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About the Book


Newly widowed and desperate to protect her estate and beloved servants from her malevolent brother-in-law, Martha Russell conceives a daring plan. Or rather, a daring plan to conceive. After all, if she has an heir on the way, her future will be secured. Forsaking all she knows of propriety, Martha approaches her neighbour, a London exile with a wicked reputation, and offers a strictly business proposition: a month of illicit interludes . . . for a fee.


Theophilus Mirkwood ought to be insulted. Should be appalled. But how can he resist this siren in widow’s weeds, whose offer is simply too outrageously tempting to decline? Determined she’ll get her money’s worth, Theo endeavors to awaken this shamefully neglected beauty to pleasure – only to find her dead set against taking any enjoyment in the scandalous bargain. Surely she can’t resist him for ever. But could her surrender open their hearts to the most unexpected arrival of all . . . love?
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Chapter One
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NOT ONCE in ten months of marriage had she wished for her husband’s demise. Nor would she be glad of the occurrence even for a moment. Even for this moment. To do so would ill become her.


Martha sat straighter in her chair, smoothing her black skirts. One’s conduct might owe more to principle than to sentiment at times, admittedly. But principle could be relied upon. Principle steadied a person; braced her up through those same occasions, in fact, where sentiment made only a sluggish kind of mire to sink into.


She finished with her skirts and folded her hands on the tabletop. “Well,” she said into the silence of her sunlit parlor. “This is all legally sound, I don’t doubt.”


Mr. Keene gave a little bow from his place at the table’s foot, affording her a glimpse of the bald spot atop his head. He did not meet her eyes and had not done so since beginning to read. A faint sifting sound came from the papers before him, as his hands lined up the corners and made other adjustments of no particular purpose. Really, he ought to stop that.


Across the table her brother sat tight-lipped, his jaw working as if to swallow something of fearsome dimension. His temper, that would be. To his credit, he always did try.


“Speak, Andrew.” She knew well enough what he would have to say. “You’re liable to do yourself some injury otherwise.”


“I’d have done injury to Russell if I’d known what he was about. A thousand pounds!” He spat out the sum like a mouthful of spoiled porridge. “One thousand, from what began as ten! What kind of man would speculate with his wife’s settlement?”


A man half lost in drink apparently would. To take just one example. She drew a fortifying breath. “It’s not as though I’ll be penniless. I’ll have my dower.”


“No dower house, though, and but a tenth of what you brought into the marriage. I’m sure I’d like to know his reasoning.” This, rather pointedly, to Mr. Keene.


“I wouldn’t have encouraged the investment myself,” came the solicitor’s reedy voice as he went on shuffling papers. “But Mr. Russell had a taste for those things. His will with the first Mrs. Russell was similar: her portion invested in private securities, and all the rest arranged in hopes of an heir.” An heir, of course. If there was any man on earth more eager to get an heir than her husband had been, she should like to see him.


Well, no. In fact she wouldn’t care to see that man at all. She unlaced her hands and touched her fingertips to the tablecloth. Very pretty, this cloth. Linen, from Belgium, and no longer hers.


“I wish I’d had my own solicitors see to your marriage agreement. I would have had nothing to do with this trust.” More bad porridge. “Father’s people were worse than useless. I ought to have done it myself.”


“How could you have managed?” One had neither time nor patience for this sort of nonsense. I wish I’d done this; I would have done that; I ought to have done some other thing. Blind alleys, those were, leading straight to the swamp of sentiment and nowhere else. “You had your hands full settling Father’s estate. Those were difficult days for us all. What’s done is done. We needn’t say any more about it.”


Andrew held his tongue, then, but his eyes—large, liquid, dark as day-old coffee—glowed with strong opinions. She angled her head politely away. So indecorous, to let the mood of any moment run rampant across one’s face. So undisciplined. For all that she had those same eyes, she’d long since schooled them into sphinxlike calm. It really wasn’t hard.


“So when is she to be turned out of her home?” he said upon reaching the limits of forbearance. “How soon will this other Mr. Russell expect to take possession? Of course you will come to stay with me and Lucy,” he added to her without waiting for the solicitor’s reply. “When we go to the country you may even have your old room.”


And live as a dependent child again, for all that she was one and twenty. A burden to him and his wife. Something stirred in the pit of her stomach: tiny fragments of mutiny, chasing about as pointlessly as rubbish in a windstorm.


Mr. Keene inclined his head so as to show her the bald spot again. “In these cases, we generally don’t proceed until the widow assures us there is no possibility of a son.”


Well, there wasn’t. Her body had resolved that some three days since, and brought her the news in its usual fashion. For all of Mr. Russell’s most vigorous efforts, on her and presumably on his first wife, no child had ever resulted. Now no child ever would.


Was she expected to say so on the spot? Mutiny stilled her tongue. If she left the matter in some doubt, she could get a few more weeks here. Maybe as much as a month.


Of course if she were truly mutinous . . . well, one heard tales of what desperate childless widows occasionally did. Lurid tales, difficult to credit. What woman could ever be so desperate? Probably it was all some myth got up and passed about by wishful men.


She lifted her chin. “I will send you word when I know that question to be resolved.” She could see to the servants, at least. Mr. and Mrs. James Russell would bring servants of their own, making some of the Seton Park staff redundant. She would take what time she needed to get them placed out.


Andrew fidgeted silently for the several minutes Mr. Keene took to gather up his papers and make polite remarks, and when the solicitor was finally shown out, her brother quitted his chair with vehemence. “For the love of God, sister, will you never speak up for yourself?” He strode away to the table’s other end. “It’s not right, how you’ve been served in all this. Why must I be the only one with the fortitude to say so?”


A familiar coolness blossomed in the middle of her chest and seeped outward. “I see no question of fortitude.” She measured out her syllables, and folded her hands atop the table again. “I could speak of injustice, I suppose, and indulge myself with some show of outrage, but none of that would change the facts of my current situation, would it?” Her voice grew flatter and flatter, like pastry dough under a most adamant rolling pin.


