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      June 1816

      Grey

      The danger of intellectual curiosity was that one forgot the essentials of survival—like keeping an eye on one’s surroundings. Cecil Greybourne never failed to teach that maxim, even to malingering assistants. Leonard knew better.

      Having emerged from his office into the lecture hall, and not found the prints he’d chosen for today’s lesson, he stacked his notes on the podium and glared at the students haphazardly filing in. Leonard was seldom late but he was bordering on irresponsible this morning. Even an invaluable employee wasn’t beyond rebuke.

      Needing the prints sorted, now, Grey impatiently abandoned his preparation and strode down the aisle toward the back of the lecture hall.

      “The mad lion stalks his prey,” one student whispered as Grey brushed by. “Don’t he ever cut his mane?”

      Grey had given up controlling his haystack hair long ago as a waste of valuable time. A good student recognized that art and education preceded appearance.

      “Prof is on the rampage,” one of his better students warned, hastily removing himself from Grey’s path. In his haste, he bumped into the first student and sent his pencil rolling down the floor.

      Towering over most of the adolescent lot, Grey stalked on. He wasn’t of lofty height but, as any good scientist would tell them, energy required space for expansion. A friend had once told Grey that his big brain fooled him into thinking he was a behemoth. Utter fustian, of course. More likely, he was simply unconcerned with his surroundings and expected others to pay attention. Most of the time, they did and got out of his way.

      He glared in disbelief at his assistant’s empty desk in the wide outer hall. Leonard belonged there, in that damned rickety chair, guarding his class from intruders. Research books should be scattered across the battered wood surface, pens littering paper, notes everywhere. And his art prints should be out of the file drawers.

      Where the devil was Leonard? His efficient, ever-composed, assistant had been there earlier. He would have reported any emergency to Grey.

      The clean desktop did not bode well. Grey clamped down on his fear and hastily checked the desk drawers—still locked, thank all that was holy. He’d have to fetch his key to retrieve his papers.

      His stalwart assistant would not have abandoned that desk and its valuable contents without reason. At this realization, fury replaced fear, demanding that he finally deal with the putridity no doubt responsible for his missing assistant.

      The hallowed halls of Harrowby’s Young Men’s School stank of rot. It had been an excellent school once. The rot had set in last year, after the death of old Mr. Harrowby. Any historian worth his salt would recognize the source.

      Grey took the stairs down to the administration wing. Ignoring the neatly-tailored secretary attempting to stop him from slamming open the double doors, he marched into the office of the newest Harrowby to occupy the Head’s desk. The original battered oak had been replaced with polished mahogany twice the size of the old one. Not a single paper marred the shiny surface.

      “Where is Leonard?” Grey roared.

      “If you ever attended meetings, you’d know the board has had to make a few budget adjustments.” The pudgy, balding Harrowby shrugged and opened a drawer to remove a folder most likely containing meeting minutes. “Costs keep rising.”

      Grey knew Harrowby needed spectacles but vainly wouldn’t wear them. So the folder he opened was no more than a prop.

      “The matching bay mares you fancy aren’t getting any cheaper?” Grey asked in a voice heavy with irony. “And the rest of the board? Are they now in alts over your continued presence?” There had been rumblings of discontent all year.

      “The board was due for a salary adjustment,” Harrowby said stiffly. “Someone must attend to the education requirements of our students.”

      “So, Mr. Leonard’s pathetic salary now goes to flush plums who have never set foot in our hallowed halls?” Students quivered in their shoes when Grey used that ominously quiet tone. His students were smarter than Harrowby.

      The Head merely tapped his fingers on the shiny surface. “Leonard was little more than an ornament in your hall. Your point is?”

      Ornament? Plain, poorly-dressed, skinny—efficient—Leonard was an ornament? What the hell did Harrowby think he was? Blind? And an idiot.

      It was happening again. Damn. His life was littered with casualties.

      Grey briefly closed his eyes, stifled the lecture boiling up from his bowels, and nodded cynically. “Fine. If you and the board are now attending to the education of the students, then you won’t mind teaching my class. Without an assistant. Excellent experience. Good students.”

      Seething with frustration more than fury, Grey spun on his heel and slammed his boots on every hollow tread all the way up the uncarpeted wooden stairs.

      He’d stayed too long, grown too comfortable, believed he’d been informing a generation of young men about history through the brilliance of art. He’d stifled his usual instinct to move on, thinking he ought to finally settle down. Stupid of him.

