yourself, Mr. Holt," she shot back over her shoulder as she passed under the arch.

      His chuckle followed her all the way to the house.
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      "You have to let him go, Father," Susanna said.

      John Farley patted the coverlet beside him and when Susanna sat down, took her hands in his, dirt and all. "My dear, you've worked yourself into a state. You'll unbalance your humors. Take a deep breath and tell me what ails you."

      "Nothing ails me."

      "You did not take a breath."

      "Father!" Why was she surrounded by frustrating men? She breathed deeply, not because it was what her father wanted but because it helped soothe her fractured nerves.

      "There," he said, not letting go of her hands. His palms were warm but the fingers cool. The backs were covered with freckles in every shade of brown, as were his nose and cheeks. The skin underneath was pale and stretched so tight over the bones it looked as if it would fray like an old cloth washed too often. "Better?"

      "No," she said, rubbing his fingers to warm them. "There is a man in my garden who will not leave. He says you employed him. I want you to dismiss him. This instant."

      Farley sagged into his pillows and regarded her with one of those looks. The sort he always gave her when he thought her being foolish or difficult. "I cannot dismiss him. Ah, Bessie, there you are," he said when the maid entered carrying a tray with cup and bowl on it. "You understand, don't you, Bessie?"

      "Aye, sir." Bessie was as old as her father, perhaps older. It was difficult to tell. She'd always seemed aged to Susanna, with her rounded shoulders and gray hair peeking out of the front of her large brown caul. She'd worked at Stoneleigh for as long as Susanna could remember. Indeed, all three of their remaining servants had. They were as much a part of the manor house as the stone walls. Susanna suspected they would still be there even after she and her father passed on, haunting the place for generations. The idea appealed to her. The ancient Farley line would end with her, but there would be continuity at Stoneleigh as long as the spirits of the servants lingered.

      "Father," she said, heavily. "That man Holt...there's something about him. Something I can't put my finger on. I don't trust him."

      "But he's not even been here a day." He took the cup Bessie offered and cradled it in his hands. "How can you not trust him when you don't know him?"

      "I've seen enough of him to come to that conclusion. He's...arrogant."

      "You say arrogant. I say charming."

      "He doesn't know anything about growing orange trees."

      "Show me an English gardener who does."

      "He, he doesn't know his place," she said.

      Her father laughed, making his snowy beard shake and his eyes moisten. "Did you hear that, Bessie? A servant at Stoneleigh who doesn't know his place."

      Bessie grinned, lighting up her entire face. Susanna had always loved Bessie's smiles. They were big and bold and brought joy into the dreariest of rooms. "I know my place," the maid said, stirring the bowl's contents with a spoon. "It’s doing Cook's bidding."

      Farley laughed harder. "Shouldn't you be doing my bidding?"

      Bessie passed Farley the bowl and took the cup. "I'm more afraid of Cook, sir. She's bigger and has more large knives at hand."

      Farley sniffed the steaming broth in his bowl. "Ahhh, and she's a marvel in the kitchen. I don't know what we'd do without her."

      "Starve," both Bessie and Susanna said, then laughed.

      Susanna's laughter quickly vanished. "Be serious for a moment, Father. Why did you employ Holt without knowing anything about him? It's most unlike you to do something like that on a whim."

      "I couldn't help it, my dear. He was so insistent. I couldn't say no." He shrugged as if he couldn’t have denied Holt any more than he could stop a sneeze.

      He had not always been so easy. When he was younger and Stoneleigh's estate larger, he'd been careful and thorough. His wishes had always been followed and he commanded respect from his family, servants, and the villagers. Never a cruel man, he did, however, expect to be obeyed. And everyone had.

      Then many things happened. The first husband John Farley had found for his only child proved to be a wolf in sheep's clothing. Once he'd lost his fortune, he took his anger and frustration out on Susanna, beating her for no apparent reason except that he could. Fortunately he died before the beatings became unbearable, and not a single soul mourned him. At the same time, the weather conspired to ruin the crops at Stoneleigh for four years in a row and money became tight. Farley was forced to sell all productive lands to his neighbors to make ends meet. Then, worst of all, his beloved wife, Susanna's mother, died and he went mad with grief. Her death changed him in other ways too. His health failed, his mind went a little wayward, and all vitality seemed to leech out of him. Where once he was strong and capable, he became helpless and easily led. That’s how Phillip had talked him into agreeing to a marriage between himself and Susanna when her father had wanted to keep her at home awhile. To be fair, it was a good match for an untitled widow with a small dowry, and Susanna had desired the man and the marriage anyway. She'd been reluctant to leave her father, but Sutton Hall was only across the fields from Stoneleigh.

      With only a few servants to aid her father, the remaining land ceased to make a profit and had to be sold. Weeds infiltrated the garden at an alarming rate, choking out most of the herbs and orange trees which her father managed to keep alive as a loving tribute to his wife who'd planted them. The outbuildings fell apart, and even Stoneleigh itself began to look like a tarnished trinket in need of loving care.

      Then there was the loss of her two babies in the early stages of the pregnancies. It had devastated her father almost as much as it had devastated her.

      "You will have to say no," she said, digging her heels in. "I don't need him."

      "My dear, you do." He sipped his broth. "I know how hard those trees can be in these cold months. I fear you'll work your fingers to the bone and lose your pretty looks."

      "I don't care about my looks."

      "No, but a husband will. You can't expect to catch another if you look like a tired old hag."

      She shot him a withering glare, but he was concentrating on his broth and didn't see. She appealed to Bessie, but the maid bustled about, tidying up the bedchamber, and didn't seem to be listening. "You agreed you would not make me wed again."

      Farley glanced up sharply. His face softened and she realized she must have looked quite pale. The thought of marrying again always made her feel ill.

      "I'm sorry, my dear, you're right, but that's not what I meant. I won't force you again, but that doesn't mean you won't want to marry."

      "I won't."

      "You may," he said and returned to his broth. "If the right man comes along."

      She sighed and shook her head. "None of this changes the fact that we cannot pay Holt. We don't have enough money."

      "We could pay him in marmalade." He chuckled but caught her narrowed glare and sobered.

      "Perhaps I can offer a compromise," Bessie said.

      "Please do," Susanna said, suddenly feeling tired. There was so much to do and here she was arguing with her father over money matters. Sometimes she wondered if he really knew how desperate the situation at Stoneleigh was.

      "Offer him board and food in exchange for his work in the garden," Bessie said, placing a folded blanket in a trunk.

      It was what Holt himself had suggested. "Yes, but..." It didn't solve the issue of having a man like Holt working in her presence. Too close.

      "Tell him he is free to come and go as long as he achieves a minimum amount of work each day, an amount which you both can agree to, m'lady."

      Interesting. It sounded like a good compromise. Servants and laborers valued their free time since they were given so little of it. It didn't solve the problem of Holt himself. He unsettled her, made her nerves stretch. He was so much like Phillip in that regard. So...smooth. Phillip had a way of slipping under her defenses without her realizing until it was too late, and then he would get what he wanted. What he wanted usually included forcing her to entertain guests she didn't like or stopping Susanna from visiting the villagers he thought beneath them. Then there were his lovers...so many lovers.

      Bessie's sympathetic gaze fell on her. "Since he is in your house and you are his mistress, he will do as you say or be forced to leave."

      Then it will not be like it was with Phillip. Is that what she meant or was that merely Susanna's interpretation?

      She pushed her palms down her thighs to still her shaking hands. Her father continued to sip his broth and Bessie bent to the fire and stoked the glowing logs until a small flame leapt to life. The room seemed unnaturally quiet, as if they both waited for Susanna's approval and she realized with a start that she was mistress and master of Stoneleigh. Her father wasn't capable of running the place anymore. It wasn't just her home. It was her own little kingdom that she ruled over.

      "Very well," she said. "Bessie, please prepare the attic room for him." It was the smallest, most dreary closet in the servants' wing. No point in letting Mr. Holt get too comfortable. He would not be staying long.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Orlando found it difficult to listen to Lady Lynden without being distracted by some feature of her face. Her mouth was so expressive, her lips full and luscious, and her eyes changed according to her mood. Sometimes light and clear, other times dark and tumultuous. To his surprise, when she returned from the house, they were bright blue and merry. Whatever her father had said to her, she now seemed to accept Orlando's presence.

      Unless she had got her way and he was about to be dismissed.

      "Mr. Holt," she said, striding up to where he stood in the center of the walled garden. "Present yourself to my maid in the kitchen at supper, and she'll direct you to your new room."

      He nodded, feeling a little light-headed with relief. It would be easier to search the house if he was actually living in it. Thank you, Mr. Farley. You may have just saved your daughter. Or condemned her. Orlando would know soon enough if she indeed deserved the Assassins Guild’s justice. Someone—their client—obviously believed she did, but Orlando wanted no doubts before he'd act.

      "Now, the rules," she began, and he groaned. "You don't like rules?"

      "I love rules," he said. "My entire life has been governed by them." This at least was true. His father's strict rules when he'd been a child, his brother's equally strict rules after he inherited, and society's rules of what was acceptable for a man to do when he was frustrated with all the other rules imposed on him. Hughe's rules were lax by comparison, and they didn't come with a beating if he failed to follow them. Or guilt.

      So much guilt.

      "We have some time left before we should go in for supper," she said, pushing past him. Her hips swayed, and he couldn't stop staring at the way the muscles in her calves moved beneath her netherstocks. He'd seen women's calves before, but not a single one could compare to Lady Lynden's exquisitely curved ones.

      "Mr. Holt," she snapped. "You'll be useless to me if you continue to stare like that."

      He blushed like a bloody schoolboy. "What can I do first?" he asked.

      "These trees need to be covered during the winter months. I have canvas in the barn and stakes to build a structure. Can you hammer straight?"

      "Of course," he said, liking the way her eyes narrowed and her lips pursed. She was trying to categorize him, he guessed, to label him and put him in the appropriate box. She'd already called him arrogant and charming with so much disdain that he suspected his allotted box wasn't kept for her favorite people. He would have liked to prove her wrong, but what was the point? Most likely she'd be dead soon. If not, he'd be gone.

      "Come with me," she said and led the way out of the walled garden and around the side of the manor house. At first glance it appeared to be a sturdy stone structure with much of the front wall covered in ivy, but when he looked closer, he noticed rotting window and doorframes. Long arms of ivy reached across some of the windows and one slender stem threatened to get a hold in a large crack in the stonework.

      She led him to the barn near the stables. No sound came from the stables, no neighing or stomping or chatter of grooms. There were no horses at Stoneleigh it seemed. No horses, no children, no young men capable of helping in the garden. It was a tomb.

      "You're employed for as long as you wish to be, Mr. Holt," she said as they entered the barn. She indicated the wooden stakes leaning against the far wall. "You'll be given food and board and can come and go as you please in the afternoons as long as I am happy with the amount of work you do in the mornings. If this arrangement is not acceptable, you can go to Sutton Hall and ask for work there since it seems they have plenty after all."

      Orlando sent up a silent curse. He should have learned more about Sutton Hall and its master before he used it in his concocted story.

      "I think I'll stay," he said, gathering up the stakes. They were taller than he by half a body length, but not heavy. He smiled at her because he wanted to smooth away the line that had settled between her brows. "I like Stoneleigh."

      "Oh?"

      "I want to learn about orange trees."

      The line cleared and her eyes brightened. "Of course. They're a fascinating plant." She picked up a box, and he followed her out of the barn, back to the walled garden. "My mother planted them almost twenty years ago," she said, her voice wistful. "She'd always been a keen gardener and liked a challenge. When she heard that her mother's kinsman, Sir Francis Carew, had brought several plants over from the Continent, she asked for his supplier and bought some herself. She and Sir Francis exchanged letters on their techniques for growing the trees here in England. They are the first to attempt to do so, you know."

      "Really?"

      "It took some experimentation, and they both lost plants to frost but they learned. And now look at them!"

      He did indeed look, but not at the trees, at her. It was as if a candle had been lit inside her. Her eyes shone and her cheeks flushed pink. Over a few trees! He didn't understand it.

      Orlando dumped the stakes to one side of the furthermost tree and Susanna placed the box next to them. It was filled with hammer, nails, a pruning knife, and other tools.

      "What does the fruit taste like?" he asked.

      "The ones from these trees are quite sweet. The ones growing further down are the bitter Seville variety, which Mama planted earliest of all. The first crop will be ready in about two months. You'll be gone by then."

      And so might she.

      He crouched near the bundle of stakes, pretending to inspect them, but in truth his gut churned at the thought of ending the life of the extraordinarily beautiful and vibrant Lady Lynden. Surely she wasn't guilty. How could such a creature be vicious enough to end the lives of two husbands? She didn't fit the pattern of his previous targets. He'd felt no qualms ending the lives of those who committed the basest crimes and gotten away with it, but Lady Lynden was different. She couldn't possibly be guilty. Could she? And if she was, could he do what needed to be done?

      He drove a stake into the soft earth, far enough that they wouldn't shift in anything less than a gale. After the first one, he turned suddenly to ask if it was to her liking, and caught her staring at him. Or at his arms, to be precise. He'd pushed his sleeves up to above his elbows and her gaze was fixed on his bare skin.

      "Are you pleased, my lady?" he asked, his voice sounding thicker and more seductive than he intended. He didn't mean to flirt with her but he found he couldn't help himself.

      She blushed fiercely and quickly looked away. "It will do, Mr. Holt."

      He worked until all the stakes were firmly in place at regular intervals along the line of trees. There were twelve of them, all carrying green fruit the size of a child's fist. It wasn't until he parted the branches that he became aware of the number of fruit. The crop would be good if they didn't lose them to frost.

      She explained all this to him as he worked. She told him the canvas would protect them from the English winter, so much colder than their native climate. She went on to tell him how Sir Francis Carew had built a wooden structure around his trees which could be removed when the weather warmed. The canvas was simply attached to the top and opened on sunny days, even in winter, and replaced at night. He'd found this the best method in England's cold winters.

      "He wrote to me and said his trees like the extra protection, and there is not the hazard of the canvas sides being torn off in strong winds."

      The trees liked it? She spoke of them as if they were people. "You could build something like that," he said.

      "I could if I had six of you here on a permanent basis," she said wryly.

      He picked up a mallet and hammered the last stake as far into the ground as it would go. He wished there were six of him too. Then he could continue his investigation without wasting time protecting bloody orange trees from freezing their delicate little twigs off. It was ludicrous. They weren't supposed to grow on English soil, and he was no gardener. He was the second son of a London merchant and a trained assassin, skilled at everything from surviving in the forest to dancing in foreign courts. Hughe had better be bloody appreciating the thoroughness with which he undertook this assignment. If he didn't...

      Orlando smiled ruefully to himself. If Hughe didn't appreciate it, there was nothing Orlando would do. He liked being part of the Assassins' Guild and he would never jeopardize his position. The satisfaction of getting justice for victims overrode any qualms he had about taking a life, but most of all, he liked the adventure working for the Guild offered. It kept him from being bored, and being bored was something Orlando needed to avoid at all costs.

      He drove another stake into the ground with all his strength, but it didn't drive the sudden, hateful memories away, or the guilt. He'd always have those.

      The shimmering golden sun was hovering on the horizon by the time they returned the gardening tools to the barn. The stakes were ready for the canvas to be attached to them, but first the trees needed fertilizing and light pruning.

      "We'll start tomorrow," Susanna said, walking alongside him to the house.

      They skirted the perimeter of the small kitchen garden and he breathed in the scents of sage and thyme. They were the same herbs growing at his London home, and he felt a little nostalgic for the days when he and his brother would play hide and seek among the rosemary.

      "Thank you, Mr. Holt," Susanna said at the door. "You're a hard worker. I'm sorry we cannot pay you better for your efforts." She dipped her head, hiding those beautiful eyes. Was she ashamed of her family's lack of fortune? Or ashamed she'd misjudged him?

      "You have saved me from starving to death on a freezing night. I should thank you."

      "Freezing? It's autumn, Mr. Holt, not the depths of winter. And here I thought those muscles made you tougher." She swept past him into the kitchen, leaving him staring after her.

      She was flirting with him. Wasn't she? It was difficult to tell. Most women softened their caustic remarks with a wink, and some even went so far as to lift their skirts when no one was looking. Lady Lynden left him feeling uncertain and on edge. It wasn't a feeling he was used to.

      He removed his hat and went into the kitchen, but Susanna had already passed through. A generously sized woman stood at the central table pounding dough with her massive fists. She looked up, not breaking her rhythm.

      "You the gardener, eh?" A tangle of thin red veins spread across her cheeks and nose, and her smile revealed a gap in her front teeth. "M'lady said there'd be an extra mouth to feed for a few days. She didn't say you had the face of an angel."

      An angel? That was new. "Orlando Holt at your service." He bowed, eliciting a surprisingly girlish giggle from the cook.

      "You can call me Cook," she said. "Everyone does. I've been called Cook for so many years now I can't even remember my own name no more." She giggled again, making her large bosom bounce beneath her apron. "Go and wash up outside." She jerked her head at the door he'd just come through. "When Bessie's finished with the mistress, she'll show you to your room. You're to have supper here with Bessie, Mr. Hendricks and me, and breakfast too. We dine with the mistress at midday every day in here."

      "The servants dine with Lady Lynden in the kitchen?"

      "That's the way we do things here at Stoneleigh. M'lady says it's too lonely now that Mr. Farley must stay abed so she likes to dine with us. She has her supper with her father in his room and breaks her fast in her own parlor, but for dinner we all come in here. She says she's too dirty after working all morning in the garden to sit in the dining room so the kitchen it is." She slammed her fist into the dough then picked it up and placed it on a cloth laid out on the table. "I know it's probably not how things are done where you come from." Her gaze was challenging, defiant, daring him to make fun of the arrangement or her mistress. He wondered what Cook would do if he did. Hammer him with one of those paws?

