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        Vowing she’ll never submit to an arranged marriage, an earl’s daughter bolts for the remote seaside cottage that should be hers upon marriage.

      

      

      

      
        
        But instead of a quiet respite from her controlling family, she finds her refuge occupied by the last man she ever wants to see again—an American artist, who’s also a thief.

      

      

      

      
        
        And quite possibly one of her father’s spies.
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            GORSE COTTAGE

          

        

      

    

    
      THE YORKSHIRE COAST, 1821

      Lady Perpetua Everly rattled the latch in frustration, and sat back on her heels.

      Given the state of her half boots, that was probably a mistake. She shifted herself upright, fought her tight stays for a breath, and rolled the picks between her fingers.

      By all the stars, she would conquer this lock. She would get this door opened and then she would close it again on the world outside. No one would know she was here. Not the people in the nearby village, nor the Riding Officer and the free-traders he chased, not even the local squire, Sir Richard Fenwick.

      The cold flagstone soaked through her layers of skirts, crimping her knees and sending a moist chill into her marrow. When her grasp on the narrow picks slipped yet again, she tore off her wet kid gloves and willed her fingers to cease their trembling.

      Jenny had laced her far too tightly that morning for any sort of calming breath.

      Blast it. She could do this. She had learned how to manage a lock the same way she’d done everything—carefully, while no one was looking, using her intellect. During one of her brother’s construction sprees to make the country estate and the London townhouse secure against yet another of Father’s enemies, she’d stolen a new lock from a pile of them. It had been a day and a night of faked ague before she’d conquered that mechanism and returned it, to the relief of the servant charged with the inventory.

      Jenny bent for the discarded gloves and hovered nearer. “It’s a shame your spectacles broke. Shall I have a go at it, my lady?”

      Perry squeezed her eyes shut. The rough road had rattled her glasses right off her face, but no matter. Only a few people knew she didn’t truly need the spectacles, and Jenny wasn’t one of them. Wearing them was her small act of defiance, and here, in her own home, she wouldn’t need them. There’d be no one here to defend herself against. She could be her true self.

      If she could but work the dratted lock. “You’re in my light, Jenny.”

      The maid shuffled aside. “Such as it is on this gloomy day, miss.”

      This lock was not the newest sort, but neither was it ancient. Someone—her brother, Viscount Bakeley, her father, the Earl of Shaldon, or the family steward, someone—had included this unused, unknown property on the Shaldon maintenance list. The deed called this a cottage, yet it sprawled on the side of a cliff and had a plethora of windows and at least two outbuildings.

      With a few more delicate jiggles and careful clicks, the lock shifted, sending a warm elation that made her want to whoop. She tilted her chin and beamed at the maid.

      “Good on, my lady.” Jenny still whispered. “I couldn’t have done it as well meself.” She grinned. “Myself.”

      Jenny had learned many skills in her rookery years, proper English not being one of them, nor proper limits on lacing a corset.

      Never mind. Her other abilities made her a perfect companion for this journey.

      The drops of comfortable drizzle that had beset them on the trip turned fat and impossibly wetter. Jenny’s bonnet was limp and her gown clinging, as must be her own.

      A cascade of louder crashes on the other side of the house made the girl tense.

      “That’s only the waves,” Perry said. “Don’t worry. You saw when we came up the cliff road how high we are.”

      High. Very high. As the plodding horse had struggled pulling their cart, the mist below had shimmied and shifted, revealing the sharp points below, Neptune’s daggers, welcoming errant travelers.

      At the narrowest point of the cliff road, she’d had to stop the cart and get out just to be able to take a proper breath. Whether the cause of her inability to breathe was the height or the tight lacing, she couldn’t be sure.

      Had that been the spot of her mother’s accident? The road was so treacherous that every bend and every tight corner might lure a carriage over the side, perhaps even a rider.

      Jenny had discovered a fear of heights. After that, there was no returning to their seats in the cart. The remaining few furlongs of slick coastal road, the only access to the cottage that dodged the village of Clampton, had stretched impossibly high, interminably long. Perry had taken the halter of the hired plodder pulling the cart and untied Chestnut for Jenny to lead, warning her against showing fear to the horses, reminding her that the surefooted mare would not take her over the side.