      Locating his keys in his office, he stuck them in the lock of Leonard’s desk. . . Only this time, it was open. The drawers had been emptied since he’d last checked.

      Not until that horrifying moment did he have reason to panic.

      All his notes. . . the draft manuscript. If anyone read that. . .

      Fate had found him again.

      For a very brief moment, he considered his assistant seeking revenge through theft, but Leonard would never do that. He simply would not. Grey wasn’t that poor a judge of character. He knew precisely how human nature operated. Leonard was one of the dedicated students of learning, honest, more than competent⁠—

      And Grey would bet his fortune that Leonard was loyal to a fault.

      Which meant Leonard had his manuscript, if he’d had any warning whatsoever.

      Grey had delivered books to Leonard’s pathetic abode in the past. He had occasionally wondered how anyone living in such poverty could speak with the educated accents of the upper class, but the world was full of little mysteries. Finding Leonard wasn’t one of them. He knew where to look.

      While a few students watched with puzzlement from the doorway, Grey shoved files of art prints into his satchel. Glancing around to be certain he left nothing behind, he picked up his beaver hat and walking stick and departed, without looking back.

      It was the last of the term. His students had only the final exam to finish. Let Harrowby handle it. Those new bays ought to cost him some effort.

      The meager June sun didn’t make it through the fog of Edinburgh’s alleys. Moss and vines clung to high brick walls, fertilized by the muck in the streets. Children shouted in yards hidden by tall walls. Church bells rang noon.

      Finally, he arrived at the cheerful blue door he remembered from his last visit. A small pot of colorful flowers adorned the worn step. Leonard must have a female looking after him. Without a salary, they’d be out in the street by next month. July wasn’t a bad time to be homeless, but females didn’t look kindly upon it, Grey wagered.

      He disliked arriving anywhere without a prior appointment but needs must. He rapped the gold knob of his walking stick on the door. It popped open instantly, revealing a harassed young man, his light brown curls disheveled, his cravat askew, and a cane apparently propping him up. “We can’t pay⁠—”

      He halted abruptly, staring.

      The young man almost looked like Leonard, but there was a lack of refined features and. . . Grey focused on the man’s odd boot. Leonard did not have a clubfoot.

      “Andy?” a voice called from the cottage’s tiny interior. “Who is it?” A tall, slender figure of the same approximate size and coloring as this young man emerged from the darkness. “If I’m to apply for that position, I need help with this. . . ”

      Cravat unfastened, wearing only a waistcoat over an open linen shirt and trousers, Leonard halted at the sight of Grey. She had the same light brown curls as the man with the club foot.

      She.

      Loyal, efficient, knowledgeable Leonard was female.
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      Eleanor

      Eleanor Anne Leonard stared at the professor and wished the rathole beneath her too-large boots would swallow her.

      Except for his electrified golden mane, Greybourne appeared as elegant as always in an impeccably tailored dove gray coat and silver waistcoat. His immaculate linen was only slightly disheveled, as it became when his tempestuous humors erupted.

      She had to say something if she couldn’t arrange to disappear. Recovering, she grasped with relief that he was here for his manuscript.

      “I have your notes.” Hastily tugging at her untied shirt, El stepped deeper into the shadows, leaving Andrew between her and the professor.

      “Hide them,” Greybourne ordered before she could escape. “You locked the desk before you left, did you not?”

      “Of course, sir,” she said indignantly. “The students would steal your paper and ink and hunt for your lecture notes otherwise. But I thought I might finish copying the pages you left this morning.” She needed the salary he paid her. He wouldn’t continue paying a female, but he might give her what he owed.

      “The desk was ransacked.” He made no attempt to enter when Andrew stepped aside.

      “Ransacked, sir?” That temporarily shocked her from her monetary fears. “I assure you, I did not⁠—”

      He interrupted her protest with a curt wave. “I know you did not. But I fear the papers are no longer safe.”

      His book was a scholarly treatise of contemporary art. Eleanor didn’t dare argue. They needed his wages.

      “I have been planning to spend time with my cousin,” he continued abruptly. “I’ll simply leave sooner than anticipated. I take it you have not found new employment yet?”

      She sent her twin a wild look of panic. Without her position at the school and salary from Greybourne, they were near enough to penniless. But now he knew she wasn’t Andrew—he could ruin them.

      Greybourne finally remembered his manners, entered, and bowed curtly to Andrew, introducing himself. “I need your. . . sister’s. . . invaluable assistance. I don’t suppose you have a fair hand or research talents too?”

