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        Hampshire, November 1598

      

      

      

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

      Lady Lynden would be his first woman.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      And he was supposed to kill her.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      She raised both brows. "Really?"

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

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

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

      "That was foolish."

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

      "Why did you leave?"

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

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

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

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

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

      "You weren't head gardener then?"

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

      "Did she grow oranges?"

      "What?"

      "Oranges. Did she grow them?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "Pruning."

      "And what's in the pails?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "I have to put it around the trees."

      "This moment?"

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

      "Me?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "Jeffrey, why have you come here?"

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

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

      "You won't need to pay me."

      "No."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "You most certainly are not!" she snapped.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "By marriage," she added.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "The roof leaks."

      "The stables?"

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

      "A spare closet in the big house?"

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

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

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

      "Nothing ails me."

      "You did not take a breath."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "You say arrogant. I say charming."

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

      "Show me an English gardener who does."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "I don't care about my looks."

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

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

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

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

      "I won't."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

      So much guilt.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "Oh?"

      "I want to learn about orange trees."

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

      "Really?"

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

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

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

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

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

      And so might she.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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