      Now Jenny was shivering again. Afraid of heights, and horses, and the sea, was this saucy girl.

      “Stop shaking, Jenny, and don’t be a nodcock. The waves can’t reach us up here.” Perry got to her feet. “We should get inside and light a fire. There’s a storm coming in.”

      “Storm’s here already, my lady.” The words rattled through chattering teeth. “I wonder, will there be coal?”

      Coal? She hadn’t thought of fuel. Whether the estate’s steward kept this house fully provisioned was an open question. Perhaps along with their soggy basket of food and the feed for the horses, she should have hauled up some wood on the cart she’d obtained from the inn where they’d stopped for the night.

      She certainly didn’t wish to visit Clampton and make her presence here known.

      She shook off the worry and tried to sound cheery. “We’ll throw a chair on the grate if we must.” The latch opened easily and the slightest of nudges swung the door wide. No squeaking, no creaking. Well-oiled and well-maintained, like everything in the Earl of Shaldon’s empire.

      The air inside wafted to her, her corset cutting off her sharp intake of breath.

      She glanced at Jenny and put a finger to her lips. All was dark inside, and no movement caught her eye.

      Perry squeezed her eyes and inhaled again, ignoring the stabbing at her chest. No odors of cooking.

      Lamp oil, she decided, and a burned-out fire, smells that might have lingered from a recent visit by the maids who serviced this property. Bakeley had such arrangements for all of the family estates.

      She eased in another breath and another odor came to her. Her eyes shot open and anxiety rushed in.

      She stood perfectly still and beat the alarm down to a rumble of unease. She had lived around men all her life—her brothers, her footmen, her grooms, her father’s spies and soldiers, all of them mostly well-washed and well-laundered. But even so…

      Very likely, a man was here, or had been here recently. And there was another scent, one that poked deeper than the damned stays. She squeezed her eyes tight.

      Turpentine.

      

      Fox yielded his watching place to the rain and, out of sheer force of habit, closed the kitchen door noiselessly. No boat would come close to these rocks in this weather, especially not the curricle that had been dodging in and out of the cloud cover in his scope.

      He set the instrument on the rough kitchen table, tore off his neck cloth and wet coats, and pulled at the shirt sticking like a second layer of skin. Then he went to stir the embers in the wide hearth.

      This hearth would accommodate the angles of a Benjamin Thompson design, but the lady had failed to install the Massachusetts-born inventor’s modern cooking stove. Still, the room otherwise bore her stamp—fine pots and dishes graced well-built shelves, and a collection of ornamental rolling pins decorated all the walls. It was a fine place for a cook to work, and for a man to think.

      And in his case, a fire, a strong drink, and some thinking time were in order. This waiting while his wound healed had been fruitless and boring. He was no closer to finding his quarry than on his arrival weeks earlier.

      His fine brushes, however, had acquired their own frenzied life. One he couldn’t control. Like the stack of canvas in his rented rooms in town, his work here was more evidence of a pointless obsession; pointless and mad. He found last night’s bottle, raised it to his lips, and drained the last swallow of brandy.

      He swirled the bottle. Never mind. His room on the top floor held a case of full bottles next to the spare canvases and paints he’d hauled up and stashed near the yawning windows. The brandy was partial payment; the brushes and paints were his cover from his real task. Both were also his escape from the tedium of this mission.

      God’s blood, when this job was over he was going home to New England to take up the land his brother had promised him. The English could find a new artist to paint their lords and ladies.

      Cool air touched his cheek, sending a prickle through him. He set the bottle down carefully.

      There were no leaks or cracks in this tight seaside cottage, not on any of the four floors, and certainly not on this servants’ floor, walled as it was on one side by the hard rock of the cliff. She would not have allowed it. Nor would she have returned for a visit. The only spirits he believed in came out of a bottle.

      At the open door that led to the stairway, he paused to listen. The quietest of footfalls. The swishing of skirts. A hushed feminine voice.

      He ground his teeth as irritation spiked through him. A woman was here, and no lady would be out in this weather to visit a single man.