      Andrew snorted. “I have education but no talent for books. I’ll happily mend your coat, your horse’s harness, or build your shelves, but El is the one who got me through university.”

      “Fine. I don’t have a valet. Are you available to accompany your sister?” Haystack mane flowing, the professor stalked irritably up and down the uncarpeted floor, glaring at the books overflowing what little furniture they possessed.

      “Accompany?” they both said at once.

      El was accustomed to thinking quickly, but this was a little much, with too little information.

      But the rent was past due and if they could somehow save her quarterly salary. . .

      “We will need a little more information than that.” Andrew recovered first. “I have several jobs arranged, and we cannot just leave this place empty for an unknown time.”

      El knew the professor didn’t like being contradicted once he set on a course. He gestured rudely at the remains of their former life. “You could burn the place with no loss. I’ll double your sister’s wage, provide a similar sum for you to be my man-of-all-work, and provide food and board for the next six months. You may pack your belongings and take them with you. I’ll hire a cart.”

      She ought to take offense at that insult to their home, but he wasn’t far wrong. His arrogant, high-handedness only emerged when he was frustrated, which admittedly, was often. El had worked with him for a year and knew he was also brilliant and fair-minded. . . witness his not objecting to her duplicitous appearance. He was quick-witted enough to have already grasped her reasoning. That he’d accepted that a female could perform the tasks of a male wasn’t necessarily broad-minded, however, so much as expedient. He didn’t wish to train a new research assistant mid-book.

      While the men negotiated, Eleanor ran over the pluses and minuses of such an abrupt upheaval. She saw almost no reason why they shouldn’t abandon poverty to seek better circumstances elsewhere.

      It wasn’t as if Greybourne saw her as anything but a tool to be used.

      She was the one suffering from delusions if she feared a wealthy, sophisticated aristocrat like the baron might look at an inconsequential female assistant differently. Even if Greybourne saw through her natural invisibility, he’d pay her no attention, as long as she continued his work.

      If it meant securing their financial future, she’d happily leave Edinburgh.
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      “We have been over this,” Eleanor stated stiffly from the passenger seat of the curricle. She held on as Professor Greybourne rounded a curve at a reckless pace. “I did not lie. My name is E.A. Leonard.”

      Greybourne had not been as easily pacified as she’d assumed. Or in the boredom of travel, he’d chosen to pick on her.

      “Your references are a lie!” her employer shouted from the driver’s seat in front. “Women do not attend university.”

      “I sat in class and took notes. El was the one who read the books and did the work,” her brother explained, for the eighty-fifth time, surely. “I am a reluctant student. Ellie is not. I can assure you, no one wants me for their research assistant.”

      Andrew was multi-talented, just not in book work. The unfairness had struck them both.

      “This is a senseless argument, my lord. We have worked together for a year and you know I have performed to expectation. My credentials are irrelevant.” Ellie scowled at her unreasonable employer. “Just because I thought to protect your work, you owe me nothing. Any number of students would serve you well if you object to me.”

      Although, without this position, she and her brother would most likely end in the street, since they no longer had a home. All their worldly possessions traveled in the baron’s baggage cart.

      “You are the only one who understands the value of my work!” The professor said this as if it were her fault. “There are men who would have destroyed those pages had they got their hands on them.”

      Predictably, Greybourne’s outrage turned practical. “Besides, you already know where everything is and how I like it ordered. I cannot train someone mid-book!” The curricle hit a rut and jounced, but he did not appear to notice.

      As foreseen, there was his real objection—he didn’t wish to be put to the trouble.

      Ellie thought he was being just a little bit daft about a book on contemporary art and artists, but then, gentlemen tended toward self-importance. “I am very sorry that an efficient female offends you, my lord. I will try harder to be witless.”

      “Do not use that confounded title, Leonard! You know better. Nothing is changing except our location. If you’re both Leonards, how am I to sort you out?”

      He sounded aggrieved at being required to remember two names, like a spoiled child, which he was, Ellie knew. Cecil Greybourne, Baron Greybourne, had been born with a silver spoon in his mouth. She did not doubt that he had spit it out and bitten his nanny’s finger out of impatience, if she did not provide his food fast enough.

      “I’m Andrew, sir, my sister can still be Leonard,” Andy offered, always happy to take the lesser position. “She’s the oldest by five minutes, we’re told.”

      Andrew was an intelligent man, hampered by a clubfoot that made him feel he was less than others. Their parents had hoped he’d be a scholar, like themselves, supporting himself with an occupation that did not require physical labor.

