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CHAPTER ONE
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February 1860


The first sensation was light. Red, the color of hellfire.


Then . . . weight. Weight compressing and lifting. Squeezing and relaxing.


Breathing. Air. Nose-throat-chest. A body—flesh, his own, his mind anchored within it.


He flexed his fingers.


“Look!” The soft voice startled him. It came from nearby. “Did you see that? His hand . . .”


Girlish voice. Recognition sifted through him, thinning the murk. He felt himself settling more deeply into this body. Pillow cradling his skull. His toes, trapped by smothering weight. Blanket. The air scratched in his nostrils. Smell of . . . soap.


“Open your eyes,” whispered the girl.


His eyes! Yes, he could open them.


The light was scalding. So bright! He could not bear it.


“Go fetch your mother.” A new voice, hoarse, masculine. “Go!”


Hurried footsteps. Floorboards groaning. Slam of a door.


A vise closed on his fingers, crushing them. “Crispin. Open your eyes. Now.”


He knew this voice. It was the voice of command, of expectations. It was the voice of disappointment, but he had always tried to answer it, to prove himself worthy.


He forced open his eyes, braving the glare.


His father gazed down at him. Face deeply lined. Rheumy eyes, shining strangely.


A tear plummeted, splashing Crispin’s chin.


*  *  *


Later. Much later. Or only minutes. Surfacing from deep sucking darkness. Exhausted, bone weary, so hot.


The light had gone. Square stamps of darkness filled the windows. A low fire revealed the contours of the room. A man, gray-haired, with pitted cheeks, slept nearby in a settee, his limbs contorted, slumped at an angle that guaranteed a backache tomorrow. The woman beside him, who nestled into his shoulder—her eyes were open, fastened on Crispin’s.


She blinked rapidly, then eased straight. “Can you hear me?”


What an odd question. He cleared his throat. Searched for his voice. “Yes, Mother.”


She reached for her husband’s arm, squeezing silently until he started awake, rubbed his eyes, saw what she had seen.


The wrongness registered on Crispin then. This bedroom—he knew it. It belonged in his parents’ London townhouse. But a Gainsborough now hung in place of the still life. The carpet was the wrong shade. And his parents . . .


They looked shrunken. Hollow-cheeked, aged.


He pushed upright. His head exploded.


Time skipped then. He was flat on his back, gasping. His parents were hovering over him, caught in the middle of an argument.


“—call the doctor back at once,” said his mother. “Let him decide.”


“No. I am going to wake him.”


Crispin took a strained breath. “What happened?” he asked.


Their relief was almost comical—wide-eyed, gaping. But they both fell silent. Some charged look passed between them. His mother laid her hand over his.


“You’ve been ill,” she said.


That much was clear. He tried to remember . . . anything. But recent days felt hazy. The tour through Italy? No, there had been much more after that. Studies with the German tutor? They felt very distant. He was missing something. But he felt sure he should be in Cambridge, cramming for the exam. “Why am I here?”


The question had a peculiar effect. His mother’s grip slipped away. She retreated a pace from the bed. “Oh, Crispin.” Her voice was clogged with tears.


“A fine question,” his father bit out. “Should we pretend to be strangers, then? Your goddamned stubbornness—”


“Stop it,” his mother choked.


Strangers? Crispin’s bafflement redoubled, pulsing in time to the ache in his head. The agony was . . . exquisite.


He felt for the source of it, moving gingerly, groping across his own skull. What on earth? A patch of hair had been denuded. It was growing back short and bristly. The stubble covered a thick gash, as though he’d been axed.


“What happened?” He heard fear in his own voice now, but for God’s sake—“How long have I been here?”


“Five days,” his father said. “But we can see you off by morning if that is your preference.”


“Stop it!” His mother loosed a sob. “I won’t have it—”


The door banged open. In came his sister. God above! She had brought a young woman with her, a stranger—here, to his sickbed!


“Awake again!” With a dazzling smile, Charlotte drew the other girl forward. “I promised you, didn’t I? Look, Jane! I promised you.”


Charlotte was beaming, oblivious to her own lunacy in showing off her invalid brother like an animal at the zoo.


At least the other girl looked properly mortified. She stared at Crispin mutely, her great brown eyes seeming to plead with him, perhaps to save her from his family’s madness.


Crispin cast an amazed glance at his parents, waiting for them to scold Charlotte, to escort this stranger out.


But they said nothing. They looked grim, resigned. Indeed, his father’s expression was all too familiar—the tense, dour face of a man disappointed too often to be surprised by it. “We should give them a moment of privacy,” he muttered to Crispin’s mother, and then pushed and prodded the others toward the door.


Surely they were not serious! “Wait,” he said—but the door closed, leaving him alone with the stranger, who looked as miserable as he felt.


A strange fragment of laughter fell out of him. It made the girl flinch, for which he felt a flicker of regret, but really, what else was there to do but laugh? He had woken into a nightmare. The room changed, his parents changed. Only the main themes remained constant: their disapproval and disappointment. His inability to please them.


At least his brother hadn’t appeared to condemn him. “Madam,” he began awkwardly, but she interrupted him.


“Listen,” she said. “I know you must be confused. But I promise you, I can explain.”


He stared at her. She spoke as though they knew each other. He had never seen her before in his life. She did not look like the kind of fashionable, flashy beauty that Charlotte usually befriended. Her prettiness was quiet, easily overlooked. Her dark eyes held mossy hints of green and gold. The muted lilac and jet of her walking dress, the modest neckline and minimal trimming, could have passed for half mourning.


Yet she had offered to explain, and he would gladly take that offer. Besides, the resolute set of her square jaw, the levelness of her gaze, and her cool voice seemed . . . steadying. An air of authority surrounded her.


“Go ahead, then,” he said.


“Everyone thought you would die.”


Shock lashed through him. “How charming,” he said—aiming for dryness, failing with a cough.


“Your injuries were grave.” She sounded insistent, as though he had argued with her. “And you were . . . asleep . . . for five days. Nobody could help you. The doctors told your family not to hope.”