      "I think it's a fine arrangement. I wouldn't want your mistress to be lonely." He ducked out through the door and found a pail of icy water and a scrubbing brush in the corner of the kitchen garden. He washed up and was about to return inside when he heard a man speaking.

      "...just turned up, out of the blue," he said.

      "Does he know the master can't pay him?" That was Cook.

      "Aye. They offered him board and food but no money."

      "And he still took the job? He must be desperate."

      "That's the thing. I know there's work up at Sutton Hall, but this man Holt said he'd been round there and got turned away. There's probably work at Cowdrey too, but he says he's a gardener, not a farm laborer."

      "Aye, there's a difference you know. The old mistress told me that once. She said gardeners got more knowledge so they're smarter."

      "You think this Holt fellow has a brain?" The man snorted.

      "He might have. Just because he's got a face like an angel and the seams of his jerkin are popping apart trying to cover those shoulders doesn't mean he's got wool between the ears."

      "Humph."

      "So you think he's lying about asking for work over at Sutton Hall?" Cook asked, her tone challenging.

      "Could be."

      "Hendricks!"

      "Well, none of us know him. And he...never mind."

      "He what?"

      "He looks at Lady Lynden like..."

      Orlando pressed himself against the wall and leaned closer to the open doorway.

      "Like what?" Cook prompted. She sounded indignant, defensive. Orlando liked her even more.

      "Like he wants to...you know..."

      Cook clicked her tongue. "They all look at her like that. She's a beauty, and any man with eyes in his head goes a little foolish around her."

      "Yes but he's...I don't know. There's something about him I don’t like."

      "You haven't met him!"

      "I've seen him through the window just now. He's got a swagger about him."

      "Well, I never thought I'd hear you judge someone before meeting them, Mr. Hendricks." The sound of chopping filled the strained silence. Orlando thought the man called Hendricks may have left, but then Cook spoke again. "You can't protect her forever."

      A deep sigh then, "I know. I know, Cook. But something tells me this man Holt is going to bring trouble to Stoneleigh."

      "If he does..." Whack went the knife on the chopping board. "...I'll slice his balls off."

      Orlando winced. "Slice whose balls off?" he asked as he entered the kitchen.

      Cook looked up at him but continued to chop the turnip with a precision that would make Hughe pleased if she was one of his band. A thin man covered in so many wrinkles he looked like a crumpled piece of parchment sat on a stool near the hearth, stirring the contents of the cauldron hanging from a hook above the fire. The suspicious Hendricks.

      Orlando nodded at him. "Well met, sir." He held out his hand. "Orlando Holt. Gardener."

      "John Hendricks, manservant." He took Orlando's forearm with a grip so hard it left behind red marks on his skin when he let go. "I hear you're helping the mistress in the garden."

      "Aye."

      "For how long?"

      Orlando shrugged. "Until it's time to move on. I'm just passing through."

      "Weather'll get bitter soon," Hendricks said. "Don't leave your departure too late."

      "I won't. I hope to arrive at my sister's place in Salisbury by Christmas." He peered into the cauldron and breathed deeply. "Ahhh, I haven't smelled a broth that good in an age."

      "It's beef broth left over from dinner. There's bread and cheese to go with it." Cook waved her knife at the bench seat on the other side of the table. "Sit, Mr. Holt. Hendricks, fetch the marmalade."

      "Why do I have to fetch the marmalade when he gets to sit?"

      She thrust out one plump hip, making her skirts swish across the flagstones at her feet. "Because he doesn't know where the pantry is and you do." She pointed the knife at a door leading off the kitchen. "And when you get back you can take the dough to the bakehouse and put it in the bread oven. It should be ready by now."

      Hendricks eyed her knife. "I'm supposed to be a gentleman's groom of the bedchamber," he mumbled but softened it with a smile that made his wrinkles bend.

      "And I'm supposed to just cook and Bessie's supposed to just be lady's maid." She waved her knife at the door. "Now go fetch the marmalade before poor Mr. Holt starves to death."

      Hendricks's smile was replaced by a scowl. "He doesn't look like he's going to starve anytime soon," he muttered as he stalked into the adjoining pantry. He came out holding an earthen jar as another woman entered the kitchen. "Bessie, meet our newest member of staff before he expires from lack of marmalade."

      Despite himself, Orlando laughed, and if he wasn't mistaken, Hendricks almost cracked a smile but held it in check. The thin old man wasn't so bad after all. Orlando rose and bowed to Bessie. "We've already met," he said. "Bessie was kind enough to grant me an audience with Mr. Farley."

      "I could hardly say no when you said you wanted to help my lady in the garden." He guessed her to be aged about fifty like the other two. She had a smooth, friendly face with golden flecks in her green eyes that made them merry and spirited. A caul covered all of her hair except for the front and she stooped a little, as if her back pained her.

      "Ignore Hendricks," she said with a mischievous twinkle in her eyes. "None will expire from lack of marmalade at Stoneleigh. We have enough to feed the queen's army if they pass through."

      "Heaven forbid," Cook wailed. "Don't talk about armies and wars coming to Stoneleigh."

      "So where did such a handsome devil as yourself blow in from?" Bessie asked Orlando.

      Cook's knife stilled and Hendricks paused at the doorway, the cloth-wrapped dough in his arms. The only sound was the crackle of the fire and Orlando's heartbeat. Every time he spoke a lie he wondered if he'd be caught out, if he'd gone too far and under-estimated his audience. This time was no exception. Country folk weren't always simple. Some traveled. Others might have family in other counties.

      "I worked in the garden of Collier Dean in Sussex."

      "Who's the master there?" asked Hendricks.

      "A gentleman by the name of Tindale." The harder his heart beat, the smoother his lies became.

      "And you were gardener?"

      "Aye." The shorter his answers, the less likely he was to be caught out. Hughe had taught him that and a near-fatal experience had driven the point home.

      "Is Tindale nobility?" Hendricks went on.

      "No."

      "Does he farm his land?"

      "He has sheep."

      "Did you—"

      "Hendricks!" Cook and Bessie cried together.

      "Leave him be," Bessie said.

      "Off to the bakehouse with you," Cook scolded, shooing Hendricks out the door with a shake of her knife. "Don't mind him, lad," she said to Orlando. "He's just jealous a younger and more handsome man has come into his domain."

      Bessie burst out laughing. "Aye," she said. "He's used to us fussing over him, but now you've come along with your dimples and long eyelashes and he thinks we'll stop."

      Hendricks flirted with the other servants? Orlando liked the old boy more and more. "I'm sorry my presence upsets him."

      Cook dismissed his concern with a wave of her hand and ladled broth from the cauldron into a bowl. Bessie disappeared into the pantry and returned a moment later with bread and a wedge of cheese which she set on the table. She handed a knife to Orlando and he sliced up the cheese.

      "Ignore Hendricks," Cook said, placing a bowl of broth in front of Orlando. "He's just set in his ways."

      A ribbon of steam drifted up from the bowl, and Orlando breathed in its spicy aroma. He was starving. "Has he worked here long?" he asked, sitting down.

      "Going on thirty years," Bessie said, sliding into the seat beside him with her bowl. "Cook and I arrived about the same time as each other, a few years later."

      "That's a long time. Have you always been the only servants at Stoneleigh?"

      "Goodness no," Cook said. "There were more than a dozen of us once all crowded around this table. Stable boys and maidservants and two gardeners too."

      "Really?"

      "Oh yes," Bessie said as Cook pulled over a stool and sat at the table with them. "They did all the hard work the mistress couldn't do on her own. That's Mistress Farley, Lady Lynden's mother."

      "When did she die?"

      "Three years ago. Her orange trees almost died that winter too, but Lady Lynden rallied from her grief long enough to save most. She worked hard that year, with the gardeners' help. That was before she married Lord Lynden."

      "The gardeners had to be let go after that," Cook said quietly. She stared at the steam rising from her bowl. "Master couldn't afford to keep them on. Nor most of the others." She glanced at Bessie. "We were the lucky ones. We got to stay."

      "Aye," Bessie said sadly. "The master was kind and took pity on us. We three were too old to get work elsewhere you see. We knew no other way except how it was at Stoneleigh. He's the kindest master is Mr. Farley. The very best."

      They both bowed their heads, their voices hushed. It was as if Farley were already dead. Perhaps the old man was more ill than he appeared.

      "I have a question that's been nagging at me ever since I arrived at Stoneleigh," he said. "It's a little personal and if you think I'm prying..." He left the sentence hanging. In his experience, people liked to gossip about their betters. It made gathering information from servants his favorite method of investigation.

      "Go on," said Cook. "We've nothing to hide." But she glanced at the back door leading to the kitchen garden and the outbuildings where Hendricks had gone.

      "Lady Lynden is a widow and her husband was the brother to the current master of Sutton Hall?"

      "Cousin," Bessie said. "It's coming up to twelve months since the previous Lord Lynden left us."

      "How did he die?"

      Cook shrugged. "Weak heart the coroner said."

      "A coroner was called?" Usually a coroner was only sent for when a death was thought to be suspicious.

      "Aye. Lord Lynden was young and his death sudden. A waste of time if you ask me. Course he died of natural causes. Anyone who saw the body would know that."

      "Really? What did he look like?"

      She looked at him like he was a simpleton. "Like he was dead."

      "You saw him?"

      "No, but I know others who did."

      Orlando didn't ask the rest of his questions. He didn't want to raise her suspicions, and he suspected she wasn't the right person to ask anyway. He needed to find someone who'd seen the body. Preferably the coroner himself.

      "Lady Lynden must have been heartbroken," he said instead.

      The ensuing silence and furtive glances told him more than words ever could. Lady Lynden wasn't heartbroken in the least.

      "He was her second husband, was he not?"

      "Aye," Bessie said with another glance at Cook.

      "How'd you know about that?" Cook asked, dropping her spoon with a clunk in the bowl.

      "I asked at the village." Orlando held up his hands in surrender, spoon and all. "I confess I wanted to find out who would be in need of my services the most. The innkeeper at The Plough told me some of Lady Lynden's history."

      "Bloody Milner," Cook mumbled. "Can't keep his mouth shut, that one."

      "I'm sorry I pried," Orlando said. "But I admit, Lady Lynden intrigues me."

      Bessie sighed. "She intrigues all the men," she said. "That's the problem."

      "Problem?"

      Cook pointed her spoon at him. She seemed to do a lot of implement pointing. "She's not for the likes of you, young man. She's a gentlewoman so keep your hands to yourself."

      Hendricks re-entered the kitchen with a scowl that gouged deep grooves across his forehead. "And if you don't, you might find yourself carved up in the middle of the night."

      Bessie and Cook stared at him, but Hendricks had his back to them, ladling broth into a bowl from the cauldron. They were still staring when he sat next to Cook.

      "Just letting our young gardener know how things lie here at Stoneleigh," Hendricks said cheerfully, scooping up a spoonful of broth.

      "That's enough, Mr. Hendricks," Cook said. "He means no harm."

      The air in the kitchen suddenly seemed as oppressive and charged as a summer thunderstorm. Orlando decided to leave his question about Lady Lynden's poverty and ask a more pressing, but no less provocative, one. "Indeed I don't," he said. "Poor Lady Lynden is only young and yet twice widowed. That happened to my sister by the time she was eight and twenty." He had a thousand questions for the people who'd known Susanna all her life, but there was one burning above all others to be asked. He had to approach it carefully, with stealth, so as not to fuel their suspicions. "In my sister's case, her husbands both died in the same manner too. It was very sad. People began to suspect her of doing something to bring about their deaths."

      "What are you implying?" Cook blustered.

      Orlando shrugged. "Only that my poor innocent sister had to suffer through suspicion from certain quarters for a time. It was unfortunate."

      "It was," Bessie said, reaching for the bread and the marmalade jar.

      "But that's all it is," Hendricks said. "Unfortunate. There's nothing more to the deaths. Understand?"

      "Of course." He understood. He understood that it was quite a coincidence that both of Susanna's husbands died from the same cause, one that was difficult to diagnose.
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      Susanna supervised Holt all morning, directing him how to thin out the central unproductive branches on the orange trees to allow the light through. "Like you do on any fruit tree."

      "We didn't have fruit trees at Collier Dean," he said.

      "Not even an orchard?"

      "No. The garden was ornamental. It was designed to look pretty from the upper floors and the viewing mount overlooking it from either end. The kitchen had an herb garden though."

      "Didn't the kitchen maids take care of that?"

      "We gardeners helped. A lot."

      He worked without rest until the dinner bell rang and received scratches across the face and arms for his efforts. Gloves protected his hands but not the sturdy gardening kind Susanna used. His were made of softer leather, the sort worn for riding and everyday wear. He said he didn't own a pair of gardening gloves. His last pair belonged to the master of Collier Dean and he'd had to leave them behind. It seemed like a strange arrangement to Susanna. Most gardeners she knew kept their own. Gloves were such a personal item and Holt had such big hands it was difficult to imagine his gloves fitting anyone else.

      He gathered up some of the branches scattered on the ground and she noticed the tip of one finger poking through a hole in the leather. "Bessie can repair those for you," she said.

      "Never mind. I'll work without them this afternoon."

      "But you have the afternoons off."

      He shot her a smile and the two dimples appeared in his cheeks. "I haven't forgotten."

      "So why do more than you need to?"

      He dumped the branches in a pile near the box of tools. "What else have I got to do? I know no one in the village, I have no money, and I've done enough walking in recent days to make a gentle stroll seem like a chore." He straightened and flashed those dimples again. "Besides, I enjoy your company."

      Good lord, is that how he coaxed kisses from the young maids at Collier Dean? The sentiment was pleasing enough but much too trite for her taste. On the other hand, it probably wasn't the unsophisticated words that made the women swoon. More likely it was the blue eyes focusing so intently on the one he addressed, the quick smile, and boyishly handsome face.

      "Why are you looking at me like that, m'lady?" Those eyes she'd been admiring shone with merriment. He was laughing at her.

      A pox on him! "I'm trying to get the measure of you," she said, quite honestly.

      "Oh? How so?"

      "Well, since you want to remain here when I've given you leave, it makes it seem as if you enjoy being ordered about by a woman."

      He laughed, a deep, resonant sound that filled the garden and made the pit of her stomach flip. "Guided, not ordered, m'lady," he said when he'd recovered. "You've been very gentle with me considering my inexperience with orange trees. Thank you." He added a little bow that tipped his hat awry.

      "First day introduction," she said, bending over the tool box and rummaging through it for twine. "Tomorrow will be different." She glanced at him over her shoulder and caught him looking at her rear.

      He had the good sense to redden and stumble over his next words. "I, uh, let me do that." He took the twine and squatted beside her, bumping her with his shoulder. She lost her balance and put a hand out to brace herself but he caught her before she toppled.

      "Steady," he said, his fingers circling her arm at her elbow. His other hand gripped her shoulder even though she was perfectly stable again, and his thumb rubbed the leather of her jerkin. "Are you all right, Susanna?"

      He spoke her name in a whisper, and it drifted on the air like a warm breeze. Her stomach flipped again and an invisible string tugged at her heart. She knew that feeling.

      She jerked away and rose. "Once again you get above yourself, Mr. Holt. It's 'mistress' or 'my lady' to you."

      He bowed his head and removed his hat. After a moment, he replaced it and stood too, slowly, like it was an effort. "My apologies," he said without quite looking her in the eyes. "Where would you like these branches?" He crouched again and tied the bundle of branches together.

      "The stables for now. Once they've dried they can be used for firewood."

      "Not the barn?"

      "The barn roof leaks. The only dry space in it is kept for my gardening equipment. There should be enough room at the far end of the stables."

      She watched as he tied another bundle of branches with the twine and carried them out of the garden to the stables, one on each wide shoulder. It was so easily done, as if they weighed nothing.

      He disappeared into the stables and, as an afterthought, she followed him. She hesitated at the entrance and watched him set the branches down then take in all the crates of marmalades and succades stacked in the stalls. He moved on to the next stall and Silver, Susanna's mare, popped her head over the barrier. Holt seemed surprised to see her there. He rubbed Silver's nose, murmuring in her ear the entire time. Silver seemed to be enjoying herself, nuzzling his shoulder in an attempt to get closer.

      Susanna cleared her throat to let him know she was there and he looked up. He smiled. "I didn't know you had a horse," he said.

      "Silver's a placid old girl but can pull the cart when necessary."

      "She must be lonely in here all by herself."

      "Mr. Holt, if we could afford another horse, don't you think we'd have one?"

      He merely shrugged and fell into step beside her as they left the stables. "And what are all those jars and crates for?"

      "Are you this nosy everywhere you go?"

      He smiled. "Everywhere."

      "And do you usually get answers?"

      "Almost always."

      "I see." She watched him out of the corner of her eye but found it difficult to get his measure even when he thought he wasn't being watched. He seemed like the calmest, most amiable man she'd ever met. It had to be false, a ruse to win her confidence. The other calm, amiable men she'd known had used those traits to cover up a more sinister side. Perhaps Holt's sinister side was that he was a thief, one who thought she had something to steal. Well, if he was, the marmalades and succades stored in the jars and crates in the stables would be of little interest to someone with no means of transporting them. He couldn't fit enough in his pack to make a decent amount of money selling them at market.

      Besides, Susanna didn't think he was a thief—a thief would have gone to the wealthier Sutton Hall—but she couldn't be entirely sure yet.

      "The products made from the oranges are in those jars," she said.

      "I see." He showed not the least interest in finding out more.

      They washed up and went into the kitchen for dinner where Cook and Bessie had set the table for five. In the middle of the table was a loaf of dark bread, bowl of peas, turnips, and slices of beef.

      When Hendricks joined them, having delivered her father's dinner to him, Susanna bid them all to sit. "How is Father today?" she asked.

      "Well enough," Hendricks said. "He seems in good spirits lately." His face knotted in thought. "Very good spirits. It's as if his troubles have ceased."

      "Remarkable," Cook said.

      "It's the Lord's doing."

