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DEDICATION


To old friends and new—

You have an uncanny ability to pop into my life at the perfect moments. I cherish you.
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CHAPTER ONE


Hedley Sinclair chafed her icy hands together. The holes in the worn kid gloves snagged, expanding bit by bit. It couldn’t be helped. Most of her older sister’s cast-offs were threadbare now. This pink muslin dress had once been trimmed in a border of rosettes, but that had long since torn away. The petticoats had grayed from too many washings and frayed from too many mendings. The stockings were warm but only if layered by fours.

Beneath two woolen shawls, Hedley shivered. Her teeth chattered together. It had been six years since her sister had married and sailed to the colonies with her husband. Six years since Hedley had received any cast-offs or any wardrobe at all. For most of those years, she’d been confined to her attic rooms. Not forgotten, but invisible all the same.

Yet that was all behind her now. She’d inherited Greyson Park. The walls around her were her very own, and no one would ever lock her away out of shame again.

Then again, perhaps Mother was hoping she would freeze to death, or starve. Although, upon seeing her home for the first time two days ago, Hedley had realized there was a greater chance that the dilapidated roof would cave in on her instead.

Standing in the parlor, she glanced up to the ceiling. Missing hunks of horsehair plaster exposed the lath beneath. In certain places, and with the morning light filtering through the milky residue on the windows, she could see the room upstairs.

Nonetheless, Greyson Park was hers. That thought caused her frozen lips to smile. The family solicitor had informed her of her inheritance weeks after Grandfather’s death, which was nearly two months ago. From Mother’s incensed response, Hedley hadn’t been meant to find out either.

When the time had come for her to leave, they’d exchanged no parting words with each other. However, the solicitor had imparted the “unhappy” news that she would be given no allowance, no servants, and no escort for her twenty-mile journey on foot. Which had been fine with Hedley. All she needed was right here—her own home. And now that she was here, she was determined to make the best of it.

With that thought, she opened the tarnished brass tinderbox on the mantel. Only a small circle of char cloth remained, and her piece of flint was little more than a sliver. She hoped it would be enough.

Kneeling down, she placed the tinderbox on the fieldstone ledge of the hearth and hunched over to ward off the chilly wind that blew down through the chimney. The last feral bite of winter, gnawing on the end of March, was fearsome indeed. Steel in hand, she struck the flint toward the cloth and—

The shard sliced right through her glove. Her hand jerked back. Instantly, a thin line of blood appeared on her knuckle. Pressing the wound to her lips, her eyes narrowed at the flint. The sliver had broken in half. “Lucifer’s talons!”

Her late grandfather’s favorite oath didn’t help, but saying it made her feel better.

She tried again, striking the flint to the steel. And again. “If you don’t light, I’ll . . . I’ll throw you into the chamber pot. No noble calling for you. Oh, no. Instead, you’ll end up as a—”

A tiny spark ignited. Nothing more than a pinpoint of orange. Still, it was something.

Pursing her lips, she blew the spark to life. Quickly, she lit the spunk stick and moved it to the kindling bundle in the hearth. After another moment of nurturing the flame, the dried bits of twig ignited.

Hedley sat back on her heels with a sigh of relief. The meager fire already began to warm her cheeks. Since that was the last of her flint until the caretaker, Mr. Tims, returned in a day or so, she needed to be more conservative. Tonight, she would do well to remember to place the curfew over the coals in the kitchen so the embers wouldn’t die out.

Standing and humming to herself, she brushed off her hands and put the damper over the tinderbox. Then, moving to the woodbox, she stopped short. It was completely empty. If she didn’t add a log to the kindling immediately, she’d have no fire at all.

She only had herself to blame. She’d burned too many logs yesterday, trying to keep warm. A frigid wind had come straight through the pale brick façade of Greyson Park. Then soon after, a fog had settled in and lingered. By the looks of the heavy gray clouds outside the window, today wasn’t faring much better.

Used to relying on herself, Hedley lifted one of the shawls from her shoulders and draped it over her hair. Tying it at her neck like a little old woman, she made her way through the house and outside by way of the kitchen.