Her pause seemed to suggest that he would find this sufficient. “And? Go on.”


She opened her mouth, then seemed to falter. Her gaze broke from his to wander the room, a certain desperate haste to her survey, as though she were looking for something better to discuss.


But when she met his eyes again, she took a deep breath and said in a resigned tone, “And so I thought it a perfect solution. Besides, the archbishop had heard the rumors—he knew you weren’t expected to live.”


The archbishop? She was babbling. He felt exhausted again and leaned back into the pillows to close his eyes. This is a dream, he told himself. A nightmare, that’s all.


“Mr. Burke.” Her voice came from very close now. It shook. “Please. We can undo it. You mustn’t believe I meant to cross you!”


He opened his eyes and she flinched.


Why, this girl was afraid of him.


He struggled to hide how disturbed he was. He knew his family often believed the worst of him, but until now, he had not imagined the world did so as well. “Who are you?”


“Who am I? I’m . . . Are you joking?”


“My sense of humor is not so poor as that,” he said. “Who are you? How do you know me?”


The color drained from her face. “I . . .” Her lips opened and closed. “I’m Jane,” she said unsteadily. “And you . . .” Her indrawn breath sounded ragged. “You, Crispin, are my husband.”





CHAPTER TWO
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Three months earlier


Bullies like her cousin had an animal instinct, a gift for sensing rebellion. Archibald had stolen Jane’s needlepoint six days ago. She had woken to find her embroidery frame empty, all the threads neatly sliced. Ten months of work, gone.


Jane could guess what had happened. Archie had got some new toy from the inventor, a marching monkey with bladed claws. After Archie set the monkey loose in the drawing room and left scratch marks on the furniture, Aunt Mary had furiously told him to put the machine to work on his own things.


Instead, he’d picked Jane’s.


Archie had the hobbies of a child raised by wolves—dangerous toys, mean pranks. But he was twenty-two years old, only ten months younger than Jane, and he wasn’t stupid. He would have paused to look at the embroidery after his monkey tore it free. He would have recognized the chance for a new lark.


For six days, then, Jane had waited for Archie’s ambush. But he bided his time until tonight, when company gathered at Marylebigh.


It was a frosty November evening, and a fire leapt in the great Jacobean hearth of the drawing room. Jane’s aunt sat nearby it with the Countess of Elborough and Archibald, while Uncle Philip gathered at a short remove with his political cronies—Lord Elborough and Crispin Burke, a Member of Parliament like her uncle.


Jane, as usual, took the window seat in the corner. Her late mother would have scolded her for sitting so far apart from the others, and for ignoring their conversation in favor of a patch of canvas she was stitching without design or care. Her parents had expected her to listen carefully, to think deeply, and to offer her opinions with poised confidence.


But her aunt and uncle, who had become her guardians after her parents’ death, took a different view. In company, they expected Jane to hold her tongue and look shy. She was the golden goose, after all, whose inheritance funded this household. Treasures were not paraded brazenly before those who might covet them. Eligible gentlemen, in particular, were not invited to Marylebigh—save Crispin Burke, of course, but he did not signify. For all his breeding, he was no gentleman.


Jane did not mind the window seat. It made an ideal spot from which to eavesdrop on her uncle. He was arguing with Mr. Burke, in a rare show of discord. It seemed like a gift from the heavens, really, for this was the last chance Jane would have to witness such quarrels. By tomorrow, she intended to be in London, free at last.


But her escape had to be secret. She was biding her time this evening, giving nobody cause to notice her.


“The French aren’t building their battle fleet for show,” Uncle Philip said hotly. Mr. Burke had been needling him about his support for the prime minister, who wanted to spend a fortune to reinforce Britain’s coastal defenses. “Besides, it’s a damned embarrassment, the state of our naval bases. A child could penetrate them.”


“Goodness,” said Mr. Burke. He was a tall, dark man, unjustly attractive, who spoke and moved and shredded men’s ideas with a languid, careless confidence that was probably inherited—his father was a viscount, his maternal grandfather a duke. “A child could do it?” He cast a dubious glance toward Archie, her uncle’s heir, who was picking his nails with a distracted smirk. “Not any child, surely.”


Her uncle scowled. “You were with me on this,” he said. “I will have your support in committee.”


Burke adjusted his posture, a lazy roll of his shoulders as he retrieved his port. “You’ll have it. But not because I lie awake at night riven with dread over a French invasion. Half a million pounds are earmarked for the improvements, and your friend the inventor will win the bid. Very well.” He lifted his glass. “To profit—your personal deity.”


Jane inwardly snorted. Had her uncle prayed to profit, then Jane herself would have been treated as a goddess, not kept in the corner and ignored.


Her uncle was flushing. “Marlowe is your friend as well, I believe.”


“No.” Burke drank. “My friends at present are a small and select company: those who can help with the penal bill.”


Uncle Philip twisted his mouth. “Marlowe has offered to help fund that campaign, too. He owns half the newspaper editors in the north—”


“I do not want him involved.”


“So the party is to finance the whole of it? That’s a pretty idea—”


Burke’s glass slammed down, and the entire room froze. Jane was suddenly aware of how much taller he was than her uncle—or, for that matter, any other man in the room. Archibald had yet to look up from his nails, but Lord Elborough shrank into himself and pretended to be invisible.


“Listen well,” Burke said in a cold, clear voice. “The party will pay whatever it takes. The party will do what I say. As will the men we’ve purchased from the opposition. They are bought and sold; the deal is done. That bill will be carried.”


Bought and sold! Burke spoke of men like cattle at the market. He was not only ruthless, but amoral to boot.


Her uncle’s jaw worked, chewing over his next words for a long, red-faced moment. “It will carry,” he said roughly. “But by God, Burke, it will take a decade to see the profits from that bill that will come in a year from the defense works.”


“Happy news, then: you’ll have no worries for your retirement.”


“I was never worried,” her uncle retorted.