      And with that, they bowed their heads and gave thanks for their meal.

      Susanna watched Holt surreptitiously through lowered lashes. He talked comfortably with the other servants, his manner friendly and open, although Hendricks scowled more than usual. It seemed she wasn't the only one who didn't quite trust Holt. It wasn't just that he was too friendly. It was also the way he'd unsettled her with his touch in the garden. It had been such an innocent gesture, yet not. Not the way she'd responded—like something dormant inside her had come to life.

      He looked up suddenly and his lips curved into a wicked half-smile, as if he knew exactly what she was thinking. "Can you pass the bread, m'lady?" he asked. She did. "And is there any more of that marmalade from last night's supper? It was delicious."

      Cook and Bessie chuckled and Hendricks snorted. "Aye," the manservant said, "there's plenty more marmalade." Susanna couldn't help smiling along with them.

      Holt cocked his head to the side, his questioning gaze settling on her. "Is something amusing?"

      "No," she said before anyone else could answer. "It's just that we all love marmalade at Stoneleigh, and there's always a jar or two available."

      "I'll get it," he said when Cook rose. "Is it in the pantry?"

      "Should be," she said, settling her bulk back on the chair and winking at Susanna. "If not, try the stables."

      "You keep your preserves in the stables?" he said from the doorway to the pantry.

      "Aye."

      He emerged from the pantry holding a jar which he turned round and round in his hands. "Now I understand," he said to Susanna, holding up the jar. "This marmalade is made from your orange trees."

      "It is," she said.

      "And you store the rest of it in the stables."

      "We do."

      He set it on the table then spread some of the preserve over his bread and took a bite. It wasn't long before the whole piece was gone. "It's delicious." Holt licked his fingers. "Are all those jars and crates in the stables filled with orange marmalade?"

      "As well as succades made from the peel," Cook said before Susanna could steer the conversation away. Just in case he was prying for nefarious reasons.

      "I love succades," he said, then fell suddenly silent.

      "You've tasted succades before?"

      "No. I've confused succades with...something else." He cleared his throat and concentrated on his food. Susanna watched him, mentally adding another layer to the story of Mr. Holt. Succades were a luxury. She would not have thought a simple gardener would be able to afford the sugared fruit. Mr. Holt was turning into quite the mystery.

      "We still need to find a buyer for them," Bessie said. She sounded quite disheartened, but when she caught Susanna's frown, she turned on a sweet smile.

      Susanna didn't fall for that trick. She knew Bessie better than she'd known her own mother. The maid had been her nurse since Susanna was a babe and became her governess and lady's maid as she grew up. She was clearly worried.

      Indeed, all three of her servants seemed cast down. They must have known how perilous their situation was. If Susanna could not find a merchant to buy her marmalades and succades, there would be no money to pay her beloved servants, no money to fix Stoneleigh. She thought she would have heard back from the London merchants by now. Those letters had been sent months ago. If she didn't secure one of them soon, the situation would become dire. There was only enough money to last the winter. After that, she would have to do something drastic.

      She would have to marry again.

      A dark, cold mass seeped through to her bones. She shuddered violently and set her knife carefully on her plate. She was no longer hungry, not even for marmalade.

      "Are you all right?" Holt asked, half-rising.

      "Of course I am." She regretted her harsh tone immediately. Holt had been a great help to her, more than she could have hoped for. Her ill-feeling toward him was best pushed to one side and forgotten. No doubt it was merely a product of her suspicious nature when it came to charming men.

      If Holt felt the barb of her words, he didn't show it. "You're not selling the marmalades at the village market?" he asked.

      "We sell a few jars," Cook said. "Oranges are a rare luxury, see, and the locals cannot afford the fruit or the products, and we cannot afford to sell them for less than their worth."

      "Only the highest of the nobility can truly appreciate oranges," Hendricks said with an imperial tilt of his chin. When he did that, his accent changed, so there was none of the country in it at all, but sounded as condescending as Jeffrey's. "Our succades are fit for the queen herself."

      Cook snorted. "You're a toss-pot, Hendricks."

      "Leave him," Bessie scolded gently. "He's right. Our oranges are the nation's best."

      "We have the nation's only oranges," Cook said. "Aside from Sir Francis Carew's." She leaned closer to Holt at her side. "Don't mind Hendricks. He thinks Stoneleigh is the most noble country estate in all the kingdom."

      "It may be," Hendricks said defensively. "The Farleys have owned it for hundreds of years, and they arrived with William the Conqueror himself."

      "Unfortunately, it's not the richest estate," Bessie said then flushed and dipped her head. "At least, not right now."

      "Hush, Bessie," Hendricks said. "The lad doesn't need to know our business."

      "It's all right," Susanna said. "I doubt she's telling Mr. Holt something he doesn't already know."

      "Aye, true." Hendricks stabbed a slice of beef with his knife more viciously than necessary. "Mr. Holt here does seem to have a way of finding out information about Stoneleigh."

      Susanna's heart stilled. "What do you mean?"

      Holt cleared his throat. "Mr. Hendricks is referring to the village innkeeper's gossiping. I asked him a few questions about the estates around about, and he told me more than I needed to know."

      "He's got a loose tongue, has Milner," Bessie said.

      "Ignore Hendricks," Cook said, shooting a glare at the servant across the table. "We do."

      An uneasy silence settled around the small group. It was something Susanna wasn't used to. Her three servants always got along so well. There were never any harsh words exchanged between them, never charged silences.

      "Is there any more marmalade?" Holt asked, tearing off another hunk of bread.

      "Here you go," Cook said, passing him the jar. "Eat up. It soothes the stomach, you know."

      "Helps with wind too," Bessie said. "Just ask Mr. Hendricks."

      Everyone burst into laughter, all except poor Hendricks, who gave Bessie his most withering scowl.

      "Lo! Lady Lynden?" Farmer Cowdrey's loud, gruff voice came from outside.

      "In the kitchen," Susanna called back. She rose to greet him but it wasn't just Cowdrey's bulk that filled the doorway. It was his sister's much more slender form too, holding a basket.

      "What a lovely surprise to see you both," Susanna said. "Margaret, how are you? Fully recovered I hope?"

      Margaret Cowdrey's pretty features lifted in an unconvincing smile. "Yes, thank you." She handed over the basket. "Thank you for the marmalades and bread, but I assure you, it's not necessary. Unfortunately the bread went stale, but you'll find your marmalades just the same as when you gave them to Walter."

      "Oh, you didn't need to give them back. They were for you. A get-well gift from Father and I."

      "Thank you, but as I explained to Walter when he brought them home, we didn't need anything." Her brother blushed to the roots of his red-brown hair and studiously stared down at his boots. "My servants are capable of making preserves and bread, and you need them more than us."

      Susanna took the basket. It was indeed still filled with the two jars of marmalade she'd sent to her ill neighbor. Margaret's pettiness grew worse and worse. Susanna felt a twinge of guilt at her unkind thoughts toward a woman she'd once called friend. They'd known each other their entire lives and played together as children, yet Margaret, the older by a year, had become distant as they grew up. When Susanna was fifteen, Margaret had gone so far as to turn her back as Susanna approached her after church. She'd offered no explanation then or since. Susanna had married and moved away a year later but upon her return, she'd discovered Margaret's feelings had not changed. Susanna eventually gave up trying to find out what the problem was and the two women successfully avoided each other most of the time.

      It must gall Margaret that her brother had asked Susanna to marry him. That's if she knew. When Susanna had asked Walter what Margaret had thought after his first proposal, he'd simply shrugged and said he hadn't told her yet. She didn't ask him after the second and third. It no longer seemed to matter.

      "What was your illness again? Your brother didn't quite know."

      Walter Cowdrey shuffled his feet. "A fever," Margaret said. "I'm still a little weak from it, so do not expect to see me much." Indeed her face did seem paler than usual, the freckles more vibrant across her nose. She was a handsome woman with alluring gray eyes and a neat figure, yet she had failed to secure herself a husband. Perhaps it was because of all the bitterness running through her. The entire village knew to watch out if Margaret Cowdrey was in one of her tempers.

      "Have you eaten yet?" Susanna asked.

      "Aye," said Walter. "In The Plough just now, thank you, m'lady."

      Out of the corner of her eye, Susanna saw Margaret wince, but she didn't know why. Perhaps it was because she hated the way her brother blinked his lashes at Susanna or the way he massaged the brim of his hat with his big hands as if it were Susanna's hand. Actually, the thought made her wince too. Having any part of her massaged by Walter made her want to run in the opposite direction.

      Now if it were Holt doing the massaging...

      "Please finish your dinner, Lady Lynden, and don’t mind us," Walter said. "I'll just wait until you're done." He nodded at Hendricks, Bessie, and Cook, then his gaze fell on Holt.

      Holt rose and Susanna introduced them. Holt smiled in greeting and Cowdrey almost did. One side of his mouth twitched and all! Farmer Cowdrey wasn't known for his joviality. Not that he was sour like his sister, he simply wasn't one of life's happy souls with a ready smile. Not like Orlando Holt.

      A few years older than Margaret, Walter and his father before him were good neighbors. The Cowdreys had been luckier than her father and not lost their entire harvest to bad weather several years in a row. Or perhaps it wasn't luck but better management. Susanna was under no illusion that her father made a good farmer. A good gentleman perhaps, but he'd been sent away to live with his aunt in London at an early age and so had not received the same farm education that his older brother, the heir, had. He wasn't supposed to have inherited Stoneleigh at all.

      "Sit. Eat," Walter said.

      "I'm finished," Susanna said. She wasn't, but she couldn't eat while guests in her house did not, and especially with Margaret looking down her snub nose at the servants. "Is something the matter?"

      "No." Walter's hands worked harder on his hat, crushing it even more. There was dirt under his overlong fingernails, and the skin around the knuckles looked dry and worn, much like his face. While not as haggard as Hendricks, Farmer Cowdrey had a comfortable face, rather like a well-worn pair of gloves. Permanent wrinkles fanned out from the corners of his eyes and bracketed his mouth. He didn't need to smile to make them appear. He looked far older than his thirty years. "I heard in the village that you'd hired a gardener." His gaze traveled to Holt and Holt nodded once more. He was still standing. "I told Margaret we had to come and find out more. Can't have you being taken advantage of, Susanna."

      The use of her name caught her unawares, and the soft way in which he spoke it made her face redden. He almost always used the more formal Lady Lynden, unlike Margaret, and this new intimacy worried her. Could he possibly be working up to another proposal?

      "I have, on a temporary basis only," Susanna said. "Mr. Holt is passing through and needed the work. Since I needed help, we came to a mutual arrangement." She saw no reason to discuss the particulars with Walter and Margaret. The entire parish didn't need to know how dire her father's financial situation was, although everyone had to know by now. Her lack of staff, horses, and land were a sign even the most dull-witted could see.

      Walter took a step closer to her and lowered his head. Dark red strands of hair flopped over his face. "You could have asked me, Susanna. I would have spared a man for you at no cost. Still can."

      "Walter!" Margaret said through a jaw so tight it must ache. "You're very noble, but have you forgotten how hard everyone is working at this time of year? I'm sure Susanna understands that we simply cannot spare anyone."

      "Thank you anyway," Susanna said, giving Walter a sympathetic smile, "but I'm happy with Holt."

      Margaret cleared her throat but said nothing. She clasped her hands in front of her skirts and tilted her chin, a rather insidious smile on her lips. There was no doubt in Susanna's mind what she was implying, but her brother seemed not to understand. He simply shifted his weight and watched Holt from beneath the curtain of hair. "Milner at The Plough said he's a stranger to these parts." He spoke quietly, but everyone in the kitchen would have heard.

      Holt had still not sat down. There was no smile on his lips now, no friendly greeting in his eyes. He stood like a tightly coiled rope.

      "He is," she said. "As I said, he's passing through."

      "Where you from?" Walter asked Holt.

      "Sussex."

      "Where in Sussex?"

      "A manor called Collier Dean."

      "Never heard of it."

      Holt shrugged. "I'd never heard of Stoneleigh, Sutton Hall, or Cowdrey Farm until I passed through the village. Doesn't mean they don't exist." He smiled, but it lacked the brightness Susanna had come to expect.

      Walter's mouth worked as if he were chewing an invisible piece of straw. "You should have come to me, Susanna," he said, low. "We're neighbors. I don't like strangers here in our valley. Too many of them lately." He slapped his hat on his head, nodded at Susanna, and stormed out.

      Margaret stared after him, her mouth agape like a dead fish. Slowly, a blush crept up her throat, over her cheeks to her hairline. "I, uh... Farewell." She left without a glance back.

      Susanna watched them go, bewildered and a little annoyed. Like Jeffrey, Walter Cowdrey thought she was incapable of managing Stoneleigh on her own. It was nice of them to be concerned but honestly! She wasn't a child anymore and she had a father still living. She didn't need another parental figure, or another husband for that matter. How many times would she have to say no to their marriage proposals and offers of help before it would sink into their thick-headed male skulls?

      "Please continue eating," she said to Holt and the others.

      "Odd man," Cook muttered, slathering marmalade over her bread. "Always thought that."

      "He's not odd," Bessie said. "He's just not as comfortable around people as most."

      "Not as odd as his sister."

      "At least they're locals," Hendricks said, saluting his cup at Holt. "We've known the Cowdreys forever, and they've always come to Stoneleigh's aid when we needed them."

      Susanna had always been happy to accept their offers, but not now. Not since she'd turned down Walter's proposals. Any dealings she now had with him had become too awkward to endure. This was simply the latest, and the oddest.
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      Susanna lay in bed and stared up at the tester, her mind awhirl. Usually she fell asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow, but not tonight. Tonight she couldn't stop marveling at how much work Orlando Holt had achieved in such a short time. The trees were pruned and the stakes in place for the canvas covering. He was a good worker, he never complained, and he rarely stopped, despite her insistence that he ought to. Indeed, the man always seemed to be smiling or jesting or flirting. She found herself liking him despite her instincts screaming at her to be wary, to not trust him.

      She sighed and rolled over, pulling the blanket up to her chin, but still she couldn't sleep. Her stomach rumbled, a sure sign sleep wasn't going to claim her. She got out of bed and put on a warm housecoat and soft slippers then grabbed the candle and used the embers in the fireplace to light it.

      She crept quietly out to the landing, not wanting to wake her father, and down the stairs. Halfway down, she stopped. Listened. All was silent. Yet she was sure she'd heard something. The click of a door opening or closing perhaps.

      "Father?" she whispered loudly. "Is that you?"

      Nothing. She went back up to the first floor and opened her father's study door. "Father?" Nothing, and the door to his bedchamber beyond was closed. She checked the other unoccupied chambers, but they too were empty, silent.

      With a shrug, she returned to the stairs and went down to the kitchen. It was still warm thanks to the glowing logs in the fireplace and she stood at the big hearth for a moment until the chill had left her bones. Another growl of her stomach forced her to investigate the pantry. She found bread and cheese and set them on the table. She was about to sit when Holt wandered in, yawning.

      He smothered it when he saw her. "I didn't know you were in here, m'lady. My apologies for disturbing your late night supper."

      "No need to apologize, Mr. Holt. I assume you couldn't sleep either, and your stomach led you here."

      He slid onto the bench seat at the table and chuckled. The flame on her candle wobbled before straightening again. It wasn't until that moment that she realized he didn't have a light of his own. How had he seen his way in the dark?

      "You have my measure, m'lady. I often wake with hunger in the middle of the night and can't sleep until I eat. You may soon regret your offer of board and food."

      She slid the bread across to him. "A body as big as yours must take some fueling."

      He looked down at himself. He was dressed in breeches and a shirt but not shoes. His feet must be freezing on the cold flagstone floor. "I am not that big."

      "You certainly are, Mr. Holt. Not fat, mind, just tall and strongly built."

      "Made for gardening," he said and laughed.

      "You achieved a lot today. Thank you," she added and meant it. She may not like the man, but he'd worked hard for little reward and deserved some thanks.

      He lifted one shoulder. "I did no more than any other gardener would."

      She shook her head. "I've had gardeners before and they weren't nearly as hard-working as you."

      He balanced a slice of cheese on the top of his bread and regarded her. "So you don't regret refusing Lord Lynden's and Farmer Cowdrey's offers?"

      "Not in the least. Their offers are not unconditional," she said without thinking. Perhaps she should be more careful—Holt was a stranger after all, and her business was none of his.

      He was also just a gardener and she the mistress of the house. The likes of Jeffrey would be shocked to learn she and Holt shared a meal in the kitchen late at night.

      "Oh?" he asked, watching her intently. "What do you mean?"

      "Nothing." She bit into her bread to stop herself saying more.

      He watched her a moment longer, and she was almost undone by the look of concern in his eyes, but then he blinked rapidly and shook his head, just a little, as if shaking off a thought. The curious movement intrigued her. What had he been thinking?

      But she knew the answer to that. It was what all men thought about, particularly late at night, alone with a woman. She'd best remember that.

      She returned her bread to the trencher and pushed it away, no longer hungry. "Good night, Mr. Holt," she said, her voice brittle.

      "You're going?"

      "I must." She had to get away from him. In quiet moments like this, she could feel her wariness dissolving, her defenses lowering. "Do you need the candle to light your way back to the servants' wing?"

      He stood too. "No, thank you." He sounded distracted. "Is everything all right? You seem a little upset all of a sudden."

      "I'm tired. That's all." She used her flame to light one of the candle stubs on the mantelpiece. "Take it," she said, holding it out to him. "I insist."

      "I can see. There's enough moonlight coming through the windows."

      "Take it." She shoved it into his hands. "I don't want you tripping and hurting yourself."

      "Too valuable, am I?" Candlelight twinkled in his eyes and shadows played around his smiling mouth. Good lord but he was the most handsome man she'd seen. Much, much too handsome and too charming. There must be an entire county of heartbroken women left behind in Sussex.

      "Ha! You're a gardener with no knowledge of fruit trees, Mr. Holt, I hardly call that valuable."