“Not now, it wouldn’t.” He flung out his hand in an impatient gesture. “But this whole thing might have been averted. For the life of me I’ll never understand why you married the man. Why any young girl would marry a widower twice her age when she—”


“He was nine and thirty. Hardly in his dotage. And no, you’re not likely ever to understand.” What eldest son could? He would never be faced with the prospect of a parasitic existence. He would never come to make those reckonings in which girlish fancy had no place. He would only pity her, provokingly, and wonder at her wrongheaded choice.


As though a love match were the only viable kind of marriage! As though humanity had not prospered for countless generations through unions of other kinds; through respectable alliances between people who happened to prize other things above unbridled feeling!


Her hands had come unfolded and two fingers were tracing over and over a bit of openwork in the tablecloth. She stilled them. Laced the fingers firmly again. Sat silent.


Abruptly her brother heaved a sigh. “I’m sorry, Martha.” She could hear the change in his voice, though she kept her eyes on the tablecloth.


He came round to stand behind her chair. One hand settled on her shoulder. She lifted her chin and looked hard at the wall, where peonies marched in a cheerful red-and-white pattern.


“I’m sorry if I offend you.” He was all uncertainty now, casting about for the right way to comfort so perverse a little sister. “Sorry you’ve had this misfortune, and sorry I wasn’t more help to you. But I’ll help you now, if you’ll let me. You’ll have a good home with me and Lucy.”


The wallpaper’s peonies shimmered for a moment, and threatened to swim. She might have been seven again, and he eighteen, that same hand on her shoulder as awkward as a turkey on a pigeon-perch. They’d done this before, though that day they’d sat side by side on the stone wall where he’d finally found her, and the halting words of consolation had all to do with Heaven, and their mother’s soul.


I’m sorry, too. I wish I could want what you offer. I don’t know why I can’t. She swallowed, and kept the words down. “You were so kind to come,” she said. “You’ve been a great help indeed. These past few days should have been much more difficult had you not been here. I’ll write to you when I . . . I’ll write to you.” That was her one toe dipped in the wallows of sentiment, and quickly drawn out again.


He left for London. When she’d waved at his carriage all the way to where it turned from the drive onto the road, she dropped her hand and began to walk. Away from the house she went, south toward the swelling hills. The August sun showed no mercy to a woman in full mourning, particularly one who covered ground at her pace. So be it. She walked faster.


Soon she was ascending, feeling her stride shorten as she started up the face of the highest hill. Somewhere nearby she could hear the discourse of sheep, plaintive and petulant by turns. A dog barking as well, and a man’s voice giving terse commands. Round a fold in the hill she came upon them: one of her tenants training a new dog by guiding it round and round a clutch of three disgruntled sheep. Mr. Farris caught sight of her and removed his hat, and then she must stop to make conversation.


One could say only so many things in praise of a sheepdog. She said them all, while the tenant turned his hat round between thick fingers, nodding with a sage expression. “My Jane set me to ask, if I should see you,” he said once these pleasantries were concluded, “whether we may expect you to stay on here.”


“I’m afraid it’s unlikely.” More than unlikely. But her answer to the tenants must coincide with the answer she’d given Mr. Keene.


“There’s many will be sorry to hear.” He whistled, and the dog reversed direction, circling in its half-crouched stance. “Jane says it’s to you we owe the new roof.”


“Well, chiefly to Mr. Russell’s generosity.” She bent her head and brushed a speck of something off her sleeve.


“The first Mrs. Russell never did take any interest in improvements. Nor did he, before you come along. So says Jane. She gives you the credit.”


“Her good opinion honors me.” She brushed another speck before raising her head. “She’s well, I hope? And the children?”


“Aye, everyone’s well.” He made a signal with his hand and the dog changed direction again. “Ben and Adam look forward to the school opening.”


“The school?” Delight surged up from her toes, flushing out the morning’s disappointment and boosting her voice into some very strange octave. “They weren’t on Mr. Atkins’s list, the last time I spoke to him. Will they be attending after all?”


“Just three days out of the five, to start. My youngest girl as well. Everett’s boys will help me out some, and my boys help him, and we’ll scrape by with the rest of it.”


“Do you mean the Everett children will go to school, too?” She wrestled her voice back down to a range that wouldn’t frighten the sheep.


“Three days out of five, aye. Maybe more in the winter.”


“I’m so glad to hear it. You do your children a great service by schooling them.”


“Well, they’ve got some cleverness.” He shrugged and turned his hat over again. “Pair that with education and a boy might choose his own course.”


She recognized one of the many lines of persuasion Mr. Atkins had rehearsed with her, and couldn’t suppress a smile. She’d done some good at Seton Park, even in her short stay. She’d been useful. When discontent threatened to overtake her, she would remember the new cottage roofs, and her part in realizing the curate’s long-cherished scheme for a tenant school.


She’d like to remember her improvements to his scheme, as well. “What of your Laura, and Adelaide? They’ll be attending the class on Sundays, I hope?”


“I cannot say they will.” He set his head on an angle and rubbed the heel of his hand along his jaw. “We’ll need them at home all the more with their brothers going to school.”


“Of course.” She’d heard this same discouraging response more than once. “Still, it’s only an hour of instruction, once a week. Perhaps in time you’ll find you can spare them after all.”


“Perhaps. Just now I’ve got Laura learning more of this work.” Mr. Farris nodded toward the dog. “She takes to it, you know. Ordering creatures about.”


“Well, a gift for command is certainly to be admired.” Cultivated, as well. A girl of such talent deserved education, more education than the reading and ciphering with which feminine schooling began and ended. She would speak to Mr. Atkins tomorrow. A stronger case must be made to these parents, and with her time here cut short, he must be the one to make it.


TWO WEEKS ago, and for every Sunday of her married life, she’d sat beside Mr. Russell in the first pew on the right-hand side of St. Stephen’s church. This morning she sat three back on the left of the aisle, a gesture intelligible only to herself. That front pew was for the proprietors of Seton Park. She would sit there no more.


One saw things differently from the third row. One could see the spot where sunlight through the east wall’s lancet window struck the tile floor, for example. One could make a study of the backs of people’s heads. She shouldn’t have known, in the first row, which of her neighbors washed behind their ears and which did not.