A curious smile curved Burke’s full lips. “No, of course not,” he said smoothly—and then his cold, dark glance flicked to Jane’s, startling her so badly that she flinched.


For the briefest moment, he, too, looked startled. Then his eyes narrowed, shrewd and probing.


She looked quickly back to her needlepoint, cursing herself for having been caught listening. That was not her role. Her conspicuous inattention, her obvious disinterest, were what made the others so loose lipped around her.


From the corner of her eye, she saw Archibald stand. He looked around, scrubbing his head like a man risen dazedly from a nap, then went bounding from the room.


Satisfaction purled through her. He was going for the embroidery. She knew it.


“At any rate,” Burke went on, “the profits are all yours. The penal bill will bring down the government. That is my only concern.”


The Earl of Elborough spoke at last, his voice timid. “But if Palmerston steps down, then what becomes of his plan for the defense works?”


Her uncle snorted. “Didn’t you know? Burke here means to step in as prime minister. He will see it through.”


God save the country, Jane thought. Such ruthlessness, wedded to such power—she shuddered to imagine it.


“And he will remember his friends,” her uncle added in a low, ominous voice. “Assuming one makes that list.”


“The list will be very predictable,” Burke said with a shrug. “It will include any man who helped to carry the penal bill.”


“I was always in favor of the penal bill,” her uncle said. “I helped draft the bloody thing, didn’t I? I only wish you would spare a few thoughts for how to pay for your ambitions.”


“That’s your job,” Burke drawled.


“Look here!” Archibald cried as he came back into the room. “I have a surprise for you all.” He took center stage in front of the fire as he lifted a folded bundle of cloth. “A great entertainment.”


Jane hid a dark smile. Though the room did not know it, her embroidery was about to deliver them a fitting farewell.


“Oh dear,” said Aunt Mary. She was blond, very thin, patrician looking; she had mastered the eternally amused demeanor of a woman bred to privilege, though her family was no better born than her husband’s. “We were doing very well without your help, Archibald.”


“But this is art,” Archie sneered, and unfurled the embroidery—struggling a little to hold it out wide. It had taken ten months, after all.


Lady Elborough gasped. Somebody coughed. Aunt Mary, turning a peculiar shade of green, tried a titter. “Good heavens,” she said. “What on earth is that?”


“Jane’s fancywork,” Archibald said.


“Always sewing,” Aunt Mary said nervously. “Our little angel of the house.”


Lady Elborough rose and slowly approached the piece. Jane found her troubled expression quite fascinating. The others were doing so well to gaze upon the work blandly.


Nobody dared look at Jane, of course.


Save Crispin Burke. His sardonic gaze delved through the shadows, finding hers and holding.


She fluttered her lashes and ducked her head, as though abashed.


When she dared to peek up through her lashes, he was still watching. He offered her a slow-growing smile, somehow unkind.


To her own annoyance, Jane felt herself flush. She picked up her needlework again. The nice thing about being a wraith was that nobody expected her to account for herself. That would, after all, require her to have a brain, which everybody very much hoped she did not.


“But I don’t understand,” said Lady Elborough, bewildered. “This is . . . Is this you, Mr. Mason? Here, in the middle?”


Jane stabbed her needle through the canvas. Obviously it was her uncle. His brown beard was unmistakable.


“Oh, I think not,” her uncle said gruffly. “Why, surely it is a likeness of our savior! See the blood in his palms?”


“Yes . . .” Lady Elborough did not sound convinced. “But if this is Jesus Christ, then who is this . . . dark man at his elbow?”


“That’s Burke!” Archibald crowed. “See? You can tell by the ruby on his finger!”


“Archie,” hissed Aunt Mary.


Lady Elborough was squinting. “Does he have horns?”


“Oh no,” said Uncle Philip hastily. “Why, I believe that is simply an illusion caused by the . . . the smoke rising behind their two figures.”


“But what do the flames mean, surrounding them?” Lady Elborough’s words pitched higher now, tighter. “And why are they standing on all those poor children?”


“Jane.” Her uncle’s voice lashed like a whip. “Will you explain this bizarre piece, please, lest Lady Elborough misinterpret it?”


No better proof of victory than being summoned to speak! Jane laid aside her embroidery frame and rose, locking her hands at her waist and gazing meekly at the carpet. “Of course, Uncle. It is a tribute to your great political work.”


“Politics! Is that quite the proper subject for fancywork?” asked Lord Elborough.


“Her needlework is very poor,” Aunt Mary said hurriedly. “Her parents neglected her education—”


“Give me that!” Her uncle snatched the piece from Archibald and chucked it into the fire. The bulge-eyed glare he turned on her promised retribution.


Jane pulled a shocked face. “I’m so sorry. I never thought— The fire, you see, was meant to represent the struggle for justice, in the ancient Greek tradition.”


Silence fell, thick with disbelief.


“She is slow,” Aunt Mary muttered to Lady Elborough, who nodded, her expression collapsing into pity.


A choked sound came from Mr. Burke. The fire was licking over the canvas, finding poor purchase, smoking as it singed the silk floss. Burke rose in one lithe, powerful movement, as if on springs. “Excuse me,” he managed, and coughed as he strode out.


“Go to your room,” snapped Aunt Mary to Jane. “Look through your magazines for some pleasant pattern to copy, or you will not sew at all.”


“Yes, Aunt.”


As Jane hurried out, she heard her aunt say, “Archibald, fetch down that monkey,” which made Jane swallow a laugh. Truly, her aunt must be desperate for a distraction to call down such trouble willingly. “We are great friends with Mr. Marlowe, you know, the inventor. He has made the most cunning device . . .”


In the hallway, Burke stood leaning against the wall, his face hidden in his forearm, his shoulders jerking.


Good. Jane hoped he choked on the smoke. She picked up her skirts and walked faster toward the stairs. Illusion of horns, ha! Burke was the devil. Her uncle supplied the money for Burke’s political career. (Her money.) Burke supplied the breeding and connections that her uncle required for his own campaigns. Monsters, both of them.