      There was however that damned Scruggs’ girl at the inn. She’d pillowed her big breasts into his shoulder whilst serving his dinner there his first night in the neighborhood, and blast it, every time he stopped in for a pint, she flirted without shame. Scruggs always sent one of his boys with bread and supplies. If the fool girl was here, she’d come on her own, likely expecting a few coins for a tumble.

      Unless…He had no specific reason to think Scruggs was spying on him, no reason to distrust Scruggs—nor any reason to trust him. Scruggs had been the innkeeper here on his last visit, ten years past, and she’d trusted him.

      And then she’d died. Something to think about—loyalties could be bought.

      Muffled, furtive steps crossed the front hall to the tall windows that looked out on the sea.

      He’d locked all the doors, and none of the locals had a key. His presence here was known to the villagers in Clampton, purposefully known.

      If this was someone else, he’d not be snatched up like a worm on a hook. No matter that, as far as he knew, the fish he was after had not come close to shore yet.

      Whoever this was had picked her way in.

      He patted his sleeve over the sheathed blade strapped to his arm.

      

      Perry stood at the mullioned French doors looking out over a narrow-tiled terrace. In the distance, a boat, as tiny as a beetle on the top of a pond, bobbed on a sea that roiled like her heart. Next to her, Jenny’s mouth had dropped open.

      “Are you wondering what you’ve got yourself into?” Perry whispered.

      “You did promise an adventure, miss.” She put the tip of one gloved finger on the pristine window. “But I’ll not go out there on any boat, no matter.”

      Perry grinned through trembling lips. Nor would she, if she could help it.

      “No? In for a penny, in for a pound.” She took a breath and another fragrance came to her, the scent of her mother’s preserved rooms at Cransdall. Her father had not bothered looking for a new countess to occupy them, thank God.

      “It’s spotless. They must have a girl come up from the village to clean,” Jenny whispered and pointed. “Except for the mess over there.”

      Empty dishes and a glass rested on a pretty oval table. Nearby, a dark shawl, much like the ones her mother had favored, draped over the back of a sofa.

      Perry stood taller. “The house is not let. No one should be here but me. I have a right.”

      “But no key, miss?” Jenny arched a brow.

      The sound of a footstep drew their gaze to the drawing room door. A man stood in the shadow, tall, with dark hair longer than what was fashionable. Dim light caught the white of his linens. He was naked of coats.

      The clacking in her chest beat all the way to her ears. Inside her pocket was a pistol, not primed, not cocked, and no doubt far too wet to fire.

      He stepped through the door, into the gray light from the windows, and her heart all but stopped.

      Fox was here. Fox, the artist. Fox, the scoundrel. Fox, the thief.
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            A FOX IN THE HOUSE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Lady Perpetua.” The patiently condescending tone might have come from Bakeley. That tone had dogged her through all of her growing up years.

      Fox’s hands went to his hips. He had a laborer’s hands, too wide and too strong for a man wielding a dainty paint brush. The movement stretched the almost sheer cloth of his shirt over a chest equally too wide and too strong, while damp, dark locks dangled over his forehead and dripped over the scruff on his cheek,

      Warmth uncurled in her chest, as if she were fourteen again.

      She fought down the madness and dipped her head slightly. “Mr. Fox.”

      The curl of his lip sent a quiver through her.

      Damn. Damn, damn, damn. Years ago, she had followed him around like a bird-witted puppy—no, a foal, he had called her, on account of her height and her long skinny legs.

      He’d seen them, when she’d fallen out of a tree spying on him.

      Her face glowed hotly. The memory had mustered a blush.

      She lifted her chin. “What the devil are you doing in my house?”

      He blinked and went still. “Your house?”

      “Yes.”

      Fox stirred and moved closer.

      She crossed her arms over her chest. He matched the move, looking her up and down and glancing at Jenny. His mouth quirked at one corner and his eyes softened.

      A smile being pushed down—she’d seen that look so many times. He was holding back from laughing. One didn’t laugh at the daughter of the countess who was one’s patroness.

      He’d actually said those words to her once.