      "Ouch."

      She ignored him and nodded at the food still on the table. "Please eat your fill. There's always plenty of bread, cheese, and marmalade at Stoneleigh." The wheat for the bread came from Sutton Hall lands and the cheese from Cowdrey Farm, all reminders that she didn't need to be beholden to those men any more than she already was.

      "I've finished anyway," he said. "Good night, mistress. You go to bed and I'll tidy up."

      She paused at the door as a thought occurred to her. A thought that troubled her more than his flirting did. "Did you come straight from the servants' wing?"

      "Of course. Why?"

      "Nothing. It doesn't matter."

      He came up to her and took her elbow for an instant before dropping his hand to his side. "Tell me, m'lady. What's wrong?"

      "I thought I heard a noise upstairs near Father's study." She waved her hand in dismissal, but worry gnawed at her. She couldn't tell if he was lying. Indeed, his type were experts at lies, and she had no way of knowing when and if he spoke the truth.

      "I'll check for you."

      She was about to tell him no but decided to let him accompany her. Perhaps it hadn't been him. Perhaps there was someone else... Oh God. "Very well."

      Together they returned the bread and cheese to the pantry and, each carrying a candle, climbed the stairs to the main private chambers. He kept very close, a solid presence at her side that was both a comfort and distraction. Being near him made her heart race and her skin hot as if she suffered from a fever. Indeed, thinking clearly had suddenly become very difficult. She'd been close to him before, out in the garden, and that was distracting enough, but in the dark and quiet house, it was heady and thrilling. A small voice told her she shouldn’t be doing this with a strong man she hardly knew, but she didn't think she could tell him to leave. Not a single part of her wanted him to go, and all of her wanted him to stay. To move closer, to hold her so she could press her lips to his throat, his shoulder, his mouth.

      She heaved in a ragged breath. Her self-control hung by a thread.

      "Where did you hear the noise?" he asked.

      She blew out the breath slowly, calming her nerves a little. "Near Father's study." She pointed to a door. "I thought I heard it open or close."

      "Is it locked?"

      "No."

      "May I go in to check that no one is hiding inside?"

      She nodded. Her heart hammered as she watched him look around the study, under the desk, inside the large trunks. When he finished, she opened the door leading to her father's bedchamber. He was asleep in bed, softly snoring. Safe. She closed the door and almost laughed at her silliness. No one had been sneaking around Stoneleigh. Who would do that and why? She and her father had very little to steal and no secrets. Even Mr. Holt, the only stranger in their midst, must realize that.

      She watched him closely for any sign of guilt but saw none. Either he was a good liar, or he hadn't been there at all earlier. Indeed, she'd begun to doubt her own hearing. A small click could be anything or nothing.

      If he was lying and he had crept through the house, he would have discovered her father kept no money in his study. What little they had she kept well hidden in the outbuildings.

      "Thank you," she said out on the landing. "Everything seemed in its right order."

      "Good. I'm glad."

      "Good night, Mr. Holt."

      He suddenly caught her hand and before she could withdraw it, he'd pressed it to his lips. Her sharp intake of breath was as much from shock as desire. Both shot through her like a lightning bolt, catching her unawares. She did not remove her hand.

      His mouth lingered, warm and soft, until all of a sudden he dropped her hand as if it had burned him. "I, uh...hell." He raked his fingers through his dark hair, making it stick out at distressed angles, and he looked to the beams overhead. "I'm sorry. I...you..." He completed the sentence with a shake of his head. "I'm sorry," he muttered again. "I'd better go."

      She nodded, not trusting her voice. Her entire body shook with barely contained emotion, but her mind shut down, went numb. She backed away until she came up against her bedchamber door. She fumbled for the handle and opened it. Without saying another word, she stumbled inside and leaned against the closed door.

      Breathe.

      Thank God she'd got away before she did something foolish. If she had not...

      The thought dangled like a tempting morsel within reach, so close yet too dangerous to even entertain it.

      Later, when she was once more tossing and turning in bed, she congratulated herself on not making yet another mistake with yet another charming man.
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      Orlando slipped away down the stairs, although his mind was still back up on the landing. He couldn't think straight, and he got lost on his way to the servants' wing. Somehow he ended up in the kitchen again.

      He sat on a chair and lowered his head into his hands. Christ. He wanted her. Wanted to kiss her and take her in his arms. And bed her. He definitely wanted to do that. Not a good idea if she turned out to be a murderer. When he first met her he'd thought he could bed a woman for amusement then kill her if he had to. Now, he wasn't so sure. Susanna had gotten under his skin. Beauty and vulnerability had a way of doing that. The combination turned strong men into weak fools. Orlando thought he was strong enough, that his training had shut down the part of him that cared. Clearly it needed more work.

      He breathed in deeply then, feeling better, stood and padded to the pantry. Since he was alone once more, he might as well continue his search. He didn't expect to find anything in the kitchen area, but he didn't dare return to the private chambers tonight. If Susanna felt as frustrated as he did, she would be awake for some time. He couldn't risk her discovering him sneaking about. She was already suspicious enough.

      It had been a close call earlier. He thought she'd been asleep when he entered her father's apartments. If she had gone through to the adjoining bedchamber upon first hearing him, he would have been discovered. As it was, all he'd done was frighten her, something he regretted deeply.

      Bah! He shook off the sentimental notion. There was no room for sentimentality. There was no room for the feelings that flared whenever he was near Lady Lynden. There was his job and that was all. It was his life. It gave him a purpose, a sense that he was achieving something by bringing justice into unjust world, but it was also a means of staving off boredom. Drudgery turned him into a person he despised and brought danger to the door of his loved ones.

      Now there was only the Assassins Guild and its other two remaining members, Hughe and Cole, his friends. His brothers, closer to him than his actual one. The likes of Orlando could hope for nothing more.

      He held up the candle to throw as much light as possible around the large but mostly empty pantry. There were a few sacks of grain on the floor, several jars of differing sizes on the dresser, bread, and a wheel of cheese inside separate boxes. There had to be something to implicate or exonerate Susanna once and for all, and he was going to find it.

      At least he now knew where her chambers were. He suspected what he needed to find would be located in there. All he had to do was get inside without making her suspicious and—

      A scream rent the night apart.

      Susanna!

      He ran.
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      Orlando burst through the door to Susanna's bedchamber. There was enough moonlight coming through the window for him to see her standing at the side of the bed. Alone, thank God.

      "Out there!" she cried. "Quick, he's escaping!" She pointed a brass candlestick at the open casement window but did not move from the bedside.

      He leaned on the sill and looked down. A cloaked figure sprinted along the path away from the house toward a horse tethered to a bush. Bloody hell. Orlando couldn't reach the intruder in time before he mounted, and raising a hue and cry would be useless with old Hendricks being the only able bodied man within earshot, and the able bodied part was debatable anyway.

      Orlando thumped the window frame and the glass panes rattled. Like many things at Stoneleigh, it needed repairing.

      "He's gone," he said, as the rider rode off. "He must have used the vines to climb up and down." They were one floor up and ivy covered the wall and part of the window itself. Using the vines as a ladder wasn't a method many would choose to enter the upper floors, nor was it something easily done. The intruder was agile and courageous. Or foolish and desperate. "Did you see him?"

      When she didn't answer, he closed the window and returned to her. She still held the candlestick in both hands with the unlit wick pointed at the window. A weapon. He gently took her shoulders. She trembled.

      "Susanna? Are you hurt?"

      She shook her head.

      He pried the heavy candlestick from her grip and placed it on the table beside the bed. She looked at him through wide eyes brimming with fear. He stepped forward, just as she too moved closer, and folded her in his arms. She didn't cry, but her body shuddered, and he held her harder, tighter, careful not to crush her but enough to let her know she was safe. Her cheek pressed against his chest and her head tucked under his chin. He'd expected her to smell of the earth but instead she smelled of something sweet. It must be the scent she'd added to her water but he couldn't place the aroma. Whatever it was, it smelled intoxicating and it scrambled his senses.

      She drew in a long, ragged breath that pillowed her breasts against him and made the waterfall of her hair ripple over his bare forearms. He reached one hand up to massage the back of her neck, marveling at the way the soft strands slid through his fingers. Like the finest silk. Finer. He could tease it and hold her all night and not grow tired of the feel of her. His groin ached and his skin grew hot, tight. He wanted her more than he'd wanted any woman. To hear her soft moans in his ear, feel her flesh against his—

      "Unhand her!" growled Hendricks from the doorway.

      Susanna pulled away. Orlando sighed and wished he had a few moments more of the sweet torture.

      "It's all right, Hendricks," she said. "Mr. Holt was...protecting me."

      The shadowy form of the servant entered the bedchamber. He wore nothing but a nightshirt and cap. The poor fellow must be cold and indeed, the hand holding the dagger shook, but that could have been from age or from the exertion of running up the stairs.

      "Oh, my lady!" said Bessie, crowding in behind Hendricks. "Oh my dear girl, what's happened? Has he hurt you?"

      "It wasn't me," Orlando said, hands up in surrender. "There was an intruder."

      "An intruder!" Bessie pushed past Hendricks and enveloped Susanna in her arms, but Susanna was the one who uttered soothing words of comfort to the maid.

      "It's all right now. He's gone," she said, rubbing Bessie's back.

      "You sure it wasn't this fellow?" Hendricks jerked the knife at Orlando.

      "I'm sure." Susanna glanced at Orlando quickly then away. "I didn't see the intruder's face, but he went out the window the instant before Mr. Holt came through the door upon hearing my scream. It couldn't have been he."

      "Upon hearing you scream, eh?" Hendricks said, frowning. "He came all the way from the servants' wing in an instant?"

      "Not the servants' wing, from the kitchen." Orlando gave Susanna a shrug. "I was still hungry."

      "Hendricks, please lower the knife," she said. "I can assure you, it was not Mr. Holt."

      Hendricks obeyed. His frown didn't disappear but became more uncertain, as if he was thinking something through. He said nothing, however, just continued to glare at Orlando.

      "Oh, my poor baby," Bessie said, "you could have been hurt." She held Susanna at arm's length. "Look at you in your nightgown. You must be freezing. Get back in bed."

      "I'm all right, Bessie." She looked over the little maid's head as Cook rolled through the door, breathing hard. She pressed a hand to her bosom and held her candle high.

      "What happened?" she asked. "What's going on?"

      "An intruder," Hendricks said.

      "An intruder!"

      "Mr. Holt scared him away," Bessie said.

      "Everyone's all right," Susanna added. "Now, please go back to bed. Nothing more can be done."

      "Not yet," Bessie said. "He might come back."

      Was Orlando the only one who could see the sheen of fear in Susanna's eyes again? He ached to comfort her. Alone. In her bed.

      Later.

      "I'll check the master." Hendricks shuffled off, apparently no longer thinking Orlando was a threat. If he only knew...

      "And I'll warm up some milk," Cook said. "You used to like warm milk whenever you had nightmares as a girl." Instead of leaving, she leaned a shoulder against the door frame. "Just let me catch my breath first."

      Bessie pulled back the covers on the bed and patted the mattress. "Hop in before you catch your death, m'lady."

      Susanna glanced at Orlando. There was enough light to see that she struggled to control her emotions, but whether those emotions were fear, embarrassment, or desire he couldn't tell. He really hoped it was desire.

      "Mr. Holt," she said, "thank you for coming to my aid. I appreciate it."

      "You don't need to thank me. Rescuing damsels in distress is a hobby of mine. It's something I do when I'm not gardening." He said it to lighten the mood and it almost worked. A hint of a smile played around her lips. If they'd been alone, he would have touched her mouth to tease it out again, but both maids were staring at him and he could hear Hendricks's footsteps returning along the landing.

      "The master's still asleep," the servant said from the doorway. "He can't have heard anything."

      Susanna rubbed her temple. "Good. Now, off to bed everyone. There's no need for us all to be tired tomorrow."

      "Not yet," Orlando said. "I have some questions."

      "You have some questions for the mistress?" Hendricks's jaw went slack with disbelief. "She has ordered you to leave. I think you should listen to her."

      "It's all right, Hendricks," Susanna said. "Ask away, Mr. Holt. If you think your questions will shed some light on this incident, then please go ahead. I would like to know who would do such a thing."

      Orlando thanked her. "You said you didn't see the intruder, is that right?"

      "I didn't."

      "Not even a little?"

      "He wore a hood and it was dark."

      "He? Are you sure it was a man?"

      The notion that it could have been a woman seemed to surprise her. "I, well, I don't know." She shook her head. "It's difficult to gauge size from the bed and he or she was only half way through the window when I screamed. I wasn't fully asleep so I heard it open."

      "Did the intruder say anything?"

      "No."

      "Make any sound at all? Something that could identify him or her?"

      "Nothing." She folded her arms over her chest and rubbed her shoulders.

      "I think that's enough questions for now, Mr. Holt," Bessie said, circling her arm around Susanna's waist. "Maybe she'll think of something else overnight."

      "Be sure to tell me if you do."

      "Aye, and then we'll tell Lord Lynden too."

      "Lynden?"

      "He's the justice of the peace for the parish," Susanna said. "He needs to know if someone tried to steal from us."

      What would a fool like Lynden do? The man didn't look capable of holding a sword properly let alone actually wielding it to apprehend someone. His lace cuffs would get in the way. Yet Orlando knew appearances could be deceptive. Hughe was the best swordsman he'd met, and he wore a ruff and an attitude of apathy to rival Lynden's.

      As the justice of the peace, Lynden didn't have to exert himself anyway, he could send others to make an arrest—but first he needed to know who was guilty.

      "I'll sleep with you tonight, m'lady," Bessie said, pulling back the covers on the far side of the large bed. "Cook, I'll have a cup of that warm milk too, if you don't mind."

      "I don't mind, but Hendricks here'll have to bring it up. Those stairs will be the death of me. Don't know how you do it, Bessie," Cook muttered as she left.

      Orlando followed Cook and Hendricks out of the bedchamber. He didn’t look back at Susanna. He didn't want to see the fear in her eyes again. It unsettled him more than her beauty, and he had an inexplicable urge to banish it.

      "If it's all right with you," he said to the two servants when the door was closed, "I'll sleep here for the rest of the night."

      "What, in my lady's parlor?" Cook asked.

      "Yes."

      "On the floor?"

      "It's dry and not crawling with lice—what more do I need?"

      She huffed. "All right then. Hendricks, fetch Mr. Holt a mattress and blankets."

      Hendricks did as he was told, but only after giving Orlando a glare that was as blunt and hard as a hammer blow.

      "It might be a good idea not to mention this to Lady Lynden," Orlando told them when the manservant returned. "She may not want me here, so close to her bedchamber."

      "She's not the only one," Hendricks muttered.

      Later, sitting on the mattress with his back against the paneled parlor wall, Orlando sipped his warm cup of milk and tried to push aside his emotional reaction to Susanna's fear and think about the intruder.

      Who would come into her room like that, and why? A thief who didn't know she had nothing to steal? A kidnapper?

      Or an assassin?

      If it was the latter, who aside from himself had been hired to kill Lady Lynden? And even more importantly, how hard were they willing to investigate her before performing the deed?

      He got no sleep for the rest of the night.
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      Susanna managed to keep her distance from Holt in the garden the next morning. It was easy enough to do the weeding at one end while he did the other, her back to him most of the time. Some of the weeds and grass reached to her thighs, but the work was relaxing and satisfying if a little tiring. Unfortunately it also let her mind wander—straight to the intruder.

      Holt had asked more questions as soon as they were alone in the garden but none that she hadn't already tried to answer herself as she lay awake beside a softly snoring Bessie. Who would break into Stoneleigh and why? It didn't make sense. They had nothing to steal except for their marmalades and succades, and they needed a cart and horse to move them. Besides, the jars were in the stables and any thief would search the outbuildings first before venturing into the house. So it had to be someone who didn't know the situation at Stoneleigh. A stranger. She'd told Holt so. He'd simply nodded and set to work.

      Holt. Orlando. He'd woken something within her last night outside her bedchamber, something she'd thought dormant. His simple kiss of her hand made her skin feel like it was on fire. Her heart had never thumped so hard or so loud. Then later, after the intruder left, she'd wanted to sink into Holt's strength and feel it envelop her, keep her safe. To be held by such a man...to make love to him...

      She shuddered despite the warmth of the sun on her back. The emotions he'd triggered alarmed her. She'd tried so hard to bury that side of herself. In the light of day, she thanked God she'd been strong enough to walk away from Holt despite every part of her body begging for him. He was not a man she wanted to know intimately.

      He suddenly looked up as if he knew she was watching. He didn't smile, didn't wink or do any of those flirtatious things she'd come to expect from him, but simply looked, as if he was trying to see into her.

      She wrenched a particularly tough weed out and threw it onto the growing pile of uprooted ones. She forced herself to think about something other than Holt or the intruder, and planned the formal garden directly in front of the house instead. Come spring, she could plant lavender and roses. They smelled divine when in bloom and their flowers were so pretty. The formal garden had been neglected since her father let the gardeners go but Susanna wanted to restore it to its former beauty. Hopefully she would soon secure a buyer for the succades and marmalades and there'd be money to spare for plants.

      "Let me help you with that," said Holt.

      At first Susanna thought he was speaking to her, but when she turned, she saw him approach Hendricks who struggled with a heavy chair.

      "Mr. Farley wishes to sit in the sun and watch you work," Hendricks said to Susanna, ignoring Holt even as the gardener took the chair off him.

      "Set it near the oranges," she said. "That's his favorite spot."

      "How will he get out here?" Holt asked, setting the chair down.

      "I'll help him walk," Hendricks said.

      "Allow me."

      "I can do it."

      "You both can," Susanna said. Honestly, men were worse than children sometimes.

      They left together, and she continued weeding until they brought her father into the garden. He limped heavily and had one arm around Holt while Hendricks carried a blanket and cushion. The servant looked unhappy and took great pains to plump the cushion and arrange it on the chair.