From the first row, too, she should likely never have seen the stranger. She might have heard him, hastening up the aisle to an empty spot even as the rest of the church fell silent at the entrance of the curate through the vestry door. But she should certainly never have turned to glimpse the tall, finely clothed figure that slipped into the pew across from hers.


Neither did she turn now. People who came late to church deserved no notice, which fact one might wish could be impressed on those neighbors who were throwing furtive glances his way. Her peripheral view of him, as he seized a prayer book and thumbed vigorously through its pages, was more than sufficient, and she dismissed him altogether when the service began.


Mr. Atkins preached earnest, unaffected sermons, perhaps a bit longer than one might privately prefer, but usually with a worthy point to make at the end. He’d chosen for his text today the story of Mary and Martha, those sisters who differed on the proper way of receiving the Savior’s visit to their home—rather a confounding verse, endorsing, as it seemed to, the dereliction of duty. But she could bow her head and await the worthy point, and the end.


A child’s muffled giggle imposed itself on her attention some few minutes in. The little boy in the pew ahead of hers was craning to look at something over his shoulder. She followed his gaze and met with the figure of the stranger, sound asleep and listing a few degrees to the left.


Had he no notion of setting an example? She sent a quick look of reprimand to the little boy, who turned hastily forward, and then she marshaled her disapproval on the slumbering form across the aisle.


He dozed on untroubled, his head lolling at such an angle as to present her with a view of his hair, which grew in waves and had the pale raw hue of fresh-split boxwood. What features went with it, she could not tell. The turn of his neck left them to her imagination, not that she had any intention of imagining.


His posture spoke all over of indolence. Long legs he had, bent grasshopper-like to cram between his own pew and the one in front. His hands sat slack on the hymnal in his lap, still open to whatever place he’d been at when last he was awake. Doubtless he was one of those men who came to church primarily for the chance to subject everyone to his singing voice.


He subjected her now to something else: a snore, low and subtle like the buzzing of some wayward insect, but still, unmistakably, a snore. Then another, just in the pattern of the first.


Well, really. Why even bother coming to church? She faced front again. Mr. and Mrs. James Russell could have the pleasure of dealing with him. Worthier things must claim her own attention. The sermon, for example. Or the state of her prayer book, which smelled of dank winter even on a summer day. All the prayer books in St. Stephen’s had that smell, and this one, as she paged through it, revealed the additional offenses of dark spotting and pages warped by too much damp. A pity she’d never got round to having Mr. Russell replace—


Her skin prickled all over. Someone was watching her. Someone to her right. In one quick move she brought her chin up and around and looked into dark blue eyes; eyes the color of some faraway ocean. The stranger, just woken, his head nearly righted and his countenance revealed.


Sleep disheveled his features still. His cheek had a crease where it had lain on his shoulder. A curling lock of hair fell slantwise on his forehead. Beneath the disarray were aristocratic bones, a reddish full mouth, and lashes she could have seen from six pews away.


He blinked, and blinked again. Then his whole lower face melted into a smile, for all the world as though he’d glimpsed her across a ballroom and was hopeful of an introduction.


No. Worse than that. She turned quickly away, the blood already coming up in her cheeks. Women who woke in his bed saw that smile. Sleep-liquored. A bit surprised to see her. Ready to see more, just as soon as she’d oblige.


She put down the prayer book and folded her arms, hiding as much as she could from his view. The air on her bare neck felt suddenly like an uninvited caress. August or not, she wished she’d worn a shawl.


Once or twice more her skin prickled, but she kept her eyes fixedly forward, even when the service ended and the pews emptied about her. She was the last to pass through the doors onto the threshold, and last to shake the curate’s hand, and thank him for his edifying sermon.


At close range, perhaps even more so than when he was in the pulpit, Mr. Atkins looked precisely the way a churchman ought. His austere build lent an extra measure of dignity to his plain dark vestment, and his coloring was such that one might make a true likeness of him with only white paper and a bit of charcoal: charcoal eyes, charcoal hair, and thick black brows whose natural slant gave a melancholy cast to his pale, angular features.


“I think it a fine text,” he said in reply to her compliment, gentle mischief just evident in his smile, “though perhaps I shall have to choose livelier passages in future, for Mr. Mirkwood’s benefit. If he sleeps through my sermon on David and Goliath, I suppose I shall have none but myself to blame.”


“Is he a neighbor?” Over Mr. Atkins’s shoulder she could see the stranger, a good quarter-mile already down the path that would lead to the road. “I don’t know him by sight or by name.” He moved with a springy ease, hands thrust in his coat pockets.


“They own the property east of Seton Park, though we’ve rarely seen them there. Not at all, I believe, in your time, and even now it’s only Mr. Mirkwood the younger come down. But I’ve spoken too long without asking how you do.” The curate’s voice changed. “I did not expect you to be about so soon.”


His eyes would be keen, if she should look up into them. They would invite confidences, entirely respectable confidences such as were common between parishioner and pastor. “I do well enough.” She shaded her face with one hand as she followed the receding form of Mr. Mirkwood. “Thank you for asking. May I help you put things away?”


“Certainly you may.” Here, too, he was keen. He understood reticence and met it with a graceful respect.


Back inside the church Mr. Atkins busied himself with papers at his lectern while she collected books from the pews. Mr. Russell had not thought it suitable for the mistress of Seton Park to perform such tasks. But now she had only her own wishes to consult.


She picked up the hymnal Mr. Mirkwood had used, and locked her arms round all those she’d gathered. “I must confess an ulterior motive.” Feet set, she faced the pulpit. “I hoped to discuss the school.”


His hands went still for a second or two. “Ah, yes. I did expect this.” He set aside his papers and lifted his chin. “Come take a seat.” With one hand he gestured her to the first pew as he came down from the pulpit. Then he leaned against the pew opposite, folding his arms. “I understand Mr. Keene was at the house yesterday.”


“He was.” She set the stack of hymnals in her lap. “I find the estate is very likely to pass to Mr. Russell’s brother James. I shall probably be here but a few weeks more.”


“There’s some chance it may pass to you, though?” His upper body inclined slightly toward her.