A steady drizzle greeted her. Sort of. The truth was, the rain felt more like tiny, frozen shards of glass. Already, the hard clay path to the woodpile was slick, covered with a fine sheen of ice. The soles of her shoes slid over the crackling ground. Fog as thick as pillow stuffing obscured her view of the shrubs, trees, and outbuildings. She didn’t mind that, however. Not having a glimpse of the carriage house suited her nerves. Just thinking of it, in fact, sent an icy shudder through her, making her grateful that she lived apart from those who knew her shameful secret.

A dog howled, startling her away from her thoughts. The nearness of the mournful bay stole the breath from her body. She only hoped the animal was friendly.

“Boris!” A man’s voice quickly followed a second howl. The sounds echoed around her, making it impossible to note the direction from which they originated. “Come here, you foolish beast!”

Though the words were harsh, the tone was not. It was edged with amusement in a way that was somewhat familiar.

Even though she’d always had a keen ear for sounds, Hedley quickly shook her head in disagreement with herself. It couldn’t be him. It had been six years since she’d last heard that voice. Her mind was obviously playing tricks on her. Perhaps her mother was right after all, and Hedley was the family lunatic.

A shadow passed in front of her, sleek and gray, along with the steady thump, thu-thump of paws crunching over the icy ground.

She turned, squinting as it disappeared into the fog.

A high, musical whistle followed, merging with the thick expanse surrounding her. Then, a low woof answered. The dog was definitely closer, but what about the man?

The methodical march of heavy footsteps over the ice-covered grass grew louder. Closer. She knew that if she were unable to see the man, then it was unlikely he could see her either. Therefore, if she stood perfectly still, he might never know she was here . . .

No! Hedley rebelled against that idea immediately. She was tired of being invisible. She wasn’t going to spend any more of her life that way. Gathering her courage, she peered down at the toes of her red shoes. Anyone who wore red shoes surely could never be invisible.

She drew in a breath. “Good day?”

The heavy footsteps halted. The dog gave another woof.

“Good day to you too,” the man replied, his tone less amused and more wary. “I thought I’d seen smoke coming from the chimneys of Greyson Park yesterday.”

A neighbor visiting, then? If that was true, then he could not be the man she thought he sounded like. For an instant, disappointment washed through her. Hedley didn’t know any of the neighbors. Mr. Tims, however, had told her that Fallow Hall down the lane was owned by the Marquess of Knightswold, who’d let the property to three gentlemen tenants recently. “It was quite cold yesterday.”

“Aye,” the stranger said, and the crunch of footsteps began again. “As is today. And with the rain freezing over, it’s no time for a traveler to be out of doors.”

Wasn’t he a traveler? If he was indeed a neighbor, the nearest house—Fallow Hall—was two miles away. Before she could ask, a dark shape started to form not too far from her.

She swallowed, suddenly nervous and wondering why she’d announced herself. She was alone at Greyson Park with no one to save her, should this man choose to strangle her and use her corpse for his fire.

“Very true, sir. I was merely airing out some of my grandmother’s bandages,” she lied. If the stranger thought the house was full of illness, then he wouldn’t come closer. It seemed a plausible assumption to her. “Wouldn’t want the infection to spread to the rest of us. Of course, my four older brothers all have hearty constitutions and will likely be coming outside to check on me any moment.”

“Infection?” The man’s steps didn’t falter, and the dark shape continued to take form.

“It’s dreadful. Open sores, coughing blood, and whatnot.” She could have sworn she heard a low laugh.

Then, suddenly the man emerged on the path in front of her. The fog separated, sluicing away from his body as if he’d risen from a milk bath. Hedley drew in a breath, not believing her eyes. She blinked, wishing rain droplets weren’t clinging to her lashes, obscuring her view.

It couldn’t be him.

Tall and handsome as ever, he walked with a swagger. Raising his hand, he raked the unruly mane of dark hair off his forehead. The result left his features without softness. His hard jawline and high cheekbones were only accentuated by the sharp, angular cut of his side whiskers. Dark brows arched over even darker eyes. Yet beneath his aquiline nose, his lips formed—what she could only describe as—a pout. Not a pout in the petulant sense but more so in the kissing sense.