      “I repeat—”

      “There’s no need to repeat yourself, Lady Perpetua. I heard you the first time. I’m painting.”

      That familiar accent, so flat and American, still jarred her.

      He’d been painting in London when she’d stumbled across a landscape in a stationer’s window. Surprised to find him in London, still painting, still alive, she’d discovered his lodgings and commissioned a chalk design for the ballroom floor at Bakeley’s wedding celebration.

      And then he’d appeared at that ball and danced with her, more than once.

      She shook off the memory. Why was he here? Was he here at Father’s behest? Or…was he spying on the Earl of Shaldon?

      “Since I am here, Mr. Fox, you must leave.” He must, mustn’t he?

      Or…if she sent him away, would he go straight to Father and report her?

      He waved a hand. “In this weather?”

      “You are already wet.”

      “As are you.” His gaze moved to her bosom in a way that made her hot again.

      Irritating man. He was just like all the rest. “You must go back to your room at the inn, or wherever you are staying.”

      A smile lit his face and her annoyance spiked. Most assuredly he was not taking her seriously. Which no one ever did.

      “I expect this rain will go through the night.” He moved closer, extending a hand. “Come, Lady Perpetua. I assume you’ve brought a carriage? I’ll help you unload, we’ll get the horses to shelter, and then we can talk. Why should the animals suffer?”

      The horses.

      Heat rushed her again. Of course, there were no grooms here to dash out and see to the horses. He’d poked her in a sensitive spot.

      She ignored his hand and brushed past him. “Come Jenny, Chestnut needs you again.”

      

      Fox toweled himself down, pulled on a dry shirt, and walked to the window. The lugger that had been out at sea was gone.

      And no wonder. The sea was enraged, battering against the cliff that supported this cottage, gray fog blending with the sharper swirls of the water, spongy foam tipping to white. He committed the shades to his memory and found his spare waistcoat.

      His only coat and his freshest neck cloth were in the kitchen drying, along with Perry and her maid and their clothing. He’d built the fire high for them to change out of their wet things and warm up, and left them there, the maid shivering, Perry fussing at him to leave.

      In spite of the miserable weather, it was the first complaining Perry had done. While the storm unfurled sheets of rain, she threw herself into the unloading and unharnessing. Mud up to her ankles hadn’t deterred her. Her dress, not a particularly delicate weave, drat it, had still managed to cling to her form, confirming all the measurements he’d taken at Bakeley’s ball. The little foal was still taller than all the women and many of the men, and she’d filled out quite nicely with ample breasts and, below that small waist,  hips that a man could hold onto.

      His body stirred, and he cursed it, looking around at his notebooks and canvases. He’d need to keep her out of here until he could burn these.

      He took the stairs down one level. The carved door of the suite of rooms belonging to the mistress of the house was closed, but not locked, he knew. He’d peeked in upon his arrival, inspecting the house, but he’d not crossed that threshold, not on this visit, not on the one ten years earlier. This was Felicity Everly’s bedchamber and it was fitting that Lady Perry should sleep here.

      The Holland cloths came off the furniture easily. Stripping the counterpane exposed bare ticking, so he pushed through the door to the dressing room and rummaged through cabinets, throwing one set of bedding on a cot for the maid. Clutching the other linens, he went back to the main chamber and began laying out sheets.

      His damned artist’s mind reared, seeing her here, imagining her wheat-colored hair spread upon the pillows, envisioning her stretched between the four posts, long legs extending under a rucked-up, sheer cotton nightdress.

      He stood tall and took a deep breath. Hell, that wasn’t the artist in him—that was the man.

      Yes, Fox, and you might as well torture yourself dreaming it because you’ll never get closer than this.

      Hopeless colonial. He laughed, finished the bed-making, and went to pull the board off the fireplace. This close to the sea, the nights were chilly, and she’d been shivering today. She’d be needing a regular fire. He would have to haul up some wood.

      Downstairs, at the door to the kitchen, he knocked, heard a muffled “Come in,” and pushed the door open. Damp warm air, scented with woman, made him take a step back.

      “For heaven’s sake, come in and close the door. You’re letting in a draft.”

      Chuckling, he obeyed.