Her heel squeaked on the first step. Burke obviously heard it, for he called after her. “Miss Mason.”


She laid a hand on the banister and continued to climb, pretending to be deaf.


“Jane Mason,” came his low purr, much closer. “Where do you think you’re going?”


His question startled her into halting. In all the years he had consorted with her uncle, paying calls at Marylebigh in the off-season to plan for the parliamentary sessions ahead, he had never addressed her so intimately.


He’d never addressed her at all, in fact, save when formalities called for it. That he should break form tonight, of all nights, seemed alarming.


She took a deep breath and turned, careful to hunch a little, to keep her chin tucked. She knew how her uncle’s cronies viewed her: a dusty bauble, deliberately kept on the shelf, lest her fortune be transferred to a husband. Cloistered, buried alive in the countryside. She was twenty-three, and she had never had a season.


“Yes, Mr. Burke?” she whispered.


He looked up at her from the base of the stairs, a position that should have given her the advantage, allowing her to feel as though she looked down her nose.


But he was tall, lean, broad shouldered. He managed to loom even when standing a foot beneath her. And the wicked smile on his face shifted his angular features to their best advantage, emphasizing the Viking broadness of his cheekbones, the masculine squareness of his jaw. His dark eyes glittered unusually. He looked . . .


Amused. He had been laughing, not coughing!


“You’re clever,” he said. “I didn’t realize that.”


What a pity. Her only aim had been to amuse herself. “Thank you,” she said in a deliberately confused tone. “I’m so clumsy with a needle. How mortifying that everyone should know it!”


His hair was black and glossy; from this high vantage, it looked thick enough to grab in great handfuls. She’d like to try it, and yank very hard. What an unfeeling monster he was with this penal reform bill he’d drafted! “Yes, you should take care,” he agreed. “Who knows what else you’ve proved clumsy with?”


She took a step backward. That sounded like a threat.


“Fine advice,” she said breathlessly. “I’m ever so grateful for it.”


“Are you?” His full lips tipped to a peculiar angle, not quite a smile. “Then here’s more advice: go to bed early tonight.”


Her heart jumped. There was no way he could know. She’d been so careful! “Why do you say so?”


As his smile faded, she had the impression of a mask falling over him, though his handsome face never revealed anything useful. “Sleep profits a young woman’s beauty,” he said, his mockery light but clear. “And every girl wishes to be a beautiful bride.”


She clenched her teeth. “But I am not engaged, Mr. Burke.”


“Oh?” He lifted one dark brow. “Your uncle tells a different story. And Archibald, just now—was he not beaming with pleasure over his future wife’s work?”


They could not force her to marry Archie.


She would not give them a chance.


She managed a wide smile. “Then perhaps I am wrong,” she said. “My uncle does know best. And I will take your advice, Mr. Burke. Good evening to you.”


She turned and continued up the stairs, ears straining for the sound of his retreat. But she heard no footsteps. He remained where he was, watching her until she crested the staircase. Her skin prickled; she shivered, but did not look back.


*  *  *


A driving rain was churning the garden into mud. The woods beyond huddled like dark monsters, limbs whipping, leaves hissing. Jane sprinted toward them.


Six years she had waited, prayed, deliberated, stewed. For six years she had kept meekly obedient, in penance for those first months in which she’d known no better, and had spoken her mind without fear.


Six years was long enough to fool anyone. Her family had forgotten she was capable of rebellion. They would not check on her for hours yet.


Only once she reached the country lane did Jane slow down. Her heart was drumming, her mouth full of rainwater. She spat her mouthful into the road. Not ladylike. Ha! She’d never been a lady. Never allowed to go into society. She would follow her own code.


Thunder cracked in the distance; lightning lit the roiling clouds. The night was wild, and it sang to her. Free, yes, at last! A warm cloak and wool-lined boots were all she carried. Money wasn’t required—or wouldn’t be, soon enough. She was, after all, the golden goose. Once married, once properly roasted, the goose would lay golden coins. Like magic, all she needed was a husband. By the terms of her father’s will, her inheritance would then come under her control.


The trickiest part had been finding a man desperate enough to elope with her. Jonathan Pine, her uncle’s elderly stable master, had told her he would meet her at the Cross Keys pub tonight. Four miles’ walk to the tavern. As long as she made it by ten o’clock, they would catch the last coach toward London.


The mud sucked at Jane’s boots like a hungry mouth. She slogged faster, head down, breath burning in her throat. The wind yanked off her hood and shoved her backward. She pushed on, step by step, her sodden skirts heavy as stones.


First, her uncle had stolen her father’s political career. He’d stepped into Papa’s seat after the cholera had killed her parents.


Now he meant to steal her father’s fortune. Not content with embezzling, he would wed her to Archibald, and have access to the whole.


Alas, Uncle Philip. You made one mistake: you forgot I had a brain.


*  *  *


Perhaps the clock was broken. Perhaps Mr. Pine had grown confused, and thought to meet at eleven instead of ten. There was still a way. Once he arrived, he could hire horses—


“He’s not coming.”


The smooth words came from behind her. Jane felt a horrible surprise, followed by a bolt of acidic nausea. Of course it would be Crispin Burke who caught her.


She kept her eyes on the old clock in the corner. The tavern was crowded, ruddy workmen slumped in exhaustion at the wooden tables around her. These same men—miners, farmers, decent men all—were made of nobler stuff than anyone at Marylebigh. They would find the energy to protest, should they see a young lady dragged screaming from the taproom.


“I tried to warn you.” Burke’s voice remained calm, low pitched. “I’ll do so again: don’t make a scene.”


She turned. Burke was straddling the bench on the other side of her table, a tankard of ale cupped in his hands. How had she missed his entrance, much less his passage to the bar? Nobody overlooked Burke. When he strode in, great dark coat flapping, the world itself paused. He was beautiful, the rippling waves of his dark hair and the strong bones of his face framing black eyes that shone with a dangerous intelligence. Beautiful as a cobra.