Of course, Hedley knew nothing about kissing. Although, once upon a time, the only person she had thought about kissing was the man now walking toward her.

Rafe Danvers. The man who’d almost married her sister. The man Ursa had left standing at the altar.

“It’s the whatnot that frightens me the most,” he said, a smirk toying with those lips.

She waited for recognition to show on his features. For that half smile to diminish into a firm line of disapproval. After all, she knew he hated the Sinclairs for what Ursa had done. Yet as he approached, his gaze remained steady, assessing.

“What about the four older brothers?” she asked, continuing the lie and giving him another chance to remember her. Surely she hadn’t changed that much. She still had the same oddly shaped face with blue eyes that were noticeably too large, in addition to a distinct dimple—more like a rut—in her too-small chin.

Then again, he’d only had eyes for Ursa all those years ago. In fact, he never even called Hedley by name. Instead, he’d given her a nickname.

“Hey there, armless girl,” he’d once called her. His reason, he’d explained, had been because she’d walked with her arms behind her back, and with the way her shawl had draped from her shoulders, she’d appeared armless.

Six years ago, Hedley had been dazzled that he’d even spoken to her, let alone given her a different name. It was as if they’d shared a secret. A secret that had kept her sighing for months. His nickname had meant that she wasn’t invisible after all.

Yet that all changed when Ursa left him at the altar.

Soon after, Hedley had become invisible again.

“I would ask why your brothers weren’t out here helping you,” Rafe said, stopping only two strides from her. “Or Mr. Tims, for that matter.”

Those acquainted with Mr. Timstonbury enough to call him by a shortened version of his name were usually friends of his. She, however, never would have guessed that Rafe Danvers would have kept track of Greyson Park after all these years. Especially when this house had once been part of Ursa’s dowry. At one time, this house would have belonged to Rafe.

“Mr. Tims is out of town, which is why my brothers are here,” she said, still watching for any signs of recognition. If he remembered her, then he would call her bluff. She had no brothers. A fact that might have made all the difference in her life.

“Terribly informal to meet a stranger”—Rafe hesitated as his gaze drifted down to her chin. Those dark eyes sharpened for an instant before he shook his head—“this way. Formality prohibits making my own introduction. Though, perhaps I know your brothers?”

She exhaled the bitter taste of disappointment and peeked once more at the toes of her shoes. He didn’t recognize her. Then again, why would he?

“No, sir. I’m certain you don’t.” When she looked up again, she saw that he, too, glanced down at her feet, his brow furrowed. “And they wouldn’t be pleased to find me out here speaking with you. Good day.”

She turned to head back into the house. Then, in the same moment, she heard another low howl from the dog. Only this time, it was accompanied by the rush of paws over the crisp grass. The sound grew louder. Closer. The dark shadow appeared to her right, moving swiftly just as a large gray beast emerged from the clearing, charging forward, ears flapping, tongue lolling off to the side—

And barreled into her.

Hedley slipped on the ice. Arms wide, her feet shot into the air. Suspended for an infinitesimal moment, she still had plenty of time for full-fledged embarrassment to hit her. And then she hit the hard-packed ground. Twice. First her bum and then her head.

“Careful there, sweeting,” Rafe said, appearing above her, holding out his hand.

Blinking up at him, she suddenly couldn’t breathe. Although the lack of air in her lungs had less to do with the fall and more to do with the way he’d called her sweeting.

And all these years, she’d thought armless girl sounded magical.

Lying there on the icy ground, she took an accounting of her entire person. For the most part, she was unharmed, but there was a strange, slushy pwum-pum-pum of her heartbeat. Not only that, but her stomach bobbled, like a toy on the end of a string.

The dog howled and once again she heard the rhythmic crunch of his paws on the frozen grass, but she paid little mind to it. Putting her gloved hand into Rafe’s, she allowed him to assist her to her feet. Covered in sleet or not, she felt warm all over.

“If you’re going to be out of doors in weather like this, you should tread more carefully. Ice can be tricky,” Rafe said, his mouth curling up on one side. Clearly, he was trying not to laugh at her—and not doing a very good job.

Her warmth abruptly vanished. Incredulous, Hedley glared at him. “Ice? You don’t say.”