“Some very little chance.” This was getting complicated. Lies so often did. “The question should be resolved within the month.”


“Ah.” Understanding colored his face and he took a sudden interest in the floor.


“At all events we face the prospect of my departure.” Onward. No time to indulge in embarrassment. “And in view of that, I should like to recommend certain actions in regard to the school.”


“Yes, of course.” He nodded, gaze still lowered, as though he were expecting her to say something grave indeed.


“Enrollment in the class for young ladies is not what we had hoped. But I’ve had an idea.” She had, surprisingly enough. “If you were to point to those places where one may find Scriptural support for women’s learning, these families must listen, I should think, and see the notion’s merit in a way they otherwise might not.” His eyes had slowly risen to hers, and the slant of his brows gradually steepened, putting urgency into her words as she went on. “Consider your text of today. Christ bid those sisters leave off their womanly pursuits, didn’t he, and learn from him the same as any disciple. If on your next visit to the Farris cottage, or the Cheathams, you could remind them of—”


“Forgive me, Mrs. Russell.” He held up one hand, and his face was all resignation and regret. “But surely you see the school cannot go forward, given what you’ve told me.”


“Not go forward!” Her heart lurched halfway up her throat. “But why?”


“Whether or not to have a school will be Mr. James Russell’s decision if you do leave us, and he might not consider it a worthwhile use of his funds.”


How could he so quickly give up what he’d so long worked for? “But if you began the school—I imagine he shouldn’t actually be in residence here for several months yet—he might accept it as something already in place.”


“And he might not.” His voice, like his gaze, was soft, sympathetic, and utterly unyielding. “Think of the disappointment if I were to get the school going only to have to shut it down several months later. I can’t do that to the tenants.”


He made a good point. But something like mutiny stirred up in her again. She’d pared away bits of her soul for his school. One did not do such a thing in vain. “What if . . .” She searched the floor for inspiration. “What if I were to write to Mr. James Russell, and tell him all about the school, and perhaps secure his support in advance?”


A glance at him caught the change in his face: he was guarded, indeed, but she could see how ready he was to grasp at any bit of hope. “Do you know very much of him?” Caution kept his speech short. “Do you think it likely he would approve?”


“Mr. Russell spoke of him sometimes, enough for me to gather he’s an amiable man, at least.” It might be true, that last bit. Why should he not be amiable?


“If you would undertake to write . . . If your own interest so compelled you . . .” The weight of his hope forced her attention down to the hymnals in her lap. The stack needed straightening. “I have the greatest respect for your powers of persuasion. You know I spent months working to convince Mr. Russell of the merits of educating his tenants, but I do not believe he would have agreed to it in the end without your intercession.”


Two books slipped from her lap and went skittering into the aisle. She bent to reach for them and nearly collided with Mr. Atkins, suddenly kneeling there before her. “I’m sorry,” she said, rather stupidly, as there had in fact been no collision.


He looked up. A faint whiff of almond came to her: he must use soap of that scent. A smile—modest, decent, kindly—played round the edges of his mouth. “The apology ought to be mine.” He lifted the books. “You’ve labored to no purpose—I haven’t actually been in the habit of putting these away.”


She took the hymnals and sat up straight. “You ought to.” Her finger traced along one’s failing spine. “Especially in the winter. The damp is bad for paper.”


“Indeed I ought.” He got to his feet, brushing absently at his cassock.


“These need to be replaced, at all events. Perhaps I will ask Mr. James Russell to approve it.” She forced a smile and he smiled back, his eyes lit with a trustful gratitude of which she had long since ceased to be worthy.


THERE WAS a new man in church today,” said her maid that evening while taking down her hair. “Across the aisle from you—did you see him?”


“Mr. Mirkwood, you mean. His family owns Pencarragh, just to the east.” She tipped her head forward as the hairpins were drawn out. Perhaps Sheridan could draw out her stupidity with them. What had she been thinking, to propose a letter to Mr. James Russell?


“Mirkwood, aye.” In her dressing-table mirror the maid’s blond head bobbed once. “Sir Theophilus, as will be, once he’s finished driving his father to an early grave.”


“I see you know more than I. Is this the fruit of below-stairs gossip?” She couldn’t work up any stronger admonition, with her mind so urgently occupied.


There had to be some way to secure the school’s future; some sounder scheme than a mere written plea. Mr. Atkins’s flattering faith to the contrary, she was no persuader. His thanks ought to go to the bottle, for Mr. Russell’s imperfect recall of what he had and had not authorized. She should have accomplished nothing without that.


“You know Sarah, who makes the sauces?” Sheridan’s voice looped and fluttered among her thoughts like a cheerful unreproached bird. “Her sister works in the house there, and she said Mr. Mirkwood had come to stay not by his own choice but by his father’s.”


“As a kind of banishment?” This finally drew her full attention. What sapskulled father, and what sapskulled son, could view the Sussex countryside as a penance?


“Banished, to be sure.” A handful of hairpins dropped musically onto the silver tray at her right. “Put away from the temptations of London, in a place where there’s little chance for deviltry. Cut off from his allowance too, I’ve heard, so no running down to Brighton for the amusements.”


Deviltry. Amusements. This much, she could have guessed. “I am sorry to hear it.” She found her maid’s eyes in the mirror. “However we need not sustain the life of a man’s misdeeds with discussion, or with any notice at all. We will merely hope he may profit by his stay in Sussex.” Not very likely, though, if he continued to sleep through church.


Sheridan picked up a comb and eased it into Martha’s hair, ducking her head in a chastened way, but her smile suggested she was indulging, still, in agreeable thoughts of Mr. Mirkwood and his transgressions.


Undoubtedly one might have done more, in ten months, to curb the maid’s affinity for gossip and plant some foundations of decorum. But to regret that now would be no good use of her time. Indeed, she might perhaps employ the trait to some advantage.


“Do you know anything of Mr. Russell’s brother James?” she said. “Do the older servants ever speak of him?”


“Mr. James Russell.” A muscle twitched in the girl’s cheek; her features otherwise went neutral. “Why do you ask?”