“Why should I not cause a scene?” she asked flatly. “Sparing you is no concern of mine.”


His gaze was dark, cold, and steady. “Then spare yourself. It won’t work.”


“Oh,” she said, struggling to keep her voice light, scathing, when it wanted to shake. She could not go back! “My uncle’s dog threatens to bite! Careful, sir. You will not want to injure the golden goose.”


One corner of his mouth lifted—the barest intimation of a smile. “Goose, indeed. If you wished to run away, you should have waited until your uncle went to town.”


Wait? She had already waited six years. If she waited any longer, she would . . . why, she would lose her mind. A woman could not pretend to be brainless forever without the charade becoming truth. Her wits were rotting by the hour.


But of course a man like Burke could not imagine what that was like. To live, day after day, as a shadow—to speak and be ignored, as though one’s words made no sound. To protest and be patted on the head, as though one’s concerns were a child’s. Her uncle had not burned the embroidery in an outrage, Jane thought suddenly, but in the righteous grip of moral duty. His niece’s role was to be used, not to think or speak or feel. And so, in the very act of communicating an opinion, she had committed the egregious offense of insisting on her humanity.


Burke glimpsed none of this. He barely knew her, for all that he was a regular visitor to Marylebigh. Nobody bothered to know her.


“You will have to tie me up and drag me back,” she said. “And I will make sure there are witnesses. Your political career will not profit from it.”


“Goodness. All for Mr. Pine?” He took a long swallow of his beer. “A heated passion, was it? Let me guess. He pledged his devotion while shoveling manure. Vowed to see to your comfort while mucking out a box stall.”


She refused to look away from him, though his dark eyes mocked her.


“How fierce you look,” Burke murmured. “If this is the face you showed your lover, it’s no wonder he chose to jilt you.”


She and Mr. Pine had never been lovers. Their agreement had been practical: an arthritic stable master with failing eyesight required money for retirement. An heiress kept prisoner by her family required a husband to access her funds. Voilà: the perfect match.


A terrible thought struck her. “What did you do to him?” She leaned forward. “If you have hurt Mr. Pine, I will make you regret it.”


He leaned forward, too. “Will you, now?” he asked in a warm and interested voice.


She clenched her jaw. He imagined her powerless—an heiress whose money was controlled by her guardian, and who knew nobody that her uncle did not introduce to her.


But he did not know everything. Sometimes, watching her family speak so cruelly of others, plot so mercilessly to exploit the world, Jane felt an intimation of that same wickedness in herself. Only she would use it for noble ends. Given a chance, granted access to her own money, she would punish those who amused themselves by making others’ lives harder. “Justice finds a way,” she said. “Even if it takes time.”


Mr. Burke’s smile displayed white, even teeth. He’d been raised in luxury, but he had the lounging, easy posture of a man bred to street brawls. “The mouse grows claws.”


“You mistake me,” she said. “I have always had them.”


His glance flickered briefly. At least she was surprising him. “I did nothing to Pine. Your uncle made him an offer, which he accepted of his own free will. By now, if he is wise, he will be on the road to somewhere far, far away. Wherever five hundred pounds will take him.”


Liar. “Five hundred pounds is nothing next to what I offered.”


Mr. Burke drummed his fingers atop the scarred wood table. The ruby cabochon on his middle finger glittered violently. “Cowards take what they can get.”


She drew a strangled breath and looked away, her gaze fixing on the fire, which grew blurry through the haze of rising tears. It had taken a great deal of persuasion to talk Mr. Pine into agreeing to her plan. A comfortable retirement in some warm, dry climate—absolute freedom to do as he wished. The prospect had finally won out over his fear of her uncle.


But she could well imagine that when he was confronted by the Masons, Mr. Pine’s dreams of a pretty cottage in Cornwall had collapsed under terror.


How smug her uncle must feel right now! She was only surprised that he had not sent Archie to rout her. Burke was too lofty for such errands. He was a star in the House of Commons, whose aristocratic connections gave him the upper hand over her uncle, despite her uncle’s access to her wealth.


“You make a fine messenger boy,” she said. “And here I mistook you for a man with a spine.”


“Your uncle did not send me.”


Startled, she frowned at him. The firelight painted his skin golden and played across the chiseled planes of his face. Rarely had she allowed herself to study him at length. But sometimes, to her distress, she had dreamed of him anyway.


In those dreams he was a different person, kinder, gentler. She always woke disturbed. Beauty had a horrible power. It did not conceal faults so much as it persuaded the viewer to ignore them, and to disregard the instinct that screamed danger.


“If my uncle didn’t send you, why are you here?”


Burke shrugged. “Mason intends to leave you stewing for a time. And then he will send Archibald to fetch you.”


She digested this bitterness. “Teaching me a lesson, is he?”


“You’ve been quite foolish.” Burke’s tone was gentle. “Archibald will come alone, you see. I cannot say, Miss Mason, what might transpire between you on the road home. But upon your arrival at Marylebigh, I feel certain that the Elboroughs will discover you together. Returning at midnight, in a state of disrepair, your gown perhaps ripped, with no chaperone . . .”


She could not breathe.


“It could be covered up,” he continued with dreadful patience, “if only the Elboroughs did not witness it. Your uncle will be alarmed and mortified. He will insist that his son does his duty by you. The Elboroughs will approve, and carry the tale of your engagement far and wide—as well as the cause for it. You will not be allowed to refuse this time.”


“I will not marry Archibald.” She had said so time and again. “No one can force me.”


“No one could have done,” Burke agreed. “But you made it possible. You arranged your own disgrace tonight.” He paused. “You and Jonathan Pine. How convenient! Mr. Pine certainly earned his payment.”


She recoiled so sharply that the bench tipped. As it slammed back against the flagstones, the noise drew attention from rough men nearby. Mr. Burke appeared unalarmed by their scowls. He lifted his tankard to them, his smile easy.


She battled a temptation to speak to the onlookers—to beg for their help. But nobody could help her. Her uncle was the most powerful man in the county, his influence built from the funds he steadily siphoned from her inheritance—and the cleverness and power of his friends.