Then, just when the sound of his laugh began, the dog barreled into Rafe too.

He slipped. His amusement—and that smirk—slipped as well. Hedley would have felt immense satisfaction to see him land flat on his back. Yet the more he tried to right himself, the closer he came to taking her down with him.

The soles of Rafe Danvers’s boots slid on the path. His left leg shot out from beneath him, stretching him farther than any man dare. And when his foot collided with the stranger’s, he catapulted her into the air.

Still holding her hand, he tried to save her. Arms locked, outstretched, he caught her—or more so, she crashed into him. Sideways. Her elbow glanced off his nose. Her bottom collided with his stomach. Wind barreled from his lungs. And before he knew it, he was flat on his back.

The woman landed hard on top of him. A curvy bit of baggage. Sprawled over him, she was soft and plump in all the places that a man enjoyed.

“Your dog is an idiot,” she grumbled, shifting her body to disentangle their limbs. Her arm—the one that had struck his nose—was above his shoulder. One of her legs moved between his, her hip nestling into his groin. Her lush breasts pressed against his chest.

Rafe tried not to notice. But . . . being a man, he couldn’t seem to help himself.

“I cannot argue that point.” Boris, the dog in question, gave the side of his face a sloppy lick before proceeding to prance around, tail wagging, clearly pleased by what he’d done.

Lifting up, the stranger looked around as if to assess the damage. In the fall, she’d lost the shawl tied around her head, revealing a widow’s peak of golden hair with threads of copper woven throughout and knotted at her crown. Her wide forehead was smooth, marked only by wispy brows. With her gaze down at her limbs, a thick fan of dark brown lashes rested on her cheeks. And beneath a rather pert nose, plump, berry-stained lips drew his attention. Against her pale flesh, those lips stood out in sharp contrast. Even more because of the unforgiving dimple in her small chin.

It wasn’t necessarily a beautiful face. In a family of artists, he knew how to recognize beauty. Hers was an appealing sort of . . . odd face. Odd, but pretty all the same. It intrigued him. With that wide forehead and narrow jaw, it formed the shape of a heart. Her mouth did too. A tiny, berry-stained heart inside a pale moon heart.

“Are you hurt?” she asked, lifting that heart-shaped face.

Cloudy, cornflower blue eyes alighted on his gaze. Peculiarly, he felt as if she’d crashed into him all over again. He knew those eyes. Yet the memory wouldn’t form. He’d seen her before, but whatever recollection he might have didn’t match up with the lush woman on top of him.

“Hurt,” he parroted, dumbstruck for the moment. Who was she?

Those lips parted. Then she raked her bottom teeth over her top lip in a way that turned his blood molten, like the glass he used in his art. A flame of lust ignited.

Suddenly, almost too soon—and yet, too late—she scrambled off him, taking away her pleasant soft weight and warmth.

She struggled to get to her feet but slipped again. “Lucifer’s talons!”

At the sound of her oath, he went still. Paralyzed. The flame within him was extinguished. There was only one person he knew who’d ever used that oath and that person had been a Sinclair.

In Rafe’s opinion, that surname was the vilest oath any man could swear.

The cold seeped into his bones, making him shudder. He hated the Sinclairs. Every . . . last . . . one.

Yet the woman before him didn’t look like a Sinclair. Both Ursa and her mother, Lady Claudia Sinclair, had been renowned beauties, willowy and dark featured, with eyes that tilted up at the corners.

This woman looked nothing like them. So then, perhaps she was a distant relative. A cousin? But to his mind, a Sinclair was a Sinclair, and therefore the enemy.

Boris sidled up to the stranger, standing tall and nearly reaching her elbow. It was as if the dog were offering support without taking one iota of responsibility for what he’d done.

“Fool dog,” Rafe said with a glare into those ghostly yellow canine eyes. Somewhere along the way, it had stopped drizzling, but ice covered the ground nonetheless. How long had he lain there with her on top of him?

He sat up, propping a hand behind his back. His nose throbbed, and he lifted a hand to assess the damage. Not broken. No blood.

“First he blames me for not knowing how to walk on the ice, and then he blames you,” the woman said to Boris, giving him a scratch behind the ears. “It isn’t quite fair, is it?”