      "Ah," her father said, sitting. "The fresh air pleases me."

      "The air is certainly fresh out here," Susanna said, placing the blanket across his lap. "Tell me when you get cold, and Mr. Holt will take you back inside."

      He waved off her concern. "The sun is out. The sky is blue. It's a perfect autumn day."

      Susanna glanced first at Holt then at Hendricks. They'd all agreed not to trouble her father about the intruder. There was no point upsetting him.

      He fingered one of the orange tree leaves hanging near his head. "I do look forward to spring, my dear. It's my favorite time to sit here with the scent of the blossoms in the air to remind me of your mother. She always smelled of orange blossom." Longing clouded his eyes. He missed her mother. Theirs had been a love match. Being the second son and not meant to inherit, he'd been allowed more freedom than his older brother and chosen his own bride.

      "What do orange blossoms smell like?" The deep, velvety tones of Holt's voice drew her attention.

      "Like Heaven," her father murmured.

      Holt regarded him with a curious expression.

      "My mother added dried blossoms to her bathing water," Susanna said. "The scent is not like anything you've smelled before, I can assure you."

      "You have a jar of dried blossoms, don't you?" her father asked. "To use for special occasions."

      "I have. Not that I attend many special occasions these days." She dipped her head and hoped they didn't see her blush. She'd added the blossoms to her bathing water the night before because she missed their lovely scent. It had nothing to do with wanting to smell nice for anyone.

      "You would attend events if you accepted more invitations," Farley grumbled.

      Holt forked an eyebrow at her. She ignored him and tried to walk off but her father caught her hand. "Why don't you accept Lynden's invitations to dine? He's a good man. Not at all like his cousin."

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Holt's other eyebrow join its mate. He watched her intently, waiting. Beside him, Hendricks shifted awkwardly and glanced from her father to Holt to her. The poor man wasn't sure what to do or say.

      "I have no desire to travel all the way to Sutton Hall in the middle of the day," she said. "I have too much to do here and I'd rather stay with you."

      "You don't dine with me," Farley said huffily, "you eat with the servants. Now that you have Holt to help, you can take some time away from the garden to pay your respects to Lynden. He's our neighbor and your kin by marriage, and we are dependent on his goodwill to a certain extent, and that of Cowdrey. Indeed I urge you most insistently to pay attention to Farmer Cowdrey. He may not be as witty as...other men, but he too is a good man and earnest."

      At times like these, she thought there was nothing wrong with her father's mind. It could be as sharp as ever. He knew exactly how desperate their situation was or he would not be suggesting she encourage Walter Cowdrey in his attentions. He knew she didn't want to marry again, and he'd told her he respected her choice, but it was clear that he didn't like it. Just how much he was prepared to argue with her over it was not something she wanted to discover in front of the servants.

      "Father, can we discuss this another time please. When we're alone."

      He waved a hand at Holt and Hendricks. "Back to work, both of you."

      Hendricks left and Holt returned to his pocket of garden but stole glances at Susanna. She knew because she faced him and couldn't stop looking up from her task of weeding. His mouth tilted in a lazy smile but she knew his mind was mulling over the conversation she'd had with her father. No doubt he was wondering why the mistress of Stoneleigh refused to court Cowdrey when she was still of childbearing age. Walter might be a step or two down in status for a baroness, but his wealth made up for his lack of position in the eyes of the world.

      Let him wonder. It was none of Holt's business. And she hated talking about the past anyway. Her marriages in all their disastrous glory were buried along with her husbands, and that's how she wanted it to stay.

      "There'll be a good crop this year," her father said some time later. Susanna thought he'd fallen asleep but he seemed lucid and alert. "Is everything in place for the shelter? If it stays this clear you'll need to secure the canvases over the trees tonight."

      She smiled at him. He still loved the trees, still cared for them. He would until the day he died, if only because his wife had loved them so. "You're right," she said, coming to stand beside him. She pressed her hand to her aching back and stretched. "If you're here for supper, Mr. Holt, perhaps you can help me throw the canvases over the trees. It's not an easy job to do on my own."

      "I'll be here," he said, carrying a box filled with weeds over to them. "I think I'll head into the village this afternoon, if that's all right with you, m'lady."

      "Of course. I told you to take the afternoons off. Indeed, I feel guilty if you don't. We're not paying you enough to stay here and work all day."

      "Why aren't we paying him?" her father asked, blinking up at her. He looked tired. It was time to return him inside for his dinner and a nap.

      "We can't afford to," she said.

      "Oh. Pity." He indicated the patch Holt had weeded. It was clean and much larger than her own. "I hope you can stay until the spring, Holt. There's so much to do in the spring, isn't there, my dear."

      "Yes, Father. Now, I think it's time for you to go inside. Mr. Holt, do you mind?"

      Holt put the box of weeds down and, instead of helping her father to stand, picked him up bodily and carried him out of the garden. Susanna tried to pick up the chair, but it was large and awkward and far too heavy for her to carry all the way back to the house. She packed away the gardening things and a few minutes later Holt returned and took the chair.

      "Tell me more about Sir Francis Carew's orange trees," he said suddenly. Of all the things she'd expected him to say, that was not one of them. "You said he builds a structure over them to protect them. How big is it? What's it made of?"

      "It's like a small barn, I suppose, but it can be removed in the warmer months. Three of its walls are wooden and the fourth is the brick wall of the garden. The top is open except on cold nights and wintry days when he covers them with a wooden roof. He followed a design drawn up by our French supplier. I sent off for it too but haven't built it yet. You see, orange trees can go without sunlight for some time, so it doesn't matter if they are protected in this way for several days during particularly bad weather."

      He nodded. "It sounds like a good method."

      She sighed. "It's the best we have."

      "Is it not good enough?"

      "A milder climate would be better, particularly as we get more trees. That wall is the best spot for them, but I can't fit many more plants along it."

      "I can't do anything about the weather," he said, chuckling.

      "Or the wall."

      "Where will you get more trees? Buy them?"

      "I can't afford to buy more. I want to graft them. It's easy enough to do, according to the Frenchman who sold Mama and Sir Francis the saplings. But I have nowhere to shelter them. I need to build something out here to protect them. It's the bane of enterprise, Mr. Holt. You cannot be prosperous unless you have a lot of product to sell, but you won't get a lot of product if you can't afford to invest in them. Does that make sense?"

      His smile set off his two boyish dimples. "I think my poor gardener's brain can wrap around the concept."

      She winced. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to imply you're dull-witted." He may be a servant and ignorant about orange trees, but she shouldn't have assumed he was stupid. Her other three servants certainly weren't.

      He hefted the chair and she tried not to stare at the way his muscles in his arms bulged. "Why can't you build a moveable barn like Carew? You said you have the plans."

      "We have no money for materials or labor."

      "What about me? I can build it."

      "You'll be leaving soon. A structure big enough to cover all the orange trees would take weeks to build."

      "Hmm," he said, and together they went into the house.
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      According to the Plough Inn's innkeeper, a stranger had arrived a few days earlier in the village of Sutton Grange. He told Orlando he'd find the man at Sutton Hall, so that's where he headed. The manor house was situated amidst wide green fields a mile from the village. The house itself was much grander than Stoneleigh with wide wings and dozens of chimney pots reaching like fingers into the sky. It was also in better repair. It looked fresh and new, a virgin compared to an old hag.

      He avoided the house itself and sought out the stables where he found a scrawny lad leaning on his broom handle, gazing across the countryside.

      "Lo," Orlando hailed him.

      The lad almost fell over in his haste to get back to work mucking out the first stall.

      "Don't mind me," Orlando said. "Keep doing what you were doing. I just want to know if the land steward's here."

      "No," the groom said. "He's ridden out with the master."

      Good. Orlando didn't want to happen upon either of them or any servant of authority. The person he really wanted to speak to was right in front of him. A stable boy. A maid would have been better—more prone to gossip, and they responded well to his questioning techniques—but the chances of getting inside and not raising suspicions were nil.

      "Maybe you can help me," Orlando said, patting the nose of an inquisitive horse over one of the low stall doors. There were seven stalls, all but three of them occupied. The stables were clean and the smell of leather hung in the air so either the lad didn't day dream all of the time or he had help. "I'm the gardener over at Stoneleigh. Lady Lynden needs some timber for building, and I thought a place like this one would have some to spare. Can you help her?"

      The lad's mouth twisted as he leaned on the broom again. He was about sixteen and wore ill-fitting and faded livery. "There might be some left over from the second barn. It was built last spring after your mistress sold her inheritance back to my master."

      "She sold her widow's rights to him?"

      "Aye, in a manner." The lad gave a sigh of strained patience. "I don't know if it was all official, but they made some sort of agreement where Lord Lynden bought her inheritance back. She needed the money to fix up Stoneleigh, see. It was in a right bad state a year ago with half the roof gone."

      That explained a lot. Orlando had wondered why Farley and Susanna were so poor. As a widow, she was entitled to a portion of the income generated from her late husband's lands. By all accounts, Sutton Hall was a profitable estate. But if she had sold those rights back to Jeffrey and used the money to fix up Stoneleigh, then it was no wonder she had little left to pay for servants. A new roof alone would have cost a fortune.

      "So there's timber left over from the barn?" Orlando asked.

      "Aye, I think so. Umberly could tell you more when he gets back. That's the land steward. I'm sure my lord could come up with a fair price for your mistress to get it off his hands, them being related and all."

      "The only fair price I can think of would be nothing. Their being related and all."

      "Nothing?" The lad snorted and started sweeping again. "The master don't care for his relations that much."

      Then Orlando would just have to find a way to make him care. It hadn't been his intention to ask about building materials for Susanna's orange tree shelter. It had simply been a good way to start a friendly conversation with the lad, but since Orlando would probably be around for a few more days, he might as well start building the structure. Just start it, mind, not go on with it. She would have to find someone else to do that job after he left.

      If she lived.

      His stomach clenched and the breath suddenly left his body. Hell. It was not the sort of reaction he should have when thinking about doing his job. Hughe would remove him immediately if he knew he had doubts about assassinating Susanna.

      "He doesn't want to care for the widow of his cousin?" Orlando asked, laying a steadying hand on the stall door. "Just think, to have two husbands die in the same manner...very unfortunate." He shook his head, warming to his subject as he had done with the Stoneleigh servants the first time he'd met them.

      The lad seemed intrigued too. He was leaning on his broom again, having accomplished little so far. The stable floor was as filthy as when Orlando entered it. "Never thought about it like that. I didn't know they died the same way. Did they?"

      Orlando shrugged. If there weren't any rumors about it, he certainly didn't want to start any. The fact there were no rumors was what he wanted to establish. Milner from The Plough also hadn't mentioned the coincidence, and he seemed like a fellow who liked to gossip. So no one seemed to think Susanna guilty, yet someone had anonymously employed Hughe to assassinate her because she was a murderess. Interesting.

      "Perhaps I'm mistaken," he said. "How did the previous Lord Lynden die?"

      "His heart stopped, so they say."

      "And how did they know his heart just stopped? Was someone with him at the time?"

      "He was asleep. His man found him in bed the next morning. Sad business. He wasn't a bad master. Course, all the maids wept into their aprons for weeks after. The village girls too." He sniggered and gave Orlando a wink.

      Orlando was an expert at schooling his reactions, but this time he had to call on all his experience and training. While it wasn't unusual for a man of Lynden's station to have mistresses, Orlando couldn't believe that someone married to Susanna would need to stray. Not only was she beautiful, but she was passionate too. He didn't need to bed her to know that, he could see it in the way she trembled at his touch, the way her face heated and her breath quickened.

      Lord Phillip Lynden had been a bloody fool.

      "Did his man tell you how he found him?" Orlando asked. "How he looked? Was there anything unusual about his skin or his eyes?"

      "He was dead. Sounds unusual enough to me."

      The conversation was going nowhere. If Orlando wanted to find out if the body showed signs of poisoning he would need to speak to the manservant himself, or someone else who studied the body.

      "Was a coroner called?"

      "Widow Dawson was sent for first. She's the village wise woman, and the parish pay her to look over the dead too. She said the coroner should be fetched on account of the master being young and strong. Took him three days to get here."

      Orlando made to walk off but stopped at the entrance. "One more thing. Where can I find the stranger who arrived here three days ago?"

      "You can find me right here."
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      Orlando nodded a greeting to the man standing near the stable entrance. The stranger nodded back without taking his cool gray gaze off Orlando.

      "My name's Holt," Orlando said. "I'm the gardener at Stoneleigh across the way."

      "Monk," the stranger said.

      "That a name or a description?"

      "Whatever you want it to be." He sounded bored, as if he'd heard the jest a thousand times and given the same response. He was a tall, lean man with brown hair and the sort of face women looked twice at if he passed them. His clothes were that of a country gentleman, well-tailored to his broad-shouldered frame but not as ostentatious as Lynden. The ruff was small and there was no lace in sight.

      "So why does the gardener at Stoneleigh want to speak to me? I wouldn't know an apple tree from a cherry, so I doubt it's for advice." Monk smiled and Orlando smiled back, despite his unease. Monk's stance was deceptively casual. Most observers would think him simply a man enjoying a conversation with another, but Orlando knew differently. One hand rested on his hip near the sword strapped there, his other was at his side, the fingers flexed. He stood with his weight evenly balanced on both feet, blocking the exit.

      So Monk was defensive and prepared to fight. That meant he had something to hide.

      Orlando held up his hands. Perhaps it was foolish to take them away from the dagger tucked into his belt, but he was playing the role of a simple, unthreatening gardener. "My apologies, it's nothing personal, but I was told by Milner at The Plough that you and I were the only strangers to come to the village lately."

      "So?"

      The swish of the broom behind him stilled. The lad was listening too. "There was an intruder at Stoneleigh last night," Orlando said.

      The stable boy gasped then swore softly. Monk blinked and a small line appeared between his brows. "And you think I am that intruder."

      Orlando shrugged one shoulder. "As strangers passing through, we are always the first to be accused of such crimes. It was not me, however."

      "Why not report it to Lord Lynden? He is the justice of the peace, is he not?"

      "Aye," the lad said, "he is."

      "Lady Lynden plans on doing just that," Orlando said. "Perhaps she has already been here."

      "Perhaps she has," Monk said. "I've been out riding, so I wouldn't know."

      "If Lord Lynden or one of the servants can vouch for your whereabouts then all is well. One of the maids perhaps? It was late at night."

      The gray eyes turned as cold and hard as flint. "Lord Lynden will tell you I was with him. We were up late talking. The servants were all asleep. Ask him."

      "No need," Orlando said cheerfully. "I'm sure he'll say the same thing." Whether it was true or not didn't matter. Lynden would vouch for Monk, or Monk wouldn't have spoken with such certainty. "So what is the nature of your business here at Sutton Hall?"

      That got a bigger reaction from Monk than anything so far. He actually laughed and looked genuinely amused. "You're asking me what my business here is?"

      "There are few servants at Stoneleigh and none of them are young. Mr. Farley is aged and Lady Lynden is unwed. I've taken it upon myself to find out what I can about the intruder."

      "Think yourself her champion, do you?" Monk's laughter vanished, replaced with a sneering lift of his top lip. "I hear she's very beautiful."

      Could Orlando hit him before the other man drew his sword? He would like to thump that smirk off his face.

      "Your business here...?" Orlando prompted.

      "Is not your business, Mr. Holt. It's between Lord Lynden and myself. Now, I suggest you return to your lovely mistress before she discards you in favor of another...gardener."

      Orlando smiled when all he felt was a simmering anger welling inside. "You sound like a man who's suffered at the hands of a beautiful woman before. But don't fear on my account," he said lightly, "I've never been discarded in favor of another. I think you'll find it's always the other way around."

      He touched the brim of his hat in farewell and pushed past Monk. Most men would step in front of him at such a juncture or give a challenging punch to his shoulder, but Monk did not. Orlando may have only spoken to him briefly, but he already knew Monk was not so petty as that.

      Orlando did, however, feel the intense gray gaze slicing into his back like needles of ice.
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      "You should have reported it to Lord Lynden," Cook said, grinding the cloves with so much force Susanna was worried the pestle would crack under the pressure.

      "I didn't see the point," she said. "We have no clues as to who it was. Besides, Jeffrey would only worry."

      Hendricks snorted as he handed a tray to Susanna. "Only in that he'd be worried the intruder would take it upon himself to break into the Hall next."

      Bessie clicked her tongue as she set the table where Holt sat listening and watching. It wasn't like him to be so quiet. Susanna had grown used to his friendly chatter, his easy laughter, and flirting. Something was on his mind, something to do with where he'd gone that afternoon. He'd only been back a short time and together they had covered the orange trees for the night before coming inside. She'd gone straight upstairs with Bessie to wash up for supper and returned to the kitchen to see him sitting at the table, saying little and apparently lost in thought.

      She'd assumed he'd gone into the village but hadn't asked. He could do as he wished in the afternoons. Curiosity gnawed at her nevertheless. Curiosity and a dull ache. Most likely he'd gone to see a woman. Men like Holt always had women waiting for them somewhere. They seemed to attract them like bees to lavender.

      The ache turned to a wrenching twist and she turned her back to him lest he notice her staring. No matter how much she tried not looking at him, her gaze always wandered there when he was nearby.

      "You're unkind, Hendricks," Bessie said. "Lord Lynden would be concerned for his kinswoman and you know it."

      "I s'pose so." Hendricks peered over Cook's shoulder and sighed. "But I'm not sure he could do much to help, as the mistress says. What can he do when we don't know who it was?"

      "It should still be reported," Cook said with a grunt as she pounded.

      "Are you trying to turn those cloves to dust?" Hendricks asked. "They look ready to me. Come on, put 'em in, I'm starving."

      Cook shook the pestle at him. "Don't tell me how to do my job, Mr. Hendricks. I don't tell you how to do yours, do I?"

      "Yes, you do."