“He stands to inherit Seton Park, and I have certain matters to discuss with him in advance of that.” This time she felt a tiny catch in the comb’s movement, though Sheridan’s face betrayed nothing. “He didn’t come to the wedding or to Mr. Russell’s funeral, so I must rely on others’ impressions.” Three, then four, then five seconds went by in silence. “You’ve heard some reports of him, I think?”


“Sometimes the older servants have said things.” The maid’s eyes flicked up to hers in the mirror, and down again.


“And what have they said? I beg you will be frank with me.” A chill was creeping up her backbone. What could instill this sudden reserve in the same girl who’d chattered so readily of Mr. Mirkwood’s disgrace?


Sheridan’s mouth pursed. She set her head on an angle and watched her hands combing. Finally, she spoke. “They say he ruined two housemaids here when he was a young man.”


“What?” The chill flooded every part of her now. “Who says so?”


“Mrs. Kearney. She was second housemaid then. She says it was only her pockmarked face kept her safe.” Her lips went tight together; her hands divided out a lock of hair.


“Safe from . . . being lured into a degraded connection, do you mean?” Or safe from something worse?


“Wasn’t much luring in it.” Like huge malign hailstones the words fell, a few at a time, while Sheridan worked the comb through. “He went into their rooms at night and told them they’d be dismissed if they said anything about it. And then the two were dismissed all the same, because of what condition they found themselves in.”


“Was he never brought to justice?” The threadbare whisper exactly suited that woman she saw in the mirror, pale as the white lawn chemise she wore. And the question was a foolish one. Nobody held such men to account. Women could only pray for mercy, and bear what came.


The maid shook her head, not bothering to reply in words. “Not that he’ll ever lay eyes on me,” she said after a moment. “There’ll be no place for me here if you don’t stay.” She set the comb aside and busied herself in plaiting the combed-out hair. “Only I was hoping you would. All the servants were. I suppose things would have come out different if you’d been blessed with a son.”


“Different indeed.” Martha lowered her eyes from her blushing mirror image. “But as we’ve known these few days, all chance of that is . . .” She stopped. Here came the mutiny again, boiling up from somewhere deep in her belly and confounding all her words.


She raised her chin and met with her reflection as her breaths went quick and shallow. Sheridan’s reflection, too, the sweet springtime face paired with eyes that already knew too much of the world.


Women could only pray for mercy . . . That wasn’t true. Women could do more. A desperate woman could do more.


Women could only bear what came. But a chance had come. A chance had come and looked her in the eye that very morning.


In the mirror her blush was receding, her features settling into the lines of calm resolve. This could end in a dozen different kinds of disaster. There’d be no guarantee of success. And how to get through it without losing all claim to principle, she couldn’t begin to imagine.


So be it. She could wait for Providence to come to these women’s aid, or she could make use of what Providence had already put in her path. “Sheridan.” She twisted to face her maid squarely. “Tell me again about Mr. Mirkwood. Tell me everything you know.”
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Chapter Two
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WHO IS Mrs. Richard Russell, and what business can she have with me?” Theo Mirkwood held the card—the first to appear on his tray, since coming to the country—between two long fingers and turned it critically this way and that. Black lettering engraved on white. No border, no artful script, no little curlicues or flowers; nothing, in short, to betray any hint of its owner beyond her name. Or more precisely, her husband’s name.


“She is your next neighbor,” said Mr. Granville, “the mistress of Seton Park.”


Theo sat back in his chair and bit into a piece of buttered toast, the card still balanced between his first and second fingers. Across the table his land agent—no, his father’s land agent—sorted diligently through the many tedious-looking documents he’d brought along. “She must have left it at some ungodly hour this morning,” he said, flicking at one corner of the card with his thumbnail. Decent paper. Crisp. “Do you know her?”


“A little.” The man barely looked up from his work. “She’s been among us less than a year, and was unhappily widowed a week and some since.”


He stopped chewing. Perhaps it was some other widow? But no, Seton Park, now he recalled, was the name of that property just to the west, where the fieldstone church stood. “A week, you say.” He swallowed. “Why the devil is she calling on anyone, let alone an unmarried gentleman?”


“Mrs. Russell is the properest of women. I’m sure it must be some matter of business, as you said. And I should think a new neighbor would feel flattered by her notice, and overlook any lapse in her adherence to the strictures of mourning.”


“Flattered. So I am.” What else could he say? The length of his term here depended on the reports this man would make to his father. He read the card again. “What happened to Mr. Richard Russell?”


“Thrown from a horse and broke his neck. Most unfortunate. Are you nearly ready to begin?”


“Yes, why not?” He sighed and set the card by his plate. “Instruct away.” Drag me down with your details into the next circle of this forced rustication, he might have stylishly added, could he be more flippant and less mindful of making a good impression.


But in a short time he had ceased to attend the agent’s droning. Sunlight filled the breakfast parlor, bringing with it a most agreeable drowsy warmth, and his tea was warm, and the buttered toast was warm and furthermore could be spread with three different kinds of jam. He had only to nod and occasionally raise his eyebrows in an approximation of attention, between bites of toast, while his own thoughts drifted back to yesterday morning in church.


What an odd business that had been; the widow and all of it. Arriving late as he had. Falling asleep. Forgetting himself for the space of a smile.


Like so many things that appeared at first blush to be his fault, these ones were not, really. New habits took time. Sunday services were so infernally early. He’d expected more singing, and a shorter sermon.


“. . . and here you see what economies we’ve achieved by blocking up the unneeded windows and reducing our tax.” Granville was foisting some document on him.


“Most impressive.” He glanced at the paper and plucked another piece of toast from the rack. Who ever heard of an unneeded window? In his London lodgings he always kept the curtains wide. The light was particularly fine at this time of year, mellowing in preparation for the change to autumn. Some afternoons it lured him back into bed, sweetly as a woman might.


He ought not to have smiled at that widow. Speaking of women and their lures. What man could blame him, though? Such a delightful waking apparition she’d made, so grave and erect in her widow’s weeds, but paging through her prayer book like a child looking for the pictures. Then when she’d swung about to face him, with the eyes of a startled deer, he’d liked her better still. He could imagine teasing her on the topic of her truant attention, and submitting while she scolded him for falling asleep. He could imagine a most enjoyable roundelay of teasing and submission, culminating in a most thoroughly . . .