“I wish you joy of your marriage, Miss Mason.”


As Burke rose, she leapt up. “Wait! I don’t—” She could not marry Archie. She would not live the rest of her life beneath her uncle’s thumb. “Please, you must help me.” Burke was allied with her uncle for a reason. Born high but a second son, he had no fortune of his own. “I offered Pine five thousand pounds. I will offer you the same if you help me to escape.”


Burke turned back, considering her from head to toe. The thoroughness of his inspection made her aware of her dishevelment. She had walked four miles in the rain and mud; her skirts were stained, her hair straggling.


Burke was right: the guests at Marylebigh would leap to the worst conclusion if they witnessed her returning alone, in Archibald’s company.


“I do not want your money,” he said.


“Ten thousand, then.”


He smiled faintly. “Perhaps there is something else you might do for me. We might, as they say, become friends.”


She had a vague notion of what friendship meant to a man like Burke. It had nothing to do with affection and everything to do with conspiracies.


“I have nothing to offer but money,” she said.


“Not true.” Burke sat back down, and so did she. “You know everything that goes on in your uncle’s household. They speak freely around you.”


Jane hesitated. Did they not speak freely around him? She knew Burke had been quarreling more and more with her uncle—it was the debate over the mutiny that had first put them at odds. Philip was a warmonger, whereas Burke preferred subtler methods of intimidation. Still, she had imagined their alliance unbreakable. “You want me to . . . spy for you?”


“I want you to use your brain,” he said coolly. “You don’t wish to marry Archibald? Then what you need is a friend—one who might do you favors, in return for those that you do him.”


She felt a wave of revulsion. Was this how Burke conducted his career? Like a spider in the dark, weaving webs of shameful debts? At least her uncle’s motives were straightforward, his politics dictated by what would enrich him.


But she’d long guessed Burke to be a more poisonous species. He had a cool temper, a clever mind, endless charm. He used people and then, elegantly, destroyed them. He never forgot a name or face or a slight against him. She had heard him quote, verbatim, conversations she had long forgotten, and pinpoint weaknesses in opponents that no honorable man would admit to knowing.


“You would do anything,” she said unsteadily, “to become prime minister. Wouldn’t you?”


He would overtake her uncle one day, and eat him alive. That Uncle Philip did not foresee the danger to himself amazed her.


Burke laughed, a low and beautiful sound that made her swallow. “Certainly,” he said. “Far worse things than this, to be sure. And more useful things, too. For whatever reason, I’m feeling benevolent tonight.”


“How fortunate for me,” she said, full of sarcasm.


His sigh sounded impatient. “I’ll spare you the midnight ruination. In return, you will listen for a single name and tell me whatever you hear spoken of it. Are we agreed?”


That did seem a simple trade. But Jane knew better than to trust such simplicity. Whosever name it was, it would lead her down a twisted path. “Oh,” she said softly, bitterly, “to be free of all of you!”


Burke snorted. “You are not on a stage, darling. Spare me the melodrama. If freedom is your aim, then do what you must. Otherwise, I’m off.”


She took a deep breath. What choice did she have? “Yes,” she said. “Tell me the name.”


*  *  *


Crispin considered his unwilling companion. “Would you really have married Pine?” he asked.


Jane Mason sat across from him, clutching the hand strap as his carriage lurched down the flooding road. Crispin half expected her to refuse to answer. But her ordeal tonight, of hope dashed and defeat postponed, seemed to have left her too tired to assemble her usual restraint.


“Of course,” she said. She gave him a brief, wondering look from beneath the shadows of her hood. The damp had undone her carefully pinned coiffure; curls rioted freely at her temples and brow. She shed pins as regularly as trees shed leaves; he was holding one in his hand right now, turning it over and over as he studied her.


“What did you imagine?” she asked. “That I’d arranged the whole business for the pleasure of jilting a seventy-year-old?”


Her bluntness amused him. “Seventy? You certainly were desperate.”


“Or practical,” she said. “In a marriage of pure convenience, an elderly groom is far preferable to one bound to live fifty years.”


His laughter startled him. This made three times tonight that his view of Jane Mason had twisted to reveal new angles. She made such a convincing show of drifting ghostlike through Marylebigh that one would never guess her soft-spoken demeanor concealed such a sharp tongue.


“And?” he asked, for he was genuinely curious now. It was so rare to find himself mistaken about a person’s mettle. “After the marriage, what then?”


She shrugged. “I would have provided him with a handsome settlement so he could live out his days in the style he desired.”


“But you would not have lived with him.”


She narrowed her eyes. “Convenience, sir, works both ways. Mr. Pine would have gone his way, and I mine.”


For a woman so cloistered and coddled, she seemed quite confident that she would have faced no difficulties in setting off alone. “And where would you have gone?”


But he had reached the end of her generosity. She turned her face toward the window, the stony set of her profile warning him not to prod her.


She’d formulated some plan for herself. What could it be? Mason occasionally intercepted the letters she wrote to newspapers, earnest pleas to care for the poor, to reform the educational system, all manner of women’s concerns. Perhaps, then, she dreamed of a house in Bloomsbury, charity work, a life of noblesse oblige.


Or perhaps, for all Crispin knew, she hungered for Parisian bohemianism. He no longer trusted his instincts about her; until this evening, he had discounted her entirely. In company, she always kept to a script of murmured neutralities that communicated both her polite attention and her overarching disinterest in the conversation.


Today, however . . . He’d been amazed when he’d overheard Philip Mason discussing his ward’s midnight assignation. Only Mason’s rage—which, unlike his muffled words, had translated clearly through the door—had convinced Crispin that he was hearing correctly.


He’d not intended to interfere with Mason’s plan. After all, Jane’s money was what made Philip such a useful ally. But tonight, in the drawing room, she had caught his attention. She’d been listening too closely to his brawl with Mason. Later, as Archibald had produced Jane’s embroidery, Crispin had glanced over at her again. The golden goose, she had called herself earlier—he had wondered then if she referenced the less kind nickname her uncle used for her, the brown goose, his tired joke about her dull wit and homely airs.