Apparently approving, Boris licked her hand, his tail wagging. “Woof.” Which translated into, “Not fair at all.”

This close, Rafe could see that the hem of her dress was torn. Fine threads fringed at the edge in a way that suggested the damage had been done a long while ago. The pink muslin was nearly transparent, like gauze, and lacked any luster of new cloth. Bending down, she snatched her errant shawl from the ground beside him. He took note of the holes in her gloves and the red stain across one of her knuckles.

The Sinclair women he knew were too vain to don such rags.

Perhaps he was mistaken. The thought offered him a modicum of relief over his purely male response to her.

Rafe stood and brushed the ice from his greatcoat. The black wool was already damp. Thankfully, the rest of him was dry, aside from his hair. He couldn’t say the same for her, though.

Just then, Boris nabbed an end of her shawl with his teeth and began a slow backward march, likely thinking that this was his favorite game.

“Oh no, you don’t,” the stranger said. Wrapping the wool around her wrist, she gave it a sharp tug. This only encouraged Boris.

Rafe moved forward to aid her. When she turned and bent at the waist, however, his step faltered. Her dress was drenched on one side. Wet and plastered to the enticing curves of her hips, thighs, and calves. The delineation of her form, from the round swell of her bottom to the lean musculature of her legs, suggested she enjoyed a bit of exercise. He did as well. And since he considered himself a connoisseur of the female leg, he readily declared hers very fine indeed.

Admiring the view for a second longer, he nearly forgot that his purpose of walking here this morning was to remove this trespasser from his house. She didn’t belong here.

Although, graciously, he was willing to offer her the benefit of the doubt. It was possible that she’d been walking near Greyson Park when the weather had turned cold. She may have drifted close to the house and, seeing that no one was here, merely sought shelter for the night.

He couldn’t fault her for that, especially if she truly did have an ailing grandmother and four older brothers. Although instinct told him that she didn’t. Her brothers, if she had any, would have seen to the firewood.

Yesterday, when Rafe had seen smoke rising from the chimneys, he’d felt compelled to check things out, just in case. Now, he was glad he had. Cold or not—and luscious curves not withstanding—he couldn’t allow her to stay.

Greyson Park and the treasure it held belonged to him.





CHAPTER TWO


Hedley pulled harder on the fringed brown wool and glared at the dog. Normally, she would love to continue playing his game of tug-of-war but not with her warmest shawl. She was tired of mending every bit of clothing she possessed. This was the very last item still fully intact—

In the same instant, an unmistakable ripping sound destroyed that dream. She released the shawl on a gasp.

“Boris,” Rafe scolded. “That was ungentlemanly of you.” The low authoritative tone gained the dog’s attention, and he dropped the shawl immediately. Boris lowered his head but lifted his eyes in a way that made her almost want to forgive him. Almost. His tail ceased thumping and instead curled around his back leg.

Rafe bent to retrieve her next mending project and handed it to her with his apologies.

Disappointed with all aspects of her morning—the broken flint, the cut on her hand, the lack of firewood, the man standing before her having no idea who she was, and now this—Hedley took the shawl in her fist and left it to hang at her side. “Thank you.”

Her curtness must have amused him, because one corner of his kissable pout lifted. “Gratitude with a razor’s edge.”

“I’m certain I don’t need to point out the fact that if you’d acted sooner, this”—she shook her wounded shawl at him—“wouldn’t have happened. He is your dog, after all.”

“Actually, he isn’t my dog.” Rafe lifted one shoulder in an absent shrug before he reached into his greatcoat and withdrew a silver case. Without a care, he flicked open the latch to expose a row of thin cheroots nestled together. “He merely wandered into Fallow Hall one evening and never left.”

Fallow Hall? So then, Rafe is one of the three tenants, she thought distractedly.

Absorbed by his every action, she watched him clench the cheroot between his teeth. When his lips pressed against the slim brown paper, it made her want to do the same. “Then how do you know his name?”

“I don’t.” He snapped the case closed and tucked it away. “None of us have managed to pin it down to something that will make him heel.”

Reluctantly, she tore her gaze away from Rafe’s mouth when he used the cheroot to point toward the dog.