Granville had gone silent. For how long? He scrabbled at the paper before him. “I beg your pardon,” he said, “I was working my way through these window-tax calculations and I’m afraid I missed the last of what you said.” He dug hard. “Something about fencing?” Why fencing, though? Surely there was no parlor within miles, and besides it wasn’t quite fashionable. Boxing was a gentleman’s exercise, these days.


“Several sections of fence are due for repair, yes. In addition to the two or possibly three cottages that will require new thatching before winter.”


“New thatching, by all means.” Christ. He couldn’t sound more witless if he tried. He’d never see London again at this rate.


He put the window paper down and his hand brushed the plain little calling card. He picked it up. “Would it be proper for me to return this call, under the circumstances?” Oh, that was good. An appeal to the man’s judgment coupled with concern for propriety.


“I should think it a civil thing to do. You might make time this afternoon.”


“This afternoon. Quite. Are we nearly done with these papers?” He felt some renewal of cheer. A polite call was surely not beyond his abilities. He’d make a better impression on this widow than he’d done in church, and a good impression on Granville into the bargain. And the more good impressions he could make, the sooner he’d be out of this exile and back in London where he belonged.


THE WIDOW Russell apparently took her at-home retirement so far as to abstain from receiving guests in the formal parlors: Theo was shown to a pink-papered upstairs room where she sat in an armchair whose chintz upholstery featured roses twining daintily on a white ground. She was head-to-toe in black, of course, and for a moment he had the very odd impression of a spider lurking in a rose bouquet. But she could not be blamed for the black, one must recall. She would probably make a fine ornament to this room, in some other color, and at all events, to be decorative was surely no widow’s first concern.


She rose from the chair to shake his hand. Her eyes skimmed across his before settling somewhere near the level of his collarbone, and when the greeting was done she turned away altogether, gesturing at a small rosewood table on which sat a pot of tea and a plate holding two kinds of cake. “I was having tea when you were announced,” she said, sitting again and arranging her skirts. “May I offer you a cup?”


“That would be most pleasant, thank you.” Rather forward of her, offering to share her refreshment. But maybe things were done that way in the country. And the cake looked very fine. He sat in a second chintz chair, at an angle to hers, and tugged off his gloves.


The footman brought another cup and plate and she picked up the pot to pour. Did he imagine, or was she avoiding his gaze?


He cleared his throat. “I’m told your loss was very recent.” Maybe he ought to have said that sooner. “I’m sorry to hear of it.”


“Recent indeed, and sudden as well.” She poured, watching the level of tea in his cup. “Your condolences are kind. Do you take milk or sugar?”


“Neither, thank you.” Well, this was interesting. Granville hadn’t evinced much grief, either, in speaking of the affair. But people didn’t always wear those things on their sleeves. If she felt grief’s opposite, she wasn’t showing that either.


“You’ve come from London, I hear.” She looked up to hand him his tea, and finally fixed her eyes full upon him.


For the barest instant he felt confusion. It scrambled over his skin and all about his innards. Such eyes she had! Dark and wary as some woodland creature’s; he remembered that from church. And she looked at him now as though . . . well, he really had no idea what.


“London, indeed.” He took the cup with a bow. An interruption came—a maid appeared at the door with temporary need of the footman, and they both went away—and he swallowed some tea, using the moment to reclaim his self-possession. “Have you spent much time in the city yourself?” he said when the servants had gone.


“Only part of one Season, when I met my husband.” Behind her composure was a concentrated attention, and beyond this . . . Secrets. Many, many secrets churned and simmered at the back of that bittersweet-chocolate stare. “I fear Sussex may seem rather dull in comparison to what you must be used to.” Slowly she raised her teacup to her lips and drank, her eyes never leaving his.


Good Lord. Did she have any idea how that looked, to a man? Well, obviously she didn’t. If she’d meant it that way there’d be invitation in her posture; sweet insinuation curling round the edges of her voice. And besides, she was respectable. And a widow. Whatever her secrets, they weren’t for him.


“A bit more sedate than London, to be sure.” He shifted in his chair, angling slightly away from her. “But I’ve occupations enough.”


“You’re studying some of the responsibilities of a baronet, you mean. So I’ve heard.” Her hands, so starkly pale where they emerged from the black sleeves, set down her tea and arranged two cake slices on a plate. She had deft, delicate fingers. Slightly chilly, though—he’d noticed that, even through his glove, when she shook his hand. A man could warm those hands between his own and then—


And then nothing. He wouldn’t let his mind roam there. He was better than that, surely. “Land management, yes, and things of that nature.” He accepted the plate, and the silver fork she held out with it. “Keeping the fences in repair. Seeing to the windows. Window-tax. Assuring that things are optimal in that regard. In every regard.” He crammed a bit of cake into his mouth, chiefly to stop himself talking before he could sound any more of a coxcomb.


She took a forkful of cake from her own plate and chewed it, a grim sort of compression about her lips. That was a shame, because the fullness of her mouth disappeared when she tightened it that way, and also because even a person in fresh mourning ought to be able to give in to the enjoyment of a good piece of cake. “Do you like it?” she said, once swallowing.


“Oh, yes, it’s superb cake; thank you.” It was. Lemon cake, sweet and bracing both at once.


“No,” she said, a slightly pained expression flitting across her face. “Your studies, I mean. Learning what will be your duties one day. Do you find that engaging?”


“Oh, quite. Without a doubt.” She could repeat that to Granville the next time she saw him. “I find such studies suit me altogether.”


She ate more cake, silently. Her glance switched back and forth between himself and her own plate, causing him to feel a bit like another menu item, and one of dubious provenance at that. “You’re to be commended, I’m sure,” she finally said, and allowed a hint of a smile. “If I were in your place I don’t know but that I’d be scheming to get myself to Brighton.”


“To Brighton?” This was . . . unexpected. And the curve at the corner of her mouth made him hungry to see her smile in earnest.