      

      Ye Gods, the sight of him sent a tremble through her that had nothing to do with the air. He’d changed out of the clinging shirt that had plastered him, but he was still only partially dressed. His shirt front flapped at the neck, revealing tanned skin, scattered dark hair, and a neck corded with muscles. He was as sinfully handsome as one of the sculptures of the blasted gods gracing the British Museum.

      He’d never been one for painting such myths, though. She’d discovered him that year eking out a living selling landscapes. But years ago when he came to Cransdall, he was known for his paintings of horses—that skill had caught Mama’s interest—and his portraits.

      Oh, yes. She’d learned more of his subjects much later: rich Cits, well-kept mistresses, and one very rich widow who’d kept him for months as a guest.

      An unladylike growl rumbled out of her.

      Truly, it had been the horses that brought him to Cransdall. After painting Godolphin’s progeny, Fox had stayed to do all of the human portraits—her mother’s, Bakeley’s, Charley’s, and hers. It had taken him months. He’d left behind four portraits—five counting the horse.

      And he’d left with one priceless masterpiece he’d lifted from the wall in her mother’s rooms, just before Mama’s death.

      Bakeley said it wasn’t so. He’d said it when Mother died, and he’d said it again a few months ago, before the ball held to celebrate his and Sirena’s marriage.

      Perry had seen no proof of innocence. She’d so wanted to question Fox about the subject on the night of the ball, but he’d slipped away quietly, and when she’d had a chance to sneak off and visit his rooms, he’d left London entirely.

      Fox tugged at his loose collar. “You’re warm enough, I see.”

      She swallowed against the tickle in her throat. “And you are half-dressed. Where is your coat? Your neck cloth?”

      He waved a hand in the general direction of clothing-draped chairs. “Are they dry yet?”

      He’d found a fresh shirt and waistcoat in this house. “Have you more clothes at the inn?” she asked.

      “No, Lady Perpetua.” He smiled, his eyes crinkling.

      Irritating man.

      Jenny bustled at the rough-finished, old-fashioned kitchen dresser.

      At least she assumed it was old-fashioned. Bakeley made sure Cransdall had the newest of everything, but she had no idea how other houses compared. In truth, her social calls and house parties did not include visits to the kitchens.

      “The bread is a bit soggy, my lady, but the cheese is good,” Jenny said.

      So soggy bread and cheese for dinner.

      Jenny opened another parcel and whooped. “None of the eggs broke neither. And we’ve got ham here, a fresh joint, and some carrots and turnips. T’would make a good hot stew, those last bits, and these apples for a dessert.” She looked up at Fox. “Sir, does the woman who cleans for you also cook?”

      He blinked.

      Taking his time to answer. If he’d been one of the lordlings she met at house parties and fêtes, she’d chalk his silence up to the shock of being addressed by a servant. But this was Fox. He’d always measured out his words in dribs and drabs.

      “The woman who cleans for me,” he said, finally.

      Jenny lifted a shoulder. “Well, the house, sir, it does seem very clean, excepting where you’ve left some dishes and such.”

      His dark eyes glimmered. The corners crinkled again. “I wasn’t expecting company. No one’s been in to clean during my stay. The house was closed up so tight no dust was allowed in.” He lounged back against a worktable. “I expect someone comes in now and then. I don’t expect a visit any time soon.”

      She blinked. He didn’t expect a visit? He had no plans to leave?

      She turned away. “Bread and cheese and a bit of the ham tonight, Jenny,” Perry said. “There’s a knife on the board behind you.”

      “Saints, I hope it will keep. I hate seeing a good joint be spoilt.”

      Fox readjusted his leaning, pulling Perry’s gaze to his long-muscled legs. His head all but touched the low ceiling. “Just cook it up, Miss Jenny.”

      He shot Perry a look that said to hell with your aristocracy. Oh yes, Fox was thoroughly a republican, even though he’d been born too late for the American revolt, and out of the country for the last war with the colonials. If not for horses, he’d never have come into the Earl of Shaldon’s sphere.

      But…a memory jolted through her. Bakeley’s wife, Lady Sirena, had whispered that Father and Bakeley had actually approved Fox’s attendance at Bakeley’s wedding ball.