“He looks like a Boris, don’t you think?” Rafe didn’t seem concerned that there was no fire nearby to light the cheroot.

This, of course, reminded her of her lack of fire. Already, she felt colder. The truth was, she’d been feeling decidedly colder since she forced herself to move from on top of him. Even with his coat covered in rain droplets, he’d been impossibly warm. “Regardless, I should like both of you to leave. As I said, I’m taking care of my ailing grandmother.”

His mouth curled at both ends, his dark brows faintly arched. It was a decidedly devilish grin. “Then I should be glad to see you home.”

“This”—she gestured with her free hand to the manor—“is my home.”

“At the risk of behaving rather ungentlemanly myself, I must disagree. Greyson Park is my home. In fact, I recently paid an exorbitant sum for this ramshackle manor.”

He had? A terrible, sinking suspicion settled inside her heart, weighing it down.

Hedley had known that it was Rafe who’d wanted this estate added to Ursa’s dowry. She’d even heard whispers that he’d approached Grandfather on a few occasions to buy it outright, even after Ursa had left him at the altar. Each attempt had been refused, however.

While Grandfather had simply said he would not sell it, her mother was a different matter altogether. Mother’s greed knew no bounds. Only Grandfather had managed to keep her in check. Now that he was gone, her mother was capable of anything.

Hedley hated to admit it, but she didn’t doubt that Lady Claudia Sinclair would resort to thievery to get what she wanted. And promising to sell a property when it was no longer hers sounded exactly like Mother.

Oh, Mother, what have you done? “I am sorry to inform you that you were cheated,” Hedley said, awash in shame. “You see, I inherited Greyson Park upon my grandfather’s recent death.”

It still surprised her. Grandfather had never been particularly warm to her. He’d been gruff whenever she’d crossed his path, the same way he was with everyone. But at least he’d seen her.

Rafe’s grin faded. “Your grandfather . . . ” he murmured, slowly catching on. “So then you are a Sinclair.”

In name only, but she needn’t get into the particulars. “Quite.”

His dark eyes hardened, puckering the flesh above his nose. “No. It isn’t possible. I have a signed contract.”

“I have a contract as well.” The greed of her family exhausted her. She nearly felt sorry for Rafe. But really, he should have known better by now than to make any sort of deal with the Sinclairs. “It is called the deed, and it resides with the family solicitor.”

“Do you know who I am?”

“Of course, Mr. Danvers. Though I am surprised that you would want Greyson Park or any association with my family. Especially when it was to be yours upon your marriage to my sister . . . before she ran off with another man.”

“Sister?” Rafe recoiled. Glancing down at his greatcoat, he brushed at the dark wool as if to remove any trace of her from his person. “I didn’t know she had a sister. She never once mentioned a sister, and I don’t recall you attending the family dinners.”

Because she’d never been allowed to attend. “I am a well-kept family secret.”

“I don’t believe it.” He shook his head. Reaching inside his greatcoat, he put the unlit cheroot back inside the case with a firm snap. “You’re inventing all this in order to fabricate ownership of Greyson Park.”

“You don’t remember me at all.” Why was she surprised? Her own parents barely remembered her and then only to point out a flaw. Yet one more lovely advantage of being completely invisible. She tucked her hands behind her back so that the thin, damp shawl draped over her shoulders. “Perhaps this will spark a memory. You once said that I appeared armless when I walked the garden this way.”

His gaze drifted down to her bosom and lingered for a fraction of time. Long enough for her to blush. Long enough for her to wonder if . . . perhaps . . . she wasn’t entirely invisible after all. In fact, Hedley had never felt so noticed in all her life.

His brow furrowed as his gaze homed in on hers. “You. You’re Ursa’s sister?”

Well, he certainly didn’t need to put it that way. She knew she was no great beauty, but she didn’t have warts all over her face either.

“I was seventeen when you last saw me and rather gangly at the time.” Her breasts hadn’t begun to show until she was past her eighteenth birthday. Then, all at once, her body had transformed. Her mother, who’d typically ignored her, had been disgusted by the change and referred to it as cowish. All of the women in her mother’s family were slender, tall, and graceful. While Hedley wasn’t short, her plump curves made her appear frumpy.