“To some more vibrant setting.” She dissected the cake with her fork as she spoke, withholding her eyes from him again. “To some place where I might be in company with more . . . spirited people. With more varied pursuits. Being used to that sort of thing, I imagine that’s what I’d prefer. If I were a young man.” Poor innocent, imbuing a faddish bathing-place with all the cosmopolitan glamour her own life must lack.


“I’m sure Brighton must be thoroughly delightful.” He set his cake down and drank more tea to mask what he knew was an indulgent smile. “To a young lady as well as a young man.”


That wasn’t the right answer. Her face told him so. But why should there even be a right answer in such a discussion? More things were going on here than he could fathom, quite.


“I’m told the shops are very fine in Brighton.” Now she sounded as though she were willing him to levitate from his chair and deposit himself in that town this minute.


“I shouldn’t doubt it.” He put his cup soundlessly back in its saucer. What in blazes was she about? Was she hinting that he ought to remove himself from this neighborhood? But she’d just met him. Could a single smile in church engender such disfavor?


“Amusements, too.” She took up the strainer and leaned over to pour him more tea. “One hears the amusements in Brighton are just those such as young men most enjoy.”


He considered her words as she poured. Also, he considered the view down her bodice. Speak of the amusements young men most enjoyed. She wore no fichu or shawl, and he could see just enough to gauge how one breast would fit in his hand. Plenty of hand to spare. Her endowments were modest and his hands were large. Nothing wrong with that.


Not that it mattered, of course. “If I could be of service to you by sampling Brighton’s amusements and confirming these reports, I would, gladly.” Wonderful what a look down a lady’s gown could do for his spirits. “However I’m not likely to get there on this stay.”


“Because you lack funds, you mean, now you’ve no allowance.” She said it softly, replacing the strainer on its little dish.


Ah. A gossip. Her early call at his house took on a new cast, unflattering to both of them. Eager to gawk at the London scapegrace, was she, and draw out some new stories to retell among her friends? Well, she must look elsewhere for her satisfaction. “I confess I cannot see how that could be any concern of yours.” He made his voice cool as well-water, and took a forkful of the second kind of cake. Walnut, merely serviceable. It did not increase his charity.


“Pardon me.” She sat very still, her hands in her lap. “I should never introduce the subject of money but that this time, it does happen to concern me.”


What sort of nonsensical guessing-game was this? “I’m not a subtle man, Mrs. Russell. Whatever you’ve got to say to me, you’d do better to put it plainly.” He abandoned the cake and took up his replenished tea.


“Plainly, then. Plainly.” She took a deep, deliberate breath and leveled all her attention on him. “I can get you funds, Mr. Mirkwood, in exchange for something from you. I need to conceive a child.”


Only by heroic will and quick use of his napkin did he prevent a mouthful of tea from spewing straight into his lap. He choked and sputtered, and groped for the fresh napkin she held out to him as his teacup met its saucer all clumsy and percussive.


“I’m prepared to pay five hundred pounds for your assistance regardless of the issue, and fifteen hundred more if it should result in the birth of a son.”


“Stop. Stop.” He mopped at his mouth. “Do I understand you aright?”


Her brows drew together. “I really have no way of knowing that. I hope so.”


“I understand you to have just proposed to engage me as your whore.” He gave one last cough. “Is that correct?”


Disapproval thinned her lips again. “The better analogy is to a stud animal. My concern is only with the issue. I have no expectation of pleasure.”


“Fine distinction.” He stared at her, hard. “You mean to pay me to bed you.”


“Unless you know some other way of getting me with a child, yes, that will be necessary,” she said, clearly displeased with his slow grasp of the situation.


Slowly or not, though, it was all coming clear. The private room. The vanished footman. Her keen attention. Probably even the fichu omitted, and that glimpse down her bodice. Good God. How had he not seen it?


He had to laugh, then. He brought the napkin to his eyes and shook his head, and finally abandoned his chair to go to the end of the room and back. “Forgive my loss of composure,” he said. “It’s not often one finds oneself a player in such a ripe sort of melodrama.” He took up a place behind his armchair, leaning his elbows on its back. “Shouldn’t you have seduced me first? Or drugged my tea, and let me wake up chained to a bed?”


She colored, and looked more disapproving yet. “This is a business arrangement. I should like to conduct it accordingly.”


“Business arrangement. That’s the name you give to circumventing your husband’s last wishes with a fraudulent heir?” If she thought he wouldn’t catch on to that, she could think again.


“Yes.” She lifted her chin to look steadily up at him. “Much depends on my circumventing them.”


The secrets danced in her gaze like motes in a shaft of sunlight. Oh, but she was pretty. And she intrigued him. And this was absolutely not how he was meant to be spending his time in Sussex. “Hell and damnation,” he muttered, and turned his face away. One finger ran absently over the chair’s chintz, tracing where a rose was embroidered in. “Why me? I suppose you’ve heard I’ll rut with anything that moves.” He shot her a look. Little call for delicacy now.


“To be quite frank, I have heard you spoken of as a sensualist.” The word sounded wicked, delectably wicked, on her prim soft lips. “I presume you were accustomed to keeping a mistress in London. You must know they’re thin on the ground here, and even if you could find one, how would you keep her without funds? I offer you the essential benefit of a mistress without the expense. In addition, of course, to the remuneration I mentioned.” He could picture her practicing those words. She’d probably even written them out beforehand.


Obviously he ought not to do this. For what reasons, though? He pushed away from the chair and went to stand before a painting on the opposite wall, the better to banish distracting thoughts of her lips. This wasn’t one of those rooms with grandiose portraits of dead ancestors cluttering every surface. In fact only the one painting hung here: a study of a sunlit meadow, rolling off toward the horizon. Competently executed, but who would ever look at that when the same thing might be seen out the window, alive with breezes and butterflies? “Your plan depends on a son, I presume.” He kept his back to her. “What if I got you with a daughter?”


“You’d be five hundred pounds the wealthier.”


“And you that much the poorer, with another mouth to feed.” Yes, there were solid grounds for declining her offer. “I cannot like it.” With a shake of his head he started back toward the chair. “I’ve taken care not to spawn any children thus far, that they might not be brought up in circumstances of privation. I surmise your husband’s will must have left you in a disadvantageous situation indeed if you’re willing to resort to such measures to thwart it.”