      And had she not herself seen Father at the ball, speaking to Fox in that way that meant he was not just an arrow in Father’s quiver, but might be something more?

      The man who had stolen a priceless painting?

      She clenched her fists on the back of a chair. No one would tell her anything, not even Charley.

      “Grab a pot from the pantry, Miss Jenny. I’ll haul in fresh water.”

      Jenny pressed her lips together. “I’m just Jenny, sir. Not Miss Jenny. And I’m a maid, not a cook.”

      Under his steady gaze, she squirmed. “I mean, I don’t know how.”

      “You don’t know how to cook?” The words burst from Perry’s mouth. She had assumed—but then why had she assumed? They hadn’t discussed this. Jenny grew up on the streets, probably stealing pies when she was overwhelmed with hunger.

      “And you don’t know how to cook.” Fox was looking directly at her, that gleam still lighting his eyes.

      He’d turned the tables on her, damn him. She needed him out of this house. This was her house—would be her house, someday, when she married. If she married. If she could not get that ridiculous clause out of her mother’s will.

      Never mind, she intended to go on as if she had. She intended to claim this as her very own house for as long as she wished. Bakeley would have to come himself and haul her out.

      She pushed herself up from her chair and looked around for the door to the pantry. “I’ve seen bread made, and bread toasted, but otherwise I’ve not had occasion to learn.” As he well knew. The family had always had excellent cooks. “But I shall muddle through. And you will help me, Jenny.”

      Fox crossed to her and took both of her hands in his large ones, sending her nerves rattling.
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      His stubble had tones of red, and under the short scruff, a seamed scar ran down his jaw.

      “You’re both fair exhausted,” he said. “I’ll cook. You watch and learn. This…” He put a finger to the center of her forehead— “very deft mind needs only one lesson, Jenny. Keep up or you’ll risk being sacked.”

      The touch of his finger sent a spark through her, like a small strike of lightning she’d read about in one of Mr. Faraday’s experiments, rippling warmth like the rings in a pool where a rock has dropped, and she was in the pool, not breathing. Behind Fox’s back, Jenny covered her mouth.

      With that, her breath and her brain returned. Before she could push him away, he’d disentangled himself and stalked to a door. Her hand went to her chest but she quickly dropped it.

      Jenny’s lips twisted and quivered.

      “Stop smirking,” Perry hissed, “or I’ll send you back on your own to London.”

      Jenny shook her head. “Yes, miss. But you know they’ll be searching for you, and if you send me back alone, your father’s man Kincaid will lock me up and put me on bread and water until I spill.”

      “Kincaid would do no such thing.” Fox returned with his pots, his face bland.

      But he’d heard every word, calculating that she had escaped, that she also didn’t belong here. He would use it against her in the battle to come.

      
      They ate in the kitchen, all three of them together. It was novel and cozy, and strangely liberating. Fox had not asked her dining preferences, he’d simply taken three plates from the matched set of crockery and set them upon the servants’ table. When Jenny opened her mouth to protest, it took but a look from him to quell her. The girl had fussed nervously with her food the whole meal. Her discomfort left Perry with much to think about.

      As had Fox. He’d spoken altogether more words that night than she’d heard in all his months at Cransdall. He’d explained all the steps of making a stew, and covered all that he knew about everything from skinning game to omelet-making. She had learned new skills in her plan for independence.

      Once Father had her removed from the cottage, where would she go? Not back to London, and not to Cransdall, nor to any of her brothers’ homes. She had money, but stretching it would mean more eating with servants, and she couldn’t drag Jenny along for an extended adventure. It wouldn’t be fair to the girl, who was rising in life on the only path open to her.

      Jenny stood and began gathering dishes. Perry stood also and reached for a plate.

      “No, miss,” Jenny said. “I know how to wash dishes and how to put up what’s left of the food. Rest yourself and I’ll get the kettle for your tea. It should be hot now.”

      She remained seated. Fox sprawled blandly, like a well-sated footman quite at his leisure. That is, he not so much sprawled as his considerably long legs had nowhere to go but far out in front of him, and his long torso fit awkwardly against the slatted chair. It was hard to be so tall, and didn’t she know it. He must be terribly uncomfortable.