      Cook humphed and scraped the cloves into the pot simmering over the fire. "A few more minutes to let the flavor seep through then we're ready."

      "He'll probably come to see you tomorrow," Holt said, rising.

      "Who?" the servants all said as one.

      Susanna knew the answer. "You were up at the Hall?"

      He nodded and came to stand beside her. There was an extra intensity about him tonight that hadn't been there before, as if something troubled him. She didn't like it. She missed her amiable gardener. Could the intruder be worrying him? Or something else?

      Something to do with the desire that had passed between them?

      "You spoke to Jeffrey about last night?" she asked.

      "Not him, no. I spoke to a stable hand and another man there. I'm sure it won't take long before Lynden comes to speak to you. I mentioned the intruder to Milner at The Plough."

      "You did what?" Hendricks whipped around so fast the spoon in his bowl did a full swivel around the rim before settling back into place. "You fool! Now everyone will know. Cowdrey will—" He caught Susanna's glare and stopped.

      "Leave Farmer Cowdrey to me," she said. "Anyway, I'm sure Mr. Holt had good reason to tell Milner."

      "Two reasons," Holt said, addressing Hendricks. She applauded him for that. Hendricks, bless him, was as protective of her as her own father, perhaps more so since her father's health had begun to fade. Holt may never win the servant over before he left, but treating him with as much respect as he would the master of the house was a good start. Particularly as it didn't feel like he was treating her with any less respect by doing it. Indeed, she felt as if his words were directed at her, meant for her ears only.

      "First," he said, "Milner is the quickest way to get word out about the intruder. Once word is out, it's less likely to happen again. The village will be on edge, watchful. Anyone who was away from their home last night will come under suspicion. I think it's the best way to ensure it won't happen again, if the intruder was a local."

      "And if he wasn't?" Bessie asked in a soft voice.

      "And if he wasn't, I know who it might be. That's my second reason for speaking to Milner. He told me about a stranger to the village, other than myself. The stranger asked directions to Sutton Hall, so I went there after leaving The Plough. That's when I spoke to the stable lad and the stranger himself."

      "And?" Cook prompted, her attention as focused on Holt as the rest, her cooking forgotten.

      "His name is Monk. He claims he was at the Hall last night talking to Lynden."

      "So it can't be him," Bessie said, satisfied. "His lordship will vouch for him."

      "Aye," Hendricks said. "Did you ask him?"

      Holt shook his head and turned to Susanna. She saw the unspoken words in his eyes. He didn't want to ask Jeffrey because he didn't trust him to tell the truth.

      But that was absurd. Jeffrey had no reason to send a man to climb through her window. Why would he? Of all people, he knew they had nothing worth stealing.

      "Of course it may not be someone who went into the village at all," Cook said, ladling broth into a bowl from the pot. "There could be someone hiding in the woods." She stopped ladling and gasped. "Oh my."

      Bessie clasped Hendricks's arm. "Do you think it's possible?"

      A shiver slithered down Susanna's spine and she found her hand safely enclosed in Holt's big one. The pad of his thumb rubbed her knuckles, the movement soothing, sending a different kind of shiver through her. A warm one that made her heart lurch in her chest. His gaze locked with hers, reassuring. Comforting. She felt utterly safe with this man beside her.

      Yet that was absurd. Orlando Holt was a mystery and she needed to remember that. What sort of gardener needed direction for even the basic tasks, and didn't have his own gardening gloves? What sort of servant worked for no pay when much wealthier manors were within walking distance?

      She could not trust him with all her secrets. Not yet.

      "No one is hiding out in the woods," Hendricks said, patting Bessie's hand. "It's much too cold tonight. There's frost in the air already. Anyway, I'll protect you." His wrinkles bent into a reassuring smile meant only for the maid. She smiled back, but it lacked assurance.

      Cook handed a bowl to him and he had to let go of Bessie's hand to take it. "No offense, Mr. Hendricks, but I'll sleep with my sharpest knife under my pillow tonight, just in case. Unless Mr. Holt wants to sleep outside my door?"

      "Hush, Cook," Bessie scolded, lowering her head but stealing a glance at Holt.

      Susanna removed her hand from his. "What do you mean?"

      "I slept in your parlor last night after we scared the intruder away."

      "You did? On the floor?"

      "Yes. It's surprisingly comfortable and the rushes smelled pleasing."

      "I always have clean rushes," Bessie said. "But I hope it wasn't too uncomfortable."

      "He had a mattress," Hendricks snapped.

      Susanna hardly heard either of them. Blood pounded between her ears, deafening her to almost everything else. He had watched over her. Knowing such a strong and handsome man had spent hours outside her bedchamber door was a heady thing. But not as heady as knowing he'd done it to ensure her safety and not for more base reasons.

      Her gardener may be a mystery, but he had just endeared himself to her in a way that his flirting never could.

      "Why did no one tell me?" she asked but not harshly. She did not want Holt or the others to think her ungrateful.

      Bessie, Hendricks, and Cook exchanged worried glances as they passed bowls between each other. "We didn't want to alarm you, m'lady," Bessie said. She handed Susanna a bowl of the steaming broth. "You'd had quite an ordeal and, well, we weren't sure if you'd welcome Mr. Holt sleeping so near."

      "Oh. Yes. Of course." She placed the bowl on the tray to take up to her father. "It's unconventional, true, but I must be told everything that occurs in this house."

      "Yes, m'lady," Bessie said, passing over another bowl which Susanna set next to the first on the tray.

      "In that case," Orlando said. "I should tell you that I plan on sleeping in the parlor again tonight."

      "I don't think that's necessary. As Hendricks said, the intruder is unlikely to return tonight."

      "Protest all you like, madam, but I will be sleeping on the parlor floor again."

      The nerve of him! She was about to tell him he should mind his place but bit her lip to stop herself. Holt sported a devastating smile. He knew precisely what she'd been about to say.

      "Shouldn't you be asking me and not ordering me?" she said instead.

      He cocked his head to the side and she almost laughed at the cheekiness of his stance and the impish gleam in his eyes. He was certainly a man used to breaking a tense mood with his charm. "In that case, may I sleep on your parlor floor tonight, m'lady?"

      "No," she said, just to see his reaction.

      "Not the right answer." When she began to protest, he added, "You told me to ask so I did. You mentioned nothing about obeying."

      "Are you this impertinent with all your employers?"

      "Always, but they couldn't help but like me anyway."

      "Are you sure they didn't simply tolerate you? Perhaps they were short of strong backs in the garden."

      He pressed a hand to his chest. "You wound me, dear lady."

      She chuckled despite herself and shook her head. He was incorrigible.

      "I'll let you make it up to me by allowing me to sleep on the parlor floor," he said.

      "Not the floor, a mattress," Hendricks grumbled. "From the most comfortable guest bed, mind."

      Susanna picked up the tray with the bowls of broth for both her father and herself. "Good night, everyone."

      "Good night, m'lady," Bessie, Hendricks, and Cook intoned.

      Orlando merely gave her a wicked smile.
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      Susanna dismissed Bessie from her bedchamber and watched her leave through the adjoining parlor where Holt was laying a blanket over the mattress he'd carried in moments before. Hendricks wasn't so easy to remove. He hovered in the doorway, a stern expression giving his wrinkles extra depth.

      "Good night, Hendricks," she said. "You may go now."

      But it was Holt who walked out. "Forgot the pillow," he said, heading to the guest bedchamber.

      Hendricks crossed his arms. "I'll wait here awhile, m'lady. Just until he's asleep."

      She sighed. "Hendricks, it's all right. Mr. Holt has proved himself trustworthy. If he wanted to harm me, he'd have done so when we were alone in the garden."

      "I'm not worried about him harming you," he muttered.

      Nor was she. She suspected she was in more danger of being seduced than harmed.

      She squeezed his arm. "Go now. Blow out the lamps on the landing on your way down."

      He didn’t move for several beats, but eventually he bid her good night, followed by a loud huff directed at Holt as they passed on the landing.

      "Should I be worried that he'll stab me in my sleep?" Holt asked, throwing the pillow onto the mattress then squaring up to her. Goodness, he was tall and solid. The muscles in his upper arms bulged beneath his shirt sleeves and his shoulders were so wide.

      "I would lend you some of the old family armor for protection, but I'm afraid you'll find it uncomfortable for sleeping."

      "Such unexpected kindness, thank you."

      "Unexpected? I'll have you know I've been very kind to you so far. I gave you a job despite your lack of skill with orange trees and your impertinence, I allowed you to pull out my weeds, and I've let you sleep on my floor on the best guest mattress."

      "It is a good mattress," he said, taking a step toward her in a move that reminded her of a predator stalking its prey. Deliberate. Stealthy. Primal.

      Her housecoat suddenly felt too tight across her chest.

      "And the rushes smell nice," she said, somewhat pathetically. She should move away. Should get out of his presence before she was sucked in.

      Too late.

      "Speaking of nice smelling things..." He breathed deeply.

      "Are you sniffing me, Mr. Holt?"

      "I prefer to think of it as drawing in the scent of you. Is that the orange blossoms I can smell?"

      "Yes. I sometimes add dried ones to my bathing water."

      "Interesting," he murmured, not sounding in the least bit interested. He took another step closer so that he was mere inches away, and regarded her with smoky, half-hooded eyes. "Delicious."

      "I, uh... Pardon? What's delicious? The oranges?" Good lord, thinking had just become the most difficult activity. Thinking and breathing, quickly followed by talking. Those three things were greatly over-rated in her book. Much better to touch. And taste.

      "I've never tasted oranges." His voice whispered across her skin, leaving a trail of devastation in its wake in the form of goosebumps.

      "You should," she heard herself say. This brazen woman was not her, did not sound like her, could not be her. Not after everything she'd learned from her two husbands and swearing off men forever.

      And yet...and yet...

      He lifted his hand to her face but did not touch her. His fingers hovered near her cheek, as if he were too afraid to put skin on skin, as if he were unsure whether he wanted to set off the avalanche of emotions that would inevitably follow.

      It wasn't clear who moved the fraction required to close the gap. Perhaps she leaned in, or he stretched his fingers. His touch sent a shock through her body, made every part of her hum with awareness of him, of his masculinity, his power and beauty. She'd thought he had an innocent, boyish look about him when they first met, but not now. Now she'd wager there was nothing innocent on his mind.

      There was nothing innocent on hers either.

      No matter how wrong, how foolish, she had to keep going. Had to. She could no more stop what was about to happen than she could hold back that avalanche with her bare hands. In the back of her mind, way back in a dark, cramped corner, she knew they were making a mistake. But there was no chance of that thought escaping its prison when he touched her with such delicacy and looked at her like she was something wondrous. Like he could see past her face and right into her heart.

      His thumb brushed along her jaw to the corner of her mouth. His other hand cupped her cheek.

      Then he kissed her. Softly, carefully, as if she were a skittish deer and he was afraid of startling her. She wasn't in the least startled. She was alive and on fire, utterly aware of every part of her body and of the nearness of his. She reached up and did something she'd wanted to do ever since he'd walked into her life—wrapped her fingers as far around his arms as they could go and relished the ripple of muscle and sinew.

      Deep down, a knot unraveled inside her.

      Then he broke the kiss.

      No!

      He groaned and stepped back, dropped into a crouch, and busied himself with the blanket. Then she heard it too. Footsteps coming up the stairs. She pulled her housecoat closer and scrambled to gather up her scattered wits to greet the servant who thought she needed rescuing.

      It was Bessie, holding two cups in one hand and a candle in the other. She paused in the doorway and her jaw went slack as she regarded Susanna first then Holt. Her eyes widened and the cups tilted at a dangerous angle.

      "I brought you both warm milk," she said. "I...we...we thought you might like some." She held out the cups. Susanna took hers, but Holt didn't look up from his task. Bessie set his cup down on a table near the door. "Is there anything else, m'lady?"

      Susanna shook her head. She didn't quite trust her voice, and so Bessie left without hearing a word of thanks. When her footsteps had finally faded, Holt stopped his fussing. He turned and regarded her over his shoulder. She'd expected to see the remnants of smoldering desire in his eyes but instead his expression deadened her heartbeat. He looked like a hunted man.

      Somehow, she found her voice. "We shouldn't have." It hurt to say the words, and they almost stuck in her throat, but she forced them out. It had to be said. Now that the first reckless flush of passion had faded and her mind was working again, the foolishness of their kiss became apparent. It had unleashed things inside her that should forever remain bound.

      "I know," he said, heavily. He was still crouching, one hand on the rushes for balance.

      "It was a mistake."

      The incline of his head was so small she almost missed it. "I know."

      She held her cup to her chest with both hands and returned to her bedchamber. As the door clicked closed behind her, she wondered what had happened to turn Orlando Holt from predator to prey in mere moments.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Susanna found Holt in the stables after breakfast. He stood with his back to her, facing the crates filled with jars of marmalades and succades. He couldn't have failed to hear her footsteps crunching on the gravel as she approached, but he didn't turn around.

      She took a moment to admire his strong, straight back and the width of his shoulders, and the way his unruly hair brushed the nape of his neck. Her face heated at the memory of his lips on hers, the way he'd looked at her as if she was something precious. Her nerve endings sizzled and the embers of desire stirred.

      She threw cold water on them before they could flare again. Last night had been a mistake. They both agreed. Today...today was going to be awkward.

      "Are you ready to get to work, Mr. Holt?"

      He nodded but didn't turn. "All these things," he said, indicating the crates, "you're trying to find a buyer for them?"

      "Yes. I've sent letters to several shopkeepers in London but have had no reply as yet." The lack of response was frustrating. She'd written the introductory letters in her father's name and even mentioned Sir Francis Carew to legitimize themselves. The letters had been delivered almost two months ago. She was relying on selling the products to pay the servants' wages and buy more jars for the next batch. If she didn't receive an answer soon, all their savings would dry up.

      "Not just any shopkeeper I hope," he said.

      "What do you mean?"

      "Your products are rare, luxury items, particularly the succades. You want to sell them to the nobility and the wealthy. Most shops aren't frequented by their maids, only a select few. You want someone who specializes in the exotic and exclusive. Someone who attracts the right sort of shopper."

      "And what do you know of selling orange marmalades and succades to the nobility, Mr. Holt?" Indeed, what did he know? From his confident tone, he was implying he knew much more than a simple country gardener ought.

      He turned slowly, and she was struck by how tired he looked. Shadows rimmed his eyes and his usually smiling mouth was flat. "Nothing," he bit off. "I'm a fool." He pushed past her and she stood, swaying a little as the force of his bitter words struck her.

      She stumbled after him. "I don't think you a fool." Her voice sounded weak, shaky, but he heard her.

      He stopped and turned, shook his head, sending the blond locks tumbling over his forehead. "I know," he said, giving her one of his crooked smiles. It reassured her somewhat. "That was directed at myself."

      She didn't ask for an explanation and she suspected she wouldn't have got one anyway. Somehow she knew he was referring to the previous night and their kiss. Fool. The word could easily describe her too.

      They set to work in the walled garden under a cloudy sky, neither saying much as the morning wore on. Even with her back to him, Susanna knew precisely where Holt was and when his gaze landed on her.

      As the hour of dinner approached, the heavy silence that hung between them was broken by the rapid clip clop of hooves on the gravel drive. Susanna and Holt both straightened at the same time, but he remained behind as she left the garden through the archway to investigate.

      Jeffrey hailed her and dismounted. "Good morning, Cousin." His greeting was jovial but his expression was one of distaste as he took in her appearance. "You have dirt on your forehead again."

      She wiped her forehead with the back of her hand.

      He sighed and shook his head. "You made it worse." If it were any other gentleman, she would expect him to wipe the dirt off, but not Jeffrey. A union between them may be illegal, yet laws could not stop a man desiring a woman. It had not stopped her first husband's brother from trying to kiss her every moment they were alone. But not Jeffrey. He had never shown the least interest in her. It was refreshing, and she had to admit it was the reason she tolerated his interference.

      "What can I do for you, Jeffrey? Or is this a social visit?" It wouldn't be. Jeffrey never made purely social calls. Everything he did had a purpose, and that purpose was to further himself or his estate.

      "I heard about your intruder and came to see if you were all right. I see that you are, and I'm relieved."

      "We are all fine, thank you. It was very kind of you to check on us. But please, if you see Father, don't tell him. There's no need for him to be alarmed."

      "If you wish, but I do think he should know. It's his right."

      "It may be his right, but I think it's for the best not to worry him unnecessarily. He's not well."

      "Is it unnecessary though, Susanna? What if the intruder returns? What if he resides in the house this very moment in one of your unoccupied chambers?"

      "I saw him run away from the house with my own eyes!"

      "What if he came back? Or had an accomplice who managed to enter the house another way? Perhaps I should go and search the place myself." He strode off.

      She ran after him and caught his arm. "Don't be absurd, Jeffrey. Besides, my servants checked every nook thoroughly and found nothing and no one."

      She let go and he flipped the edge of his cape back as if in protest at being manhandled. "Those relics can hardly walk up and down the stairs let alone see properly."

      "My servants are perfectly able to search Stoneleigh and you know it."

      "The gardener perhaps," he grumbled, looking over her head to the house.

      "Speaking of Mr. Holt." She glanced toward the arch but couldn't see him. "He mentioned there is a stranger residing up at the Hall. I hope you don't mind me asking who he is and if you can trust him."

      He flinched. "Of course you can trust him. I trust him and you trust me, don't you? Susanna, I'm deeply offended." He pressed a hand to his chest. His jerkin must have been padded there because he looked larger than usual. "Deeply."

      "I'm sorry, Jeffrey, but he is the most obvious candidate since he couldn't possibly know the situation here at Stoneleigh."

      "Who says he doesn't know?"

      She frowned. "What have you told him?"

      "Nothing, nothing." He tried to move past her but she blocked his way.

      "Have you questioned him about that night?" she asked. "In your capacity as justice of the peace, I mean?"

      "No need." He thrust a finger between his ruff and neck and scratched. "I was with him until late. We had business to discuss."