But in the drawing room, caught off guard by her cousin’s prank, Jane Mason had forgotten to restrain herself. The malicious delight on her face had been Crispin’s first inkling, in all the time he’d known her, that she restrained herself at all. Indeed, that single moment had revealed more of Jane Mason than years of casual acquaintance. In one glance, Crispin had realized not only the strength of the passions underlying her wan mask but the ferocious strength of will that she had wielded in order to present such a bland front to the world.


Astonishing. His entire life had been a firsthand lesson in how badly others could misjudge a person. Yet he’d still overlooked her.


No longer. A woman capable of such restraint and anger was far more interesting to him than any commonplace beauty. Brown goose, indeed. The brown goose could prove very useful, and Philip Mason’s carelessness had given Crispin the single opportunity he needed to place her in his power.


“You don’t trust my uncle,” she said abruptly.


“Oh, are we talking again?” He crossed his legs. “Excellent. So tell me, where did you intend to go, once you had your fortune in your hands?”


“Has he given you cause for mistrust, or do you suspect people as a general policy?”


“You first,” he said.


“I intended to move to New York.” She shrugged. “Unmarried women have far more freedom in America. It’s only the married ones who have to behave. Your turn.”


So she didn’t want to behave. Was this a recent desire? She’d certainly done a brilliant job of playing the pushover. “I trust no one,” he said. “Especially my friends.”


“I expect that’s wise, since friendship with you suggests something very troubling about their characters.”


The smile he gave her appeared to make her uneasy. She shrank back a little into the deep cushions on her bench.


Interesting effect. He let his smile widen further, and watched her gaze drop from his and her chest rise on a sudden deep breath.


Well, wasn’t this delightful? The goose was attracted to him. Very useful to know. Indeed, the more sharp angles he uncovered in her, the more intrigued he felt. She wasn’t actually as plain as Philip Mason hoped. Her skin was clear, her hazel eyes large and brilliant, and even the untamed spirals of her dark hair had a certain winsome charm, now that he could read them as metonyms for her frustrated desires.


“You have a dark view of my character,” he said. What a terribly uncomfortable quandary for her, to want him and loathe him at once. He wondered if the struggle kept her awake at night.


She licked her lips, and he felt a stirring of animal interest. The idea of touching her, of tempting her into surrendering to a wholly reluctant attraction, beckoned him. Why not? His family—and several others besides—already believed him well versed in worse.


“I don’t think you much care about my opinion of you,” she said.


“That’s true.” Others’ opinions were so often wrong that to set store by them was idiocy. But living up to those baseless opinions—ah, now, that could make a fine game. “More to the point, your view is quite correct. I’m not a good man, Miss Mason. I do not deserve your approval.”


A line appeared between her dark brows. She studied him a moment, in which he let his own gaze dip to her lips, which were pink and prettily shaped.


She averted her face. “You have no shame.”


“None. Why would I? It’s a useless quality, and deadly to one’s ambitions.”


“I think ambitions can coexist with decency,” she said quietly.


“Indeed? Pray tell, what have you aspired to, Miss Mason?”


She clearly registered his mockery, for she refused to look at him now. He let the moment draw out, gauging his next dose of it with an eye to how it would best serve to disarm her.


“Oh, forgive me,” he said apologetically. “I suppose you are thinking of your needlepoint. That tapestry, by the way, was very clever. But ugly. I recommend you stick to flowers.”


“It was needlepoint, Mr. Burke. Tapestries are woven, you see, and I find it far more satisfying to stab than to weave.”


“Needlepoint!” He was amazed. “Good God, that must have taken you . . .” He could not begin to guess how long.


“Ten months,” she said. “It was so difficult to abandon the social whirl.”


Her sarcasm was cutting. Mason did not allow her to set foot outside the estate. To Crispin’s knowledge, she had been cloistered at Marylebigh since her parents’ death.


“Well,” he said. “No wonder I haven’t seen you recently.”


“Oh, the needlepoint wasn’t to blame for that.” She offered him a brilliant smile. “I strive to avoid you.”


Was that meant to wound him? He laughed. “Amazing. And yet you still made time for your little letters to the newspapers.”


Shock widened her eyes. She mastered it quickly, but not before he had the satisfaction of glimpsing it.


“Goodness,” he said. “Didn’t you know? Mason quite enjoys them. But you can’t blame him for your failure to be published.” A lie. The editors, being an unprincipled lot, knew that discarding the letters would earn a handy fee from her uncle. “At any rate, it seems your talents lie elsewhere. Do keep looking, sweetheart.”


Her pause seemed promising, filled with self-doubt. But then she startled him by saying in a low voice, “Maybe I have no brain for politics, then. But I mean to keep trying anyway.”


Her resolve made him feel irritated and weary all at once. “Without any conviction of talent? That sounds like a great waste of time.”


“I don’t think so.” She met his eyes, her expression solemn. “I do find my thoughts worth sharing, sir. I think the fault must lie with the listeners. But even if I were a fool . . . it would still be worth the effort to think.”


Where had this woman come from? Her voice was made of steel and her dignity, unbreakable.


“You’ve been having a good deal of fun,” he said slowly, “haven’t you? Convincing the world that you’re a mouse.”


“I haven’t yet had a chance to convince the world of anything.” She did not so much as blink. “You may notice that I spend all year here. If my ideas are small-minded, then they reflect my experience. But that must change—now, soon. So bear in mind, Mr. Burke, that whatever friendship I have offered you, it will expire within the year. One way or another, I will escape my uncle’s household.”


She meant what she said. But she underestimated her uncle’s dependence on her wealth.


The feeling that flickered through him was so unfamiliar and ridiculous that it took a moment to register. He opened his mouth, then made himself close it. Her safety was not his concern.