She recalled a time, many years ago, when her mother had been kind to her. At least, until Ursa had started asking why Hedley didn’t look like her. “You said her eyes would turn dark like mine, but they never did,” a younger but no-less-terrifying Ursa had remarked. “And you said her hair would darken too, but it doesn’t look anything like mine, or yours, or even father’s.”

Soon after, Ursa’s doll collection had multiplied.

Rafe squinted as though still in shock over her announcement. “When I saw you at the house, I assumed you were one of the servant’s daughters.”

A hollow laugh escaped her. That was what her father had thought as well before he’d left to live with his mistress. “Yes, well, none of that matters now. Greyson Park is mine, and I would appreciate it if you would leave. I have much to do today, in addition to a shawl to mend.”

“Wait a moment.” He took a step toward her. “You claimed to have four older brothers and an ailing grandmother in there. Ursa had no brothers, and both her grandmothers had passed away before she ever knew them.”

Rafe had hung upon Ursa’s every word. Of course, he would recall the minutest detail, once he started to compare the two of them. Hedley wondered what it would be like to hold a man’s heart and soul captive. She felt an annoying jolt of envy. “After all she has done, you still remember everything about her. Everything . . . except for her younger sister.”

Rafe crossed his arms over his chest. “What is your name?”

“Hedley Sinclair.” Earlier he’d said that introductions weren’t made directly. Therefore, she concluded that he must have determined she was not part of society. Since she wasn’t, she didn’t allow herself to be bothered. Not much anyway.

“Hedley is a man’s name.”

She crossed her arms as well. “My father wanted a son.”

“Who is your mother?” he asked, testing her with an accusatory arch of a brow.

“Lady Claudia Sinclair, daughter of the Earl of Linford. My father is Sir Richard Sinclair, who has lived in Brighton for the past twelve years. You already know who my sister is . . . and apparently you are still pining for her.”

His dark gaze narrowed. “Hold your tongue.”

“Stop asking questions.”

Rafe shook his head. Turning away, he unfolded his arms. “I cannot believe this. I refuse! If what you say is true then I have just handed over two thousand pounds to your mother—along with a promise to pay an additional sum of eight thousand pounds by year’s end—for an estate that no longer belongs to her.”

“It’s vulgar to speak of money,” she chided, knowing that much at least. “But why ever would you pay so much for Greyson Park?” Even the solicitor had informed her grandfather that it wasn’t worth more than seven hundred pounds.

“That is my concern. Not yours,” he said, gritting his teeth. “The vulgarity in all of this is the fact that I actually trusted a Sinclair to keep her word. Yet all the while—and looking straight into my eyes without flinching—she set out to rob me.”

Then he dared to glare at her—her!—as if she was to blame.

Hedley opened her mouth to tell him what he could do with his accusation, but just then a pained howl rolled through the fog. She looked around for the dog, but didn’t see him.

The sound came again. From inside the house. She’d left the kitchen door ajar. Before she could blink, Rafe Danvers ran inside Greyson Park.

Rushing through the kitchen, up the stairs, and down a narrow hall, Rafe spotted Boris through the parlor doorway. He looked none the worse for wear. In fact, the beast appeared content, sitting in front of the hearth, head tilted, tongue lolling.

If Rafe didn’t know any better, he’d almost believe that Boris’s disappearance and falsely pained howl was a trick. Perhaps even an excuse to get out of the cold. But of course, the dog was not that clever.

Rafe crossed his arms. “Proud of yourself, are you?”

“Woof.” Boris panted, his tail thumping against the fieldstone ledge surrounding the hearth.

Behind him, Rafe heard the interloper’s footsteps stop abruptly. Then, she released an exasperated sigh. She too must have determined that their companion had played them both for fools. “Now that you have found the trickster, please leave.”

Instead of doing as she bade, Rafe stepped into the parlor. “Wouldn’t you like to introduce me to your four brothers?”

“You know very well that I only said that because I didn’t want you to know that I am here alone. However, now you know everything. Most important of all, that Greyson Park belongs to me.”