      "Business? Interesting," she said lightly. "So the stranger is a man of trade?"

      He sighed. "Dear Susanna, Mr. Monk is of good character. He won't harm you."

      But would he climb through her window if he thought she had something to steal?

      "You don't know how relieved I am to hear you say that," she said.

      His lips pressed together and she could see he was trying to decide if she mocked him or not. Then he looked past her.

      "Ah, perhaps he can convince you that the house must be thoroughly searched."

      She turned to see Walter Cowdrey riding toward them. As he dismounted, Holt emerged from the garden. Walter ignored him and joined Susanna and Jeffrey. Holt came closer, near enough to hear but still apart.

      "Lady Lynden!" Walter sounded breathless. "I came as soon as I heard." He grasped her hand between both of his rough ones. "Are you all right?"

      "She looks all right, doesn't she?" Jeffrey said.

      "I'm well, Mr. Cowdrey, thank you. As you can see."

      Walter's gaze raked down her body. A short distance away, Holt crossed his arms. Walter increased the pressure on her hand. "Yes," he said, coloring a little. "Yes, I do see. You look...lovely." He licked his lips and cleared his throat. His grip became almost unbearable.

      She tugged her hand and he released her. "How did you hear about the intruder?" she asked.

      "I've been seein' to personal matters in the village just now and everyone's talkin' about the intruder at Stoneleigh the night before last." His gaze shifted to Holt. "Your gardener told Milner and now everyone knows."

      "I've already thanked Mr. Holt for making enquiries on my behalf. He's been most helpful in this endeavor."

      Jeffrey snorted.

      "I could have made enquiries," Walter said. "It would be a pleasure and an honor."

      His earnestness elicited another snort from Jeffrey.

      "Thank you, Mr. Cowdrey, that's very kind," Susanna said.

      "Next time, come to me. Understand? No need to involve the gardener."

      "Let's hope there is no next time."

      "Yes. Of course we hope that." Walter cleared his throat again. "The intruder hasn't come back?"

      "No."

      "But what about tonight? Then what?"

      It was the same question that plagued Susanna and her servants. She dared a glance at Holt, but he was pretending to prune a hawthorn bush. By the way he snipped off the tips and not entire branches, she knew he wasn't concentrating on his task and was listening to the conversation instead.

      "All the doors and windows are locked at night," she said. "And perhaps now that everyone in the village knows of the situation, the intruder won't dare come again."

      "That don't sound like a good plan to me," Walter said, scratching his hair under his hat. "Think I'll stay tonight. Scare off anyone who might—"

      "No!" The thought of having Walter in the next bedchamber made her skin clammy. "Mr. Cowdrey, please don't trouble yourself."

      "No trouble. I insist." He gave her a closed mouth smile which was all he ever gave because he didn't like his crooked teeth.

      "No, I insist," she said. "We are capable of taking care of ourselves at Stoneleigh."

      He sniffed then wiped his nose with the back of his hand. "Your servants are old, Lady Lynden, they won't be much help."

      "I have Mr. Holt."

      Both Jeffrey and Walter looked to Holt at the same moment that he looked at them. Holt's expression remained bland as if he was completely disinterested.

      "The gardener," Walter said flatly.

      "You let him sleep in the house?" Jeffrey asked.

      "Of course."

      "Well he don't have to no more." Walter straightened to his full height. When he didn't stoop, he was actually quite tall. As tall as Holt, but not nearly as imposing. "Put him in the barn."

      "He can't sleep in the barn," she said, "it's not weather tight."

      "So?" He flicked dirt off her shoulder and his eyes softened. "This is why you need to marry again, Susanna," he murmured so that only she could hear. "You need protectin'."

      "I've told you before, I'm not ready to remarry."

      "But—"

      "Gentlemen," Holt said. He sauntered over, smiling like an amiable, innocent fool. She didn't believe it for one moment. "No one tried to break in last night," he said. "I think we're all safe now."

      "I'm stayin'," Walter said.

      "No, Mr. Cowdrey, you are not," Susanna said.

      "You don't know what you're sayin'." Walter went to take her hand again but she folded her arms. "It's best if I come round and—"

      "She said no." Holt's voice cut through the air like a brutal axe blow.

      Walter's nostrils flared and his top lip curled. "Shouldn't you be doin' somethin' useful instead of wastin' Lady Lynden's time and money?"

      "Mr. Cowdrey, there is no need for you to stay," Susanna said before Holt poured gunpowder on the fire. "Now, if you gentlemen don't mind, I have work to do."

      Holt and Walter glared at each other, but it was Jeffrey who made the first move. However it wasn't to capitulate and leave. "I'm going to search the house," he said, striding off.

      Walter followed him. "I'll help."

      "What!" she bellowed at their backs.

      Jeffrey stopped suddenly and faced up to Walter who almost slammed into him. "I don't need help, Cowdrey. Susanna is my cousin, and it is my responsibility to protect her."

      "She was your cousin's wife," Walter said, "and the responsibility for her falls on all of us who care for her."

      "Yes, well, everyone with eyes can see why you care for her." With that, Jeffrey stormed off, his nose in the air.

      Walter trailed behind him like a small child following his mother.

      Holt did not go after the others, but she knew that she just had to ask and he would do it. His presence buoyed her.

      "Enough!" she shouted. Both men stopped up ahead. "Leave. I do not like my household being disrupted, and I do not appreciate you coming here and taking over as if you own Stoneleigh."

      As if you own me.

      Walter was the first to capitulate. He trudged back, casting a fierce glare at Holt the entire time. Jeffrey took longer. He glanced at the house, at her, then Holt, and once more at the house before sighing.

      "We only care about you," he said.

      Walter took her hand again without warning. "Forgive me, my dear lady. I only wished to help."

      "Thank you," she said, removing her hand. "If I need your help, I'll ask."

      He looked somewhat blankly at her, and, as if her dismissal had finally sunk in, nodded slowly. "I offended you, m'lady. My apologies." Shoulders stooped, he plodded back to his horse.

      "Wait."

      His face brightened. "Yes?"

      "My letters. Are you sure your man took them to London back in September?"

      "Of course. I would have told you if he hadn't."

      "I'm sorry. I'm not doubting him or you. It's just that I haven't heard from any of the recipients and I expected to by now."

      "P'haps they're not interested." Walter mounted his horse and pointed his considerable chin at the walled garden. "P'haps quince marmalade is good enough for them." He pulled hard on the reins and rode off. Mud flicked up from the hooves and splattered her cheek.

      Holt came up beside her. "All right?" he murmured.

      She wiped off the mud with her sleeve and nodded. But she was not all right. She'd offended Walter and he didn't deserve it. Her constant rejections of his marriage offers must sting, and now it sounded like she didn't trust him. She would have to make it up to him somehow.

      "What a tiresome man," Jeffrey said with a sigh.

      "Don’t," Susanna said. "He doesn't deserve to be mocked."

      Jeffrey merely shrugged. "Since I'm of little use here, I'll bid you good day. But do let me know if you change your mind about having a gentleman present in the house. I would be happy to stay the night and you know my motives are pure."

      "I'm well aware what your motives are, Jeffrey. Thank you."

      If he detected her sarcasm, he didn't show it. He bowed and walked off to his horse but Holt called after him. Jeffrey stopped and turned, frowning. Susanna, too, frowned. What was he up to?

      "Yes?" Jeffrey asked, irritation dripping from the single word.

      "Your stable lad told me you have spare materials left over from when you built your new barn. Lady Lynden is in need of some to build a structure around her orange trees."

      Silence. Then, "And?"

      "Can she have them?"

      "Your gardener is bold, Susanna. I would shorten his leash if I were you, lest he bite."

      It took seven beats of her heart before her anger was under control and she could trust herself to speak casually to him. "But you are not me, Jeffrey, and I do not treat my servants like dogs. Mr. Holt is also in a different situation than most in that I am not paying him. Indeed, he's not really a servant at all since he is doing me a favor and I him."

      Jeffrey gave a short, derisive laugh.

      "Well?" asked Holt. "Can she have the timber or not? She is your nearest relation after all."

      "How do you know who my relations are?" Jeffrey snapped.

      How indeed?

      "Nearest in distance as far as I know," Holt said.

      "That timber cost quite a lot."

      "Not that you would want your cousin to reimburse you, I'm sure. After all, you are very considerate of her welfare."

      Jeffrey's eyes narrowed and Susanna thought he might actually walk off without answering, but then, after much pursing of his lips, he said, "I will give you the timber, Susanna, if you do something for me in return."

      She should have expected Jeffrey would not simply hand it over. "Go on."

      "Let my man Monk help you build this structure."

      Beside her, Holt went very still. "Why?"

      "Why not? It will make your task easier." Jeffrey grinned, triumphant. Somehow he had just won, but Susanna didn't know what the contest had been about.

      "I thought Mr. Monk was a man of trade, not a servant," she said.

      Jeffrey shrugged. "He's working for me and will do as I direct. I am offering his services in exchange for my timber. I think that's fair since the expense is all mine. Don't you?"

      "A moment ago you did not want to even give me the timber. Why the change of heart?"

      He stiffened and blinked in surprise. "Susanna, my deepest apologies, I thought you understood why. I'm sorry for my rudeness earlier and I wish to make it up to you, that's all. Please don't be suspicious of my motives. They are innocent. As poor Phillip's widow, it's my duty and my honor to care for you. Please accept my offer."

      There was not a hint of mocking in his tone and his face was all seriousness and concern. She felt contrite but not guilty. "Thank you, Jeffrey, but...do you trust this man Monk? He is very new to your acquaintance, isn't he?"

      "I've known him a long time," he said as he moved off. "I'll send him down after dinner. Good day."

      "Don't send him today," she said. "Mr. Holt has the afternoons off and I'll be heading into the village. Tomorrow morning will be better."

      After a pause, Jeffrey said, "Very well. Tomorrow morning." He mounted and rode off.

      "It must be almost time for dinner," she said, turning to Holt. She was surprised to see him looking at her. She thought he'd been watching Jeffrey leave.

      He lifted his hand and skimmed her cheek with his thumb. She felt his touch all the way through to her bones where a sweet ache set up residence. "You missed a bit of mud," he said.

      "Thank you, Mr. Holt. I appreciate everything you did today. I wish..." ...that I could kiss you and touch you and be held by you. "I wish I could pay you what you're worth."

      His chuckle was low. "There are some who would say I'm not worth what you're already paying me." His smile slipped and he looked away.

      Who could possibly think this handsome, active, and friendly man was worthless? She almost asked but didn't. The hard planes of his face warned her not to pry.

      She walked off and beckoned him to follow. "Help me put the garden tools away. It's time to go inside."

      Together they returned to the walled garden and silently packed the tools in the box. Holt picked it up and joined her at the archway. "Does Lord Lynden often have visitors to stay? People he's known before he inherited, I mean."

      "Hardly ever. He has some cousins I believe, but if he has any friends, he's never introduced me to them. I think Jeffrey is trying to distance himself from his old life as much as possible."

      "To make better, higher friends, you mean?"

      She nodded and they walked to the barn. "He travels frequently to London where no doubt he tries very hard to come to the notice of the court."

      "Tries and fails, I'd wager. Someone ought to tell him he's wasting his time. The court aren't likely to notice someone as slow-witted as Lynden"

      "Really?" And how did he know that?

      He lengthened his strides. "So I assume."

      She waited for him while he carried the box of tools into the barn. When he rejoined her, they headed for the kitchen garden. "I'm driving into Sutton Grange later," she said. "There'll be room in the cart if you want to come."

      "No, thank you. It's a nice day. I think I'll go for a walk."

      She looked up at the sky. It was gray and threatened rain.
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      The rain held off until Susanna reached the Sutton Grange chandler's shop. She could have sent Bessie to the village on her own but the maid didn't like driving the cart and Susanna wanted to greet some of her friends anyway. She'd had little opportunity to go into the village lately and missed them. With Holt helping in the garden, her workload had eased. She still couldn't believe he was going to build a more stable structure to protect her orange trees. Getting the timber for it, plus an extra pair of hands to help, was quite a triumph. She didn't think Jeffrey would acquiesce but he had. Thanks to Orlando Holt. Her gardener was worth every penny it cost her to feed him.

      Heat rippled through her body, right down to her toes, warming her all over despite the cool air. It happened whenever she thought about Holt, about his kiss and the way he'd touched her. She knew she should push thoughts of him aside, knew that thinking about him in her bed would only lead to yet another mistake.

      But it was impossible to ignore him. He was like the taste of an orange—the sweetness lingered long after the last bite. Running errands and chatting to friends was the only way to keep thoughts of him at bay.

      In the chandler's shop, she purchased her candles on credit. "We know you'll pay." Anne Lane, the chandler's wife, handed the box packed with a mixture of wax and tallow candles to Bessie.

      "In the meantime..." Susanna pulled out a jar of orange marmalade from the basket over Bessie's arm.

      "Oh, delicious!" Anne cried, accepting it. "I hear you got some help over at Stoneleigh finally." A gleam danced in her soft brown eyes. She pushed aside a box she'd been packing candles into and leaned on the counter top. Her crossed arms propped up her large bosom. "Quite handsome help too."

      "I suppose so," Susanna said, trying to control the heat rising to her face. "If you like dimples and boyish looks."

      Anne chuckled. "Oh, I like 'em. So does every silly creature in the village. He and that other stranger, Mr. Monk, are all they talk about. Mind you, if the girls had to pick a favorite, I'd put your Mr. Holt ahead. That other fellow's not as amiable, so they say."

      "He's not my Mr. Holt," Susanna said, pretending to be interested in a brass lamp hanging from the ceiling beam above her head. It dangled there among several others for sale, near enough to touch and inspect but not to bang one's head on.

      The chandler's wife chuckled and returned to her task of packing the boxes. Susanna didn't mind her light teasing. Anne might have grown-up children of her own, but she'd been a flirt herself when she was younger apparently. She'd been a kind friend to Susanna's mother, as had most of the village women, and that friendship had naturally extended to Susanna. Her mother had always stopped to chat to the shopkeepers' and farmers' wives when she could. As with Susanna, they had been her only friends in the parish, and Farley hadn't minded his wife and daughter socializing with them. Indeed, he had many friends among the Sutton Grange inhabitants himself.

      Phillip, however, had tried to end her friendships. The village women were beneath the wife of a country gentleman, he said. When she asked him who she was supposed to have for companionship he offered up Margaret Cowdrey. The Cowdreys weren't as gently born as the Lyndens and Farleys, but Phillip tolerated their friendship since the Cowdreys had become richer than both families in recent years.

      Susanna had not ended her friendships, but it had been the cause of many arguments between her and Phillip. Arguments and, once, a slap. It had been that slap across her cheek that ended any lingering affection she'd harbored for her second husband. With that slap, he'd become just like her first husband and that marriage was not one she liked to think about. Ever.

      But Phillip was gone and Susanna was a widow. She intended to take full advantage of her status this time and enjoy the relative freedom that came with it.

      "What do you know of Mr. Monk?" Bessie asked, resting her basket on the counter.

      "I haven't seen him, but I believe he's quite the handsome devil too," Anne said.

      Bessie giggled. "I mean is he friendly? Can he be trusted?"

      Anne shrugged. "As trusted as any man can be. Oh good," she said, looking past them and out the window to the street. "Here comes Mistress Cowdrey. I'm always sure of getting a sizeable order when she comes in. Pass me that lamp over there, Susanna. The big one." Susanna lifted the large brass oil lamp onto the counter. Anne picked up a cloth and began to polish it even though it shone brighter than any other in the shop.

      The door opened and Margaret Cowdrey paused just inside. "Lady Lynden, I didn't know you were here."

      "Mistress Cowdrey," the chandler's wife said, coming out from behind the counter. "Come in, come in. Is it still raining? Can I take your cloak and shake it out?"

      Margaret waved her aside. "Thank you but don't trouble yourself, Anne. I'm here for candles."

      "Then you've come to the right place."

      Margaret rolled her eyes and laughed. It was as brittle as the woman herself but not unkind. Her dislike for Susanna didn't seem to extend to anyone else in the village. "Two dozen, if you please."

      "Wax?"

      "Of course." The Cowdreys did not need to economize and use the cheaper tallow like Susanna. Tallow stank, which was why she only used it sparingly in larger, airier rooms.

      Anne bent to look under the counter where she stored extra boxes and crates. "We were just discussing the newcomer up at Sutton Hall. Do you know anything about him?"

      Margaret sidled in between Susanna and the counter, blocking Susanna out. "A newcomer up at the Hall?"

      Anne straightened. "Aye, a Mr. Monk. You haven't heard about him then?"

      "No. The only stranger I know of is Mr. Holt, your gardener," she said over her shoulder to Susanna. "How long has this Monk been here?"

      "He arrived in the village on the same day as Mr. Holt."

      "Did he? And what's the nature of his business?"

      "No one knows. He asked for directions to the Hall and went there right away."

      Margaret finally turned to Susanna, as if she'd just given permission for her to join the conversation. "Lord Lynden hasn't told you anything about him?"

      "No," Susanna said. "He doesn't confide in me."

      Margaret took the boxes of candles Anne handed to her. "How vexing for you."

      Susanna was about to ask what she meant but refrained. No doubt Margaret would say something Susanna didn't want to hear, something bitter and sharp that was meant to wound. It was why Susanna avoided her. When they were younger, Margaret had been even crueler, telling Susanna that her mother loved her orange trees more than she loved her and that her father was a wastrel who didn't know how to manage his ancient family lands. She told Susanna her patched-up gowns were ugly, which they were, and that people only liked her because she was pretty and a Farley.