“Anyway,” she went on, “you must think the whole thing laughable. I am cared for, am I not? Provided with every luxury my heart can desire, all the ink and paper and silk floss I could ask for. But you’ve never been powerless, Mr. Burke. Or discounted in every regard that makes one human. So you must trust me when I say that comfort can be a prison.”


He clenched his teeth. “Very moving,” he said, intending sarcasm, but his voice came out roughly. He cleared his throat and scowled out the window.


“I did not mean to move you,” she said. “I suspect it impossible, in fact. But I wonder. Would you really do anything to be prime minister?”


A curious wariness came over him—the same kind of edged alertness he felt when sparring with the opposition on the floor of the Commons. A presentiment of an oncoming trap, a rhetorical gambit that might skewer him.


The sensation irked him. She was surprisingly intelligent, but naïve and overconfident to boot. “Are you concerned for your safety, Miss Mason? Be at ease. Nobody ever won the office for doing away with an annoying woman.”


“So you would murder someone, if it came to it?”


He turned to stare at her. “Do you think me such a pathetic politician that murder would be necessary?”


“That is not a denial.”


She was goading him in the hope of rousing his indignation. But she had no idea that he’d been provoked a thousand times with these sordid insinuations. He had been punished for crimes that he’d never imagined, much less committed. And he had borne it all from people who’d had cause to know him far better than she.


She wanted him to defend himself. Instead, he laughed.


He watched her shrink into herself. Now she imagined herself sitting across from a monster. Very well, let her believe so. She was also sitting across from the future prime minister, which meant that he’d given her a fine story to tell her grandchildren. History remembered the villains even better than the saints.


Besides, even if nobody ever looked at him differently than she was looking at him right now—so pale, so appalled—he wouldn’t give a damn. Power made a fine panacea for any number of old aches. It would be revenge and pleasure and comfort rolled up in one.


They were nearly to the gate. Crispin pounded on the roof to signal the coachman to halt. “We’ll go on foot from here,” he said. “There’s a tunnel that runs in through the woods. You will go straight to your rooms, and let them discover you there, sleeping. You never left tonight. Do you understand?”


“Yes,” she muttered.


He helped her out of the carriage, into the damp, cold night. The wind had died, and the air was filled with the sound of dripping, the fragrance of green and growing things yet to be slain by winter. The water caught on the tall grasses reflected the light of the moon.


When they neared the door concealed in a bank of earth, he caught her wrist. She turned questioningly, and he saw the transformation she had undertaken during their brief walk. Her very posture had changed, her shoulders caving in, her head seeming to weigh more heavily on her long, slim neck. She was folding her true self away from sight.


But he had seen her clearly now. He would not forget what he had glimpsed.


She misunderstood his reason for halting. “I will listen for the name.”


“No,” he said. “Not that.” He silently cursed himself, then shook his head—no, this was not sentimental. She could be a valuable asset to him. Keeping her safe was his wisest, most self-serving course. “Your uncle will not let you go.”


She snorted. “I know that.”


“No, I don’t think you do. He is deeply in debt. He—”


“He just bought a new coach,” she said.


“With Marlowe’s money,” he snapped. “And if something goes awry with the proposed defense works, the inventor will abandon him, and your money will be his only hope. Until now, he has simply embezzled from you, Jane. But if you find a way to remove your wealth entirely . . .” He took a deep breath. Listen to him, prattling warnings like some love-struck suitor! “Miss Mason, you do realize that if you die, your estate passes to your closest living relative?”


Her expression did not change; it merely seemed to tighten, so shadows now appeared beneath her wide cheekbones. “Yes,” she said after a moment, her voice flat. “I am aware of that.”


What marvelous control she had! His respect did not even feel grudging. “So your best path,” he said, “is to agree to marry Archibald. Insist on a long engagement, with the condition that you be allowed a season in town. And once in London, find a better husband, and elope with him quickly.”


In the moonlight, her eyes were dark pools, opaque yet watchful. Her hand closed over his, small and startlingly soft.


“Careful,” she said softly. “You begin to sound like a true friend. That was not your intention.”


No. It had not been. He felt a stir of discomfort, too deep and unreachable to analyze, but strong enough to make him wish to push it away, or twist it into some more palatable emotion.


“Of course, you won’t manage it,” he said. “Need no one and trust no one, Miss Mason. If you follow that law, you may survive.”


“Is that your own law, Mr. Burke?”


He did not like the goading note in her voice. “Make it yours,” he bit out. “Otherwise, someone will come along to smash you like china.”


To his amazement, she suddenly laughed. “In fact, I think it already was my law. Trust nobody, need nobody—yes, that’s a fine way to describe it. But do I truly strike you as fragile, even after tonight? I thought you were more perceptive. What a pity!”


He did not know whence she’d procured her confidence, but it was falsely founded. It would blind her to future dangers.


“Forgive me,” he said sarcastically. “You’re made of steel. Go ahead and prove it, darling.”


He pulled his hand free of hers and tipped up her chin. As he leaned down, her calm fractured; she tried to jerk away.


He gripped her arms ungently to hold her in place. The kiss was a lesson: she had no hope against a stronger opponent.


She smelled of lavender and soap, and her mouth was warm . . . She tried to clamp it shut. He bit her lower lip, then used her indrawn breath to push inside. Her tongue was startled, clumsy. Her shock tasted like barley and hops—some drink at the tavern.


She quivered, a full-bodied tremor, as though in an icy wind. Resentment, hatred, could feel so much like bashfulness. He stroked deeper. Had anyone ever kissed her before? Her rigid grip on his shoulders, an impotent attempt to push him away, suddenly relaxed. For one moment, he felt the curiosity in her lips—fragile, groping, as easily ruined as encouraged.


Then she sagged, becoming a boneless burden in his arms. He was kissing clay.


He eased back, his triumph oddly hollow. He cupped her cheek, stroking to goad her. Her skin was impossibly soft.


Her cheeks felt hot. She was blushing. But she lifted her chin and stared him in the eyes. “Do you feel like a villain?” she asked. “Or do you require more?”
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