He wasn’t certain of that fact. Such confirmation required a trip to London to inquire with the family’s solicitor. It would be only a matter of a few days before he would return with sufficient proof to remove this unwanted bit of baggage from his house.

“You mean,” he clarified, examining the layer of dust coating the mantel, “that you are alone but with your maid.”

“I have no maid, Mr. Danvers.”

The Mr. Danvers grated on his nerves, clawing up his back. Ursa Sinclair had always called him Mr. Danvers, even after they were betrothed. Just as he had been permitted to call her Miss Sinclair and nothing else.

Lady Sinclair, her mother, had encouraged the match soon after his family acquired wealth through inheritance and at the height of his father’s popularity as an artist. Now, he realized Ursa had always thought him as beneath her, because he would never hold a title. She’d been ashamed of the familiarity of his address. Ashamed of him and his family—especially when scandal had removed his parents from society during their betrothal. He should have known she’d never intended to marry him.

Casting aside his distaste for the moment, he studied Hedley to see if this was another fabrication, like the mention of her four brothers. “No maid? Surely you do not expect me to believe that as well.”

“Oh, how right you are.” She gestured with a wave toward the rear of the house. “We passed my maid by way of the kitchen. As we speak, she is preparing my breakfast on the piping hot stove. Can you not smell the porridge from here? Buttery eggs? Currant scones from the oven?”

He smelled none of that, though his stomach gave a mournful grumble all the same. He hadn’t had a decent breakfast since he’d moved to Fallow Hall. As for Greyson Park, there had been no person standing at the stove in the kitchen. And no fire in the oven, for that matter. There wasn’t one in here, either. Just a pile of ash beneath the grate.

Rafe remembered her well enough. Those haunting eyes and that pale face. She used to walk in the garden, as she’d mentioned, with her arms clasped behind her back. He also remembered giving her a nickname on one of the many days he’d spent at Sinclair House.

But what had remained in his memory from their encounter, even after all these years, was the way her gaze had locked onto his. It had been direct and almost startled, as if she hadn’t expected to see anyone that day. Or perhaps, it was more that she hadn’t expected to be seen.

Of course, that would only be true if he believed the rest of her tale, about her being a family secret. Experience warned him against believing anything from a Sinclair.

“More and more, I’m beginning to think that you’ve run away from your true home and thought to hide out here.”

“My true home is right here.” She pursed those lips.

The action made him crave a puff of the cheroot in his pocket. “Why have you not lit a fire?”

She exhaled slowly and pressed her fingers to her temples. “I would have a fire if not for you. Your presence kept me out of doors too long to fetch logs for the woodbox.”

“The logs would have been too wet.” The wood she’d have chosen—likely from the top of the stack—would have been exposed to a day’s worth of drizzle. “You would have gained a room filled with smoke but no warmth.”

With the way she squinted her eyes at him, he guessed she didn’t appreciate the obvious logic of his statement. Moreover, he decided she wouldn’t appreciate it if he told her that when she pursed her lips, it appeared as though she were kissing the air in his direction.

“Had I a choice,” she spat, “I’d have preferred a room filled with smoke to unwanted company.”

This was his house, yet she was speaking of unwanted company? “Very well, Miss Sinclair”—as the name left his tongue, it caused an automatic shudder of revulsion—“we’ll live in your fantasy for a moment and pretend that you’ve inherited this noble estate. Therefore, you must allow me to make recompense by building you a proper fire.”

She tossed her shawl onto the edge of a moldering rust-colored sofa. Aside from a round side table, it was the only furniture yet uncovered from dusty sheets. “I do not need your assistance.”

He knew she would say that. Somewhere along the way, he’d trod upon her ego as one would a cat’s tail. Now, she had her claws at the ready. And those eyes looked less haunting and more like pools of ice. Good. He’d wanted to pay her back for her earlier comment about his pining for Ursa.

“Not my assistance? Well, then accompany me to Fallow Hall,” he said, all politeness. Yet all the same, he was prepared to hoist her over his shoulder and carry her out of Greyson Park and bar the door from her returning. “Mrs. Swan will serve you breakfast, though I cannot promise it will be edible. I can promise, however, that the house is warm and not falling into ruin
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