      It had been awful at first. They'd been so close as little girls. Their mothers had been friends. They'd played together and swapped doll clothes. But then womanhood arrived and Margaret turned into a viper toward Susanna. At first she kept her barbs for when they were alone, but when Susanna returned to Stoneleigh after her first husband died, Margaret no longer bothered to keep her waspishness to herself. The entire village knew of her dislike for Susanna and many had offered an explanation—Susanna was the prettier of the two. She'd protested that Margaret was not ugly in the least and while all agreed with her, they said it wasn't enough. Not for Margaret. She was jealous, bitterly so. Susanna finally had to admit they may be right. She could think of no other reason why such hatred was directed at her and Margaret refused to discuss it.

      "I saw your brother at The Plough talking to Farmer Digby the other day," Anne said. "I thought those two didn't get along."

      If she was hoping to hear some gossip from Margaret on the subject, her attempt failed. A shadow darkened Margaret's brow but quickly cleared, and she simply shrugged in answer.

      Anne didn't pursue the topic. She picked up her cloth and began polishing the lamp again. "Can I get you anything else, Mistress Cowdrey? This lovely piece just came in. The pattern in the brass here is pretty and the style elegant."

      "It is lovely, thank you," Margaret said, hardly looking at it. "I'll take it." She turned to Susanna. "May I walk out with you?"

      She was so surprised, it took Susanna a moment to gather her wits. "Of course." They waited until Anne finished packing the lantern in a box then left together.

      Out the front, Bessie climbed into the cart and set the basket at her feet. Margaret pulled Susanna a little aside out of earshot.

      "My brother returned home in a state earlier," she said. "Had he been to see you?" Her eyes, already slanted because of the tightness of her hairstyle beneath her hat, narrowed further. Her mouth was a mere slit.

      "Did he say he had?" Susanna was not going to make it easy for her.

      "No, but you are the only one who upsets him so."

      "It wasn't intentional, I assure you."

      "He's infatuated with you," she spat, as if the very notion disgusted her. "Until he comes to his senses I think it wise if you avoid him. Please," Margaret added quietly. "I don't ask much of you, Susanna, but I am asking this. It's important."

      It must be if she was pleading. She had never asked anything of Susanna and certainly never begged. "Of course," Susanna said. "But I cannot stop him from coming to see me." Although she wished she could. Walter's visits always produced a stab of guilt in her chest. Every time she refused him, it twisted deeper. All she wanted was for him to leave her alone and treat her like a neighbor, not a potential wife.

      Margaret said nothing. Her gaze skipped past Susanna to a point behind her. Susanna turned and saw what had taken her interest. Two strangers rode up to The Plough Inn on the opposite side of the street. One sported a portly belly and wore green livery. He was dark in appearance but whether from too much sun or an exotic heritage, it was difficult to tell. The other man was clearly a gentleman. He was slender compared to his servant and wore a crimson cap with a peacock plume shooting from the crown. The colorful eye at the top of the feather bobbed back and forth as the gentleman pulled his horse to a stop. The servant dismounted effortlessly despite his size, and his master bent to say something to him. When the gentleman straightened, he flipped his cape back, flashing the crimson lining of the elegant garment.

      "More strangers," Susanna said. "I wonder why they're all attracted to Sutton Grange lately."

      Margaret stared unblinking at her, her eyes like deep, still ponds. "Yes. I wonder."
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      It was late when Orlando returned to Stoneleigh, and supper had finished. Cook and Bessie were in the scullery washing pots and Hendricks was helping Farley into bed. Susanna had retreated to her rooms. Orlando knew because he'd seen light coming from her window and he thought he saw her face peering out but couldn't be sure.

      "It's about time," Cook said when he entered the scullery. She wiped her hands on her apron and led him back to the kitchen. "It's been dark for hours. Supper's cold."

      "I've had cold suppers before," Orlando said, pecking her on the cheek. "It's never stopped me from eating every last crumb."

      Cook chuckled and whacked him lightly on the arm with a trencher before handing it to Bessie who'd followed them from the scullery.

      Bessie forked slices of mutton onto it from a pot warming on the hearth. "We've been worried about you."

      "Worried about me?" He laughed. "That's new."

      "You never had anyone worry about you before?" Cook asked.

      He thought about it. "My mother used to. She said I ought to keep my mouth shut more and do as I was told." Hughe and the others worried too of course, but only rarely and they never admitted it. They never fretted if he didn’t return one night, but they would search for him if he failed to show at a designated meeting time and that in itself was a comfort.

      "Seems her advice worked," Cook said, piling peas on his plate beside the mutton. "You always do as the mistress tells you."

      "That's because she's a fair mistress." And ravishing and because he needed to work at Stoneleigh so he could investigate her. He took the trencher and sat down to eat.

      "Aye, she is fair, but I'll warn you she's in a bit of a state tonight. Don't be surprised if she's harsh with you."

      "Harsh with me? Why?"

      "Because she was worried about you, fool." Cook chuckled and replaced the lid on the pot.

      "She was?" Well, well. Could she possibly be thinking of him as much as he was thinking of her?

      But his thoughts bent toward the carnal, not the emotional. The only reason he thought about Susanna was because he wanted to bed her, and once he'd done that, he could focus better on his job. There were too many distractions where she was concerned, and it was time to put a stop to them. Once he scratched that particular itch, the other thoughts that plagued him would go away.

      He intended to scratch it tonight.

      "We were all worried," Bessie added. "Don't stay out so late next time without telling us."

      "Yes, ma'am."

      Cook grunted and pointed a wooden spoon at him but then she broke into a smile. "Ah, you're the devil you are, with those dimples and blue eyes. I swear you just have to twinkle them at me and I'll believe everything you say. No wonder the girls in the village are all a-flutter over you."

      "They are? I hadn't noticed."

      "Course you haven't."

      "Where were you today anyway?" Bessie asked.

      "I went for a walk," he said.

      "All afternoon and into the dark?"

      "I got lost."

      Both women seemed to accept his explanation, something for which he was grateful. He didn't like lying to them. It was akin to lying to his mother and although he'd done it easily enough as a young lad, after his father died, guilt stung his conscience every time he told her he was going to practice archery out at Finsbury Fields when instead he visited a girl or attended the theatre.

      "I better go see if the mistress needs help," Bessie said. "Will you be sleeping in her parlor tonight, Mr. Holt?"

      "No, he bloody well will not," growled Hendricks from the doorway.

      Cook and Bessie both looked to Orlando. "I think that's up to the mistress to decide," he said, slicing his mutton.

      "I protest! The mistress...she..."

      "Don't worry, Mr. Hendricks. I didn't ravish her last night or the night before. What makes you think tonight will be any different?" God, he hoped it would be different. Another sleepless night with an aching groin and unwelcome thoughts about a more permanent arrangement between himself and Susanna would be too much. He put down his knife and regarded all three of the servants seriously. "I'm exhausted," he said, quite honestly. "I haven't slept properly for two nights. If you think me capable of doing much more than falling into a deep sleep, you over-estimate my manliness."

      Bessie's eyes widened, and Cook let out a raucous laugh that made her whole body wobble. Only Hendricks continued to scowl. "If you are so exhausted, what use are you sleeping in her parlor? An intruder will walk right past you if what you say is true."

      "Even in my deepest sleep, I'm always alert to unusual sounds. It's a skill that has served me well on my travels. I could not have survived without it."

      Bessie covered a small squeal of horror and bustled out of the kitchen. Hendricks said nothing but he too walked off. Orlando exchanged a glance with Cook who shrugged, then he returned to his supper. He was starving. Spying on Monk all afternoon without being seen was tiring. The man was active, riding out with Lynden, walking around the gardens, chatting to the other servants. Unfortunately Orlando had learned nothing from his efforts. Monk was as much a mystery as ever.
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      Susanna didn't greet Orlando when he entered her parlor carrying the spare mattress. She merely dismissed Bessie from her bedchamber and closed the door on him. Much, much later, when the house was quiet and her nerves were completely shredded, she went to the door separating them.

      She didn't open it. Instead, she leaned her forehead against the solid oak and sighed. There was no point opening it. No point in waking him and demanding he relieve her of the longing that gnawed at her bones. No point starting something that she would regret.

      She walked back to the window and looked down. She could see the walled garden and her orange trees covered with the canvases as well as the eastern approach to the house. Holt had returned that way earlier in the evening. It had been dark and he carried neither torch nor lamp, but she'd known he was there as surely as she knew he was still in her private parlor now. She just knew.

      A soft knock on the door made her jump. She hesitated a moment then answered it. Orlando stood there holding a candle, a sleepy smile curling his lips.

      "You should be asleep," she said and winced at her pathetic attempt at light conversation.

      "You disturbed me." His voice sounded rough.

      "I was very quiet. I couldn't possibly have woken you."

      "I didn't say I was asleep, just that you disturbed me."

      Go back to bed, Mr. Holt. It's what she ought to have said. She opened the door wider.

      He didn't move, and she stopped breathing. She must have read him wrong. He never wanted their flirtations to go this far. It was all a terrible, humiliating mistake.

      But then he crossed the threshold. "Are you sure?" he asked.

      "Yes," she whispered. "Are you?"

      There was that smile again. Sensual. Wicked. "That's not usually a question I'm asked at moments like this." He held the candle up to her face and brushed his thumb across her lower lip. "I'm sure, Susanna."

      Her name was a whisper of silk, a breath of air. She wanted to hear him say it again while he was inside her, but she managed to stop herself from grasping him by his shirt and dragging him to the bed. Just.

      With a hand to his chest, she gently pushed. He straightened and frowned, confused. His gaze faltered, and she thought she'd ruined everything and he would storm out of her bedchamber. Or worse, out of Stoneleigh. A heavy weight pressed down on her at the thought and that alarmed her even more.

      "Would you rather I called you, m'lady?"

      Just like that, the tension between them burst like a bubble. She smiled, relieved. "Hearing you say my name was a bit of a shock, I'll admit."

      "You're not going to tell me I get above myself, are you?"

      "I should. Because you are."

      "It won't change anything." He held the candle up to her face, illuminating his own at the same time. He no longer smiled, and his eyes were as inky as a moonlit night. "It won't change what I want to do to you in that bed," he murmured. "Or out of it, if you prefer."

      She drew in a shuddering breath. "Anywhere. Everywhere." Her gaze focused on the triangle of bare skin revealed by his partially unlaced shirt. She wanted to lick him there. "But you need to know something first." It was an effort to talk, but she managed to reign in her galloping desire.

      "There's nothing you can tell me that would persuade me to step back into your parlor and close the door. Unless it's 'no.'"

      "It's not that." She thought she saw desire flicker in his eyes, but it could have been the reflection of the flame. "What happens here, tonight, stays in this room. You tell no one, and our arrangement remains the same."

      He bent his head and kissed the spot just beneath her ear. Her blood throbbed in response.

      "As you wish," Orlando murmured. Through the haze clouding his mind, he was aware of one clear thought: relief. Bedding Susanna was what he needed to do, right now, this moment. To hell with ignoring the desire between them—it had done nothing to alleviate the ache in his groin. The only way he could get her out of his every thought was to tumble her tonight. After that he could walk away or kill her if necessary. No regrets. No ties. No unnecessary emotions. It was the only way.

      He set the candle down on a table and crossed the floor to the fire. He put on two more logs then, without further ado, picked her up bodily. She wrapped her slender arms around his neck and kissed him brutally. Her mouth was hungry, and he matched that hunger with his own. He'd never wanted to bed a woman as much as he wanted to ravish Susanna.

      Without breaking the kiss, he set her down on the bed. She ran her hands through his hair, scrunching it in her fingers, making sure he didn't move.

      He wasn't going anywhere.

      She broke the kiss and fumbled with the laces on his shirt. In frustration, she tore it a little as she dragged it off his shoulders.

      "Perfect," she murmured. Her teeth nipped his left shoulder and her lips followed it with light kisses. "I've been wanting to do that for days."

      He chuckled. "Since we're playing out our fantasies..." He stretched alongside her and unlaced her nightshift. The sight of the deep V between her breasts made his mouth go dry and his pulse jump. He teased aside the cotton to reveal one plump nipple, ripe and ready. He closed his mouth over it and groaned as the taste of her orange-scented water and another aroma that was all Susanna teased his tongue.

      She replied with a matching groan of her own and an arch of her back. "Yesssss," she murmured. "Orlando..."

      God, but it was good to hear his name from her lips. She gripped his shoulders and hung on as if anchoring herself to him. He liked that. Liked it a lot.

      He switched his attention to her other nipple, cupping her breast to push it up and out, into his mouth where he could lavish it with all the attention the morsel deserved. He rolled on top of her and hovered, careful not to crush her. Beneath him, she drew up her legs.

      He leaned away, breaking the contact and she whimpered. "Come back," she said.

      "I want to look at you first." The logs on the fire had caught, throwing more light into the bedchamber. She was everything he'd known she would be under the manly gardening clothes. Slender limbed, soft, round breasts topped with fat nipples, an elegant neck and the face of a goddess. Worthy of a master painter. And all his.

      For tonight.

      A blush crept up her throat and she drew the edges of her nightshift together. He stayed her hand with his own. "Don't. You're beautiful."

      She winced. With pain? Disappointment? Hell. What had he said? Women liked to hear they looked beautiful. He should know, he'd told enough of them in just such a moment. None had looked as extraordinary as Susanna, though, and none had reacted like her.

      Fear squeezed his insides. Fear that she would end this before it had begun. So he kissed her again. It wasn't as hungry, but it was just as urgent. Her long fingers pushed his hair off his face and kept his mouth right where he wanted it to be. On hers.

      She hadn't changed her mind. Thank God.

      But the kiss wasn't enough. He needed to see the rest of her, needed to feel her naked body sliding against his. He broke the kiss and stood, pulling her off the bed with him. Wordlessly, he undressed and reached for her to help her out of the nightshift, but she put a hand against his chest.

      "My turn," she said, her voice throaty. She stepped back, crossed her arms and her gaze stroked him from head to toe and back up again, lingering on his cock. It jutted out, hard and pulsing for her touch.

      She licked her lips and his mind fled. He went to her, but again she held up her hand.

      He groaned. "Are you trying to torture me?"

      With a devilish smile playing on her lips, she circled her finger in the air. He turned. Her hands on his shoulders stopped him when his back was to her. Slowly and somewhat painfully for his waiting cock, she traced his spine with her fingertip all the way to his arse. Both hands cupped his cheeks, and her thumbs stroked the curves of muscle slowly, deliberately, as if she were studying him and was fascinated by what she saw.

      "Can I turn around?" he rasped.

      "No."

      "You really are torturing me."

      Her fingers slipped down and he parted his legs so that she could toy with his balls. He bit down on his lip against the jolt spiking through him, centering on his groin. He tasted blood and didn't care. He could feel nothing except her fingers on his heavy sacks. Along his shaft. Up to the tip of his cock.

      Everything in him tightened, like a trap poised to spring. A long, loud groan filled the room as he held the tide back. Not yet. Not yet. He reached up and grabbed the bed's tester to stop himself stumbling forward, to give himself something solid to hold in a room spinning out of control.

      "Stop..." But he didn't want to stop and she knew that, the vixen. Her thumb circled the head of his cock, slick with his own juices, and he wanted to beg for release.

      Then suddenly her hands were gone. His head fell forward and, unbalanced, he gripped the tester harder. "Susanna...?" he muttered. He couldn't form the question, his tongue wouldn't work.

      The rustle of cotton behind him gave him all the answer he needed. Before he could turn, she wrapped her arms around him and leaned into his back. Her luscious, lovely breasts pressed against him. No way was he going to have her naked in his presence and not look at her.

      He turned in her arms, and his cock throbbed at the sight of her. If he'd been capable of thinking and speaking, he might have said something poetic about her loveliness but he wasn't and he didn't know if she wanted to hear it anyway.

      She reached for his member, but he moved away and shook his head. Another touch and he would explode. When he was certain she understood, he moved close again and, keeping his body a little apart, kissed her gently.

      Her response was to grab his shoulders, pull him closer and deepen the kiss. He slipped his hand between them and cupped her sex. She was hot and wet, her nub swollen, and when he thrust his middle finger inside, she cried out. Another finger slid in easily and she broke the kiss to throw her head back. Her breathing came hard, fast, making her beautiful breasts quiver, begging him to take them in his mouth.

      He did. His cock thickened and dripped. Not yet. Not yet.

      His fingers set a slow, steady rhythm but with a moan of frustration, she thrust her hips and quickened the pace. He switched to her other breast, suckling, and her fingernails raked his shoulders in response.

      "Now," she mumbled almost inaudibly. "Take me now."

      Those were words he didn't need to hear twice. He pressed his cock to her opening then sank into her to the hilt. She gasped and thrust up to meet him.

      He stopped. He wanted to stay there a moment. Feel her wrapped around him and the throb deep inside her. Wanted to savor it lest it never happen again.

      It lasted all of a second or two, and either she or he began to move against the other, or it might have been both together. She lifted one leg up until her knee touched his hip, allowing his cock to reach deeper. He kissed her, swallowing her cry, and picked her up, his hands supported her neat round arse. She wrapped her legs around him and hooked her feet at the small of his back. He felt like he was cocooned in her.

      Just where he wanted to be.

      He laid her on top of the bed and pounded into her, not wanting it to end but wanting so very much to feel that thrilling rush of climax.

      It started with the heat. It spiraled inside him and he could feel it coming off her in waves. Then came the trickle of tingles, a teasing, sweet torture. It lasted but a moment until Susanna stiffened in his arms and only her thighs and hips moved, jerking involuntarily.

      "Orlando!" she cried, arching into him.

      There was no hope for him after that. The flood came and he rushed to pull himself out of her, to spurt his seed on the floor, but she pressed her feet into his arse, holding him there.

      "No need," she gasped.

      He stayed and exploded into her. His body shuddered violently and he pressed his face into her shoulder as every last drop was milked from him.

      They stayed like that for several furious heartbeats until their breathing calmed, and then he rolled off her.

      It was over. They should part. He should return to the mattress on the parlor floor. But he didn't want to go and she didn't tell him to leave. Indeed, she rested her cheek on his chest. Her fingers stroked his arm.
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