      And they needed to talk, away from Jenny’s ears.

      The tea they’d brought had kept dry. She busied herself with the pretty pitcher Jenny found. “You’ve no brandy, Mr. Fox?”

      “Not here.”

      “Will you have tea with me?”

      He nodded tersely. She could see by the firmness around his mouth, he didn’t want tea.

      “You’d prefer coffee, wouldn’t you?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Well, I’m sorry. I didn’t bring any. Come along then. Jenny, you’ll find us in that parlor.”

      Fox reached for the tray she was holding, and she pulled it away.

      “If you would carry our bags instead?”

      
      Fox watched the swish of her gown as she climbed the stairs. This one, a fine light blue lawn sprigged with pink flowers, would be sheer enough if it weren’t too dry to cling. Juggling the tray in her hands, she clutched her skirts high enough that he could see her trim ankles and calves in the slippers she’d exchanged for her boots. They were dainty, heelless little things that would have made a smaller woman look like a child instead of a lithe opera dancer or Aphrodite’s apprentice. She navigated the stairs with that tray nimbly. Lady Perry had finally learned to manage those long lovely legs.

      He paused on the step and juggled the maid’s valise and Perpetua’s larger bag. He’d best keep his wits in his head instead of his breeches.

      At the top of the stairs, she rested the tray on the banister and let her skirts drop. Eyes downcast, pink touched her cheeks in the gray light. Aye, she’d seen his grinning. He took pity on her and led her into the parlor, lighting a lamp while she readied the tea.

      For now, he would drink the polite swill out of courtesy. He had pushed her hard tonight and she deserved that much. Once she was tucked into her mother’s room, he’d uncork a fresh bottle and begin burning those incriminating sketchbooks.

      She poured, as stiff-backed as the Duchess who’d wanted him in her bed. Lady Shaldon’s invitation had saved him from that awful commission. At Cransdall, he’d found himself in a home full of humor, great love, and one long-legged girl budding into womanhood. Perry had fancied herself in love with him, at least for the first week of his stay, until his jabs and irritations had set her at odds with him. It was better that way.

      But she wasn’t a fourteen-year-old anymore.

      She bent to pass him the cup and her bodice pulled, squeezing her bosom.

      He tore his gaze away and stared into the swirling liquid, the same glittering dark amber as Perry’s eyes.

      She cleared her throat and he smiled, watching the color rise over her frown.

      She was still a rebel. He’d watched her at Cransdall thrashing herself, over and over against the walls put up by her world. And the business of seeking him out in London for a commission—it just wasn’t done. Bakeley had been furious.

      She patted her mouth with a napkin and squinted at him. Where were the spectacles she’d worn in London?

      He sipped the hot liquid and waited.

      “Mr. Fox.” She eyed him over the rim of her cup. “I was very surprised to see you here. You say you are painting, but are you not supposed to be at Cransdall? My brother said you are commissioned to do a portrait of my father.”

      “That is true.”

      “So why are you not there?”

      “Your father will not come down from London until after the coronation.”

      She sighed, but her shoulders stayed rigid. “That doesn’t explain why you’re here.”

      He waited, watching her mouth tighten and move as she squelched the emotions wanting to play across her face. As a girl, she’d been as purposeful as a dog after a bone, constantly chided and hemmed in by her governess, her brothers, and even sometimes her mother. Apparently, she’d learned a bit of self-control.

      He’d heard she wanted to enter her father’s Game. She would be relentless and dangerous, most especially to herself.

      “Fox,” she snapped. “Cransdall still has that room with the very good light. Go there and paint.”

      “Cransdall doesn’t have this.” He waved a hand toward the high windows where the rain beat and the noise of the waves sounded.

      Her cup clattered on the saucer. “I’m here. I’m not leaving. You must go.”

      “And I’m here also. By your father’s permission.”

      That brought her up. “But this house is mine.” Her mouth firmed.

      It was grim determination, he decided.

      “The house will be yours when you marry. Have you married, Perpetua?”