“But there’s no risk of privation.” She’d been ready for that objection. “A daughter would be entitled to a portion, and we could live comfortably enough with a brother or sister. Indeed my brother has already offered me a home.”


“Then why do this?” He sat down again and reached for what was left of his tea. “Why not go to your brother at once?”


Her hands folded one over the other in her lap and she went perfectly still, all light shuttered behind her dark eyes. “Because that is not what I choose to do.” The words had such clean edges, she might have sliced them on a tiny guillotine. “I have reasons beyond personal avarice. I will not speak of them to a stranger, but you may believe I have them.”


“Hmm. You’d have done better with me if you’d claimed avarice. I like a woman who takes what she wants.” He said it looking into his teacup, though, and his voice sounded unsteady to his own ears. Because somewhere in her last utterance she’d grown rather magnificent, all will and determination behind the tea-table manners. Like some dire, forbidding fairy in a story, letting slip her mild disguise at the crucial moment.


What if she was like that in bed? Stern and exacting, but soft to the touch. Hell. That could be good. That could be interesting, and very, very good.


He sat back in his chair, crossing one long leg over the other, and put aside his tea. She remained motionless, as though husbanding her energies to meet his next refusal.


Or his assent. No harm in imagining. He could free that creamy skin from its dour wrappings, if he just said the word. He could discover what those elegant hands had it in them to do. He could get her on top of him—she’d like to be on top, fierce fairy, murmuring her stern commands—with her hair falling like a curtain against his cheek, and . . . “What color is your hair?” he said, as every last wisp of it had been banished beneath her cap.


Two faint creases came between her brows. “Will that make a difference?”


“It might.” Shameful. He ought not to toy with a lady that way. Not when he knew a hundred better ways. He shifted in his seat. What reasons remained to refuse her, exactly? Well, if Granville got wind of this—if his father got wind of it—he’d be bundled off somewhere even more remote, and probably for the remainder of his natural life. But besides that, what reasons?


She raised one hand to her cap-strings and hesitated. He could see her groping after strategy. He could nearly hear the clatter of her thoughts, like all the looms in a Lancashire mill. Her hand lowered again and her head tilted, giving her an air both coquettish and defiant. “You may learn the color of my hair easily enough,” she said. “But not by asking.”


“Ah. Now you begin to speak a language I understand.” A smile rose from somewhere elemental in him, coloring the words. “How often would you expect my services? If I were to agree to this?” If. Because he might not. But Lord, she was lovely with her head so angled and her every resource bent on how to get him into bed.


“Once each day. We’ll have nearly a full month.” Her speech accelerated with ill-concealed eagerness. “And I had hoped we might begin today.”


“As a conclusion to this call, I suppose.” Why not? Hell, really, why not?


“If you can contrive it, yes.”


He was contriving it even as she spoke, conveniently enough. He’d been contriving it on and off for the whole of the visit. “Well, Mrs. Russell.” He uncrossed his legs. “You seem to have bought yourself a whore.” Swiftly, before she could correct his terminology, he rose up and leaned over her, resting his hands on the arms of her chair. Her mouth was even prettier at this distance. Was there some way to make her say sensualist again?


“What are you doing?” She blinked up at him, eyes dark with disapprobation.


“I thought to begin by kissing you.”


“That won’t be necessary.” Uncertainty suddenly shaded her face. “Unless you require it?”


“Not at all.” He straightened. This was getting better and better. “Which way is your bed?”


“Through that door, and then the door after.” She rose from the chair and edged past him, her hem whispering over the toes of his boots. “I’ll go now. You may follow in twenty minutes. There’s some claret on the sideboard there, if you think it would be helpful to you.”


“Helpful?” What kind of milksop did she suppose herself to have hired? “Darling, the day I need claret to help me come up to scratch is the day you may begin digging my grave.”


So smartly answered, she could make no reply. After a short, inscrutable hesitation, she passed through the door and closed it behind her. Twenty minutes later, he followed.


SHE MUST have rung for a maid in that time because he found her in the bed, presumably unclothed, clutching the sheet nearly up to her chin. At his entrance her glance fell on him briefly before sliding away to the wall behind him.


He moved closer. Her hair, freed from its cap and freshly unplaited, fanned out on the pillow in kinks and slight waves. Honey-colored hair, just on that border between blond and brunette. The kind of hair that went luminous under sunlight, but kept its secrets indoors.


All secrets, this woman. And some of them were for him after all. “Mrs. Russell,” he said, and brought her eyes back to his face.


“Yes?” If she had a different voice for the bedroom, she wasn’t using it. Yet.


“I suspect, from what I can see of you, that you’re a beautiful woman.”


“Yes. Very good. Thank you.” Her cadence hitched and hurried as though she spoke a foreign tongue.


And likely it was foreign indeed to her, the language of seduction. Few husbands went to the trouble. He reached for the edge of the sheet. “Let me look at you.”


Her fingers tightened their grip on her covering. Her wary eyes narrowed. “Is this . . . will it be . . . useful, in . . . preparing you?”


“Useful. Yes. Helpful too.” He smiled, all knowing reassurance. “May I, please?”


She closed her eyes and loosened her grip, and allowed him to draw back the sheet.


Something went stuttering in his vitals as he laid her bare. For as many times as he’d done this—seen a new woman naked—one would think he’d learn to take it in stride. One would think the thrill might wane with repetition. But good Lord in Heaven, it knocked his breath out every time.


So many different ways women had of being beautiful. Mrs. Russell’s beauty was of a kind that spoke in whispers, veiled her like mist. As though she had some hope of keeping it to herself, and granted her curves might escape a careless man’s notice, so gradual were they. She wanted a discerning lover. One who saw all her sensual promise. One who knew how to tease out the voluptuousness from an understated form.


Well, she’d picked the right man. No expectation of pleasure, indeed. Here, here, and here, he could do things to delight her. Here, her slight, supple body would arch and twist.


His forefinger touched down on her breastbone and traced a leisurely path between the ribs, into the hollow of her navel, and on down, just to the patch of light-colored curls. “Turn over,” he said, his voice already gone thick.
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