      Her lips curled in. She could not keep her eyes from narrowing. So, Lady Shaldon had not changed her will.

      “Is there a husband lurking about who I’m going to have to duel with?”

      The pink creeping up her neck turned a brighter shade and his gut clenched.

      Was she running away from a husband?

      Or…what was more likely, a prospective husband? Shaldon was no doubt pressing her to marry his choice of lordling. It was the way of their class.

      “Who told you the house would be mine when I marry?” The words came out in a rush of air, and she stood, towering over him, fists balled.

      Heat shot to his groin. He took her hand, squelching the instinct to pull her on to his lap. “Your mother told me years ago. You haven’t married, have you?”

      She blinked. He saw the sheen there and slipped his fingers around her other hand, gentling them.

      “This was your mother’s house, Perry.” Shaldon should have told her. It should not have been left to a lusting retainer like him.

      Her mouth firmed again, her eyes widening, assessing. “You’ve been here before?” she whispered shakily.

      He firmed his grip. She’d made a leap that he must set straight. “You didn’t know about this cottage? No. Of course you wouldn’t be told.”

      “Were you here…before?”

      “Yes.”

      “With my mother?” She choked out the question.

      “Yes.” He shook his head. “Not in the way you’re thinking.” He stood, still grasping her hands. “Come. The rain has stopped.” He pulled a knitted wrap from the sofa, draped it around her shoulders, and opened the French door to the damp terrace beyond.

      
      Perry took big gulps of the damp, sea-drenched air, struggling to keep the spinning at bay. Fox had trapped her hand again, skin to skin, and she shamefully held on. The shallow balcony’s rail was waist high for a short person. The two of them could topple over far more easily. His grip on her hand, the view down the rocks, and the news, the awful mention of him being here with Mama—she was reeling.

      He shifted hands and put an arm around her, tugging her into his warmth. “I won’t let you fall.”

      Her insides rattled as if a war had been torched within. She, who stood eye to eye with men, the awkward, towering Long Meg…next to Fox she felt womanly. Hadn’t his height always been one of his draws? Until he’d begun to tease her like an insufferable older brother, turning her feelings upside down. And then her mother’s treasured painting went missing the same time as Fox. If she clung to those unpleasant memories…

      She closed her eyes and all of her senses went to the places where his body touched hers, sending delicious warmth through her, tingles, shivers and a feeling of perilous safety. One strong hand fitted with hers, the other cradled her shoulder. She struggled to breathe.

      “Perpetua.” He gave her a gentle shake. “Perry.”

      She opened her eyes. Only the closest family and friends called her Perry.

      There was real concern in his gaze, the teasing absent. As it had been when they’d danced together at her brother’s ball.

      In fact, other than a few lapses tonight, he’d been more serious than he’d been all those years ago at Cransdall.

      But he’d never, ever touched her like this, not even when they were dancing, not even when as a girl, he’d helped her up after she’d fallen out of the tree right in front of him.

      “I’m fine now,” she said, only she wasn’t. She’d never be fine again. “It’s the elevation, and all this wild crashing.” She made herself walk to the edge where the parapet hit her below her hips. He trailed along with her, still attached.

      She forced her gaze to the wild waves below.

      “Tell me…” She cleared her throat and spoke louder so he would hear over the tumult. “Tell me what you were doing here with my mother.”

      “At her request I escorted her here.”

      “At her request?”

      He turned her to face him. “It was not what you’re thinking. She came here to meet your father.”

      “My father?” She sounded stupid, even to her. She cleared the moisture from her throat again. “My father was in…Spain. Or France.” She gazed out over the water. “Or somewhere.” Always somewhere else, her father had been during those years of the war.

      “Yes. She came here to meet him when he could get away. She was meeting him then.”

      “But she brought you along.”

      “She came here to meet your father. She asked me to escort her here, which I did. And then I left.”

      She shook her head. “She would have asked Bakeley to bring her.”

      “He wasn’t around.”

      Of course, he was right, blast him. Bakeley had gone off to buy horses before Mother left, and Perry had been sent off to visit a distant cousin.

      “Charley was there.”

      “He was too young then.”
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