      They had hoped Ellie would learn the ladylike accomplishments of sewing and embroidering and find a good husband.

      The twins had never done what was expected of them. Switching roles had begun early.

      “She is Miss Leonard now,” Lord Greybourne argued. “I will not have her arrested for dressing like a man.” Any hint of concern vanished when he continued, “I cannot lose you at this crucial stage of research.”

      Ellie tugged at the fashionable stays forcing her meager bosom to curve above her bodice. She’d borrowed Andy’s linen cravat to create a concealing kerchief. The gauzy one the modiste insisted on did not suit. Women’s clothing did not suit, not in a man’s world. The professor had had to hire a maid to assist her with all the pins and to provide proper decorum. This whole expedition was beyond ridiculous. Although, admittedly, exciting. She’d never been outside Edinburgh.

      “I cannot think I was in any danger, sir. I looked enough like Andrew to work as your assistant for a year with no one noticing my gender.” Including him, but Ellie refrained from antagonizing a disgruntled lion.

      His lordship had come looking for her and generously offered continued employment. She must not argue—not more than necessary for sanity.

      He’d also bought her two gowns, hired a maid, and offered to hire Andrew as a man-of-all-work, a valet, basically, she supposed—except Greybourne was too impatient to have anyone dressing or shaving him, they’d learned.

      “You wear a man’s haircut,” Grey spluttered slowing the horses to avoid a particularly wicked rut that might cripple a wheel. “You speak like a man!”

      El snorted impolitely. “A cropped Titus cut is all the rage for ladies as well as gentlemen. My curls just happen to be natural. And since I do not need to be seen as a simpering, helpless miss needing a big, strong man to take care of me, there is no reason for me to speak in ingratiating titters.”

      Greybourne barked a laugh. “You told me my handwriting was so atrocious, an ape could do better, and my logic was sloppy when I concluded Rembrandt lacked the ability to draw figures. You read my earlier books.”

      “We are accustomed to speaking bluntly with each other, sir,” Andrew said in her defense. “Our parents were teachers. They encouraged straightforward discussion. Shall I drive for a while now, sir? I wish to earn my keep.”

      El knew the professor would refuse before he spoke. Grey had too much vitality to sit still, and driving released roiling emotion he could not handle.

      As predicted, he replied, “If Dorothea did not lie, Gravesyde should not be far. I cannot promise I’ll stay, but the two of you may look about, see if rural life might suit. Dorothea claims the manor has come into funds and there are all manner of possibilities for a promising pair such as yourselves.” His tone was dry.

      They had practically leaped at his offer to escape the city. It had become a prison these last years since their father’s death. Opportunity had not knocked, no matter how hard they’d sought it.

      El was a little afraid to meet this new home while wearing skirts, but for Andy, she had to take the risk. Edinburgh lacked opportunity for a man who could not walk distances on steep hills and cobblestones. A modest village. . . sounded more promising.

      Dora-tay-a, interesting appellation. “You address your cousin by her given name? You grew up together then?” El was eager to learn all she could so she might more easily fit in.

      “It is how she addresses herself in letters. We are a small family and informal. I haven’t seen her in years but we share similar interests. And she is being courted by a penniless French count the family wishes to know more about.” Greybourne slowed the curricle as the narrow space between hedges broadened to allow a narrow lane on the left. When there was no road sign, he continued down the tree-lined road.

      El had never been so far from home in her life. It had taken three days to travel this far south, but they had not taken the toll roads for the most part. Grey had been taking notes for an article on inn signs. He had a brilliant eye for detail and an immense knowledge of history. She’d enjoyed the distraction.

      No road marker indicated the name of any village, but they passed a quaint thatched chapel and parsonage, nearly concealed in flowers and shrubbery. A moment later, an inn sign painted with the words Red Knight, with an image of a knight in red armor, came into view.

      The inn and tavern were authentically Elizabethan, El noted in delight. Half-timbered, white-washed, and newly thatched. Bugs might fall on her head, but she was too enthralled with her first real experience of another world to object. It was as if they’d traveled through time.

      If she were fortunate, she might not have to sit at a battered desk, in a drafty hall, listening to the complaints of students, ever again.

      A rufus-haired giant of an innkeeper emerged to order ostlers about. Greybourne had sent their baggage cart and servants ahead, so their rooms were waiting for them, as they had been throughout their journey. El had already decided that if traveling with wealth required this much planning, she never wanted to travel on her own.

      She had better learn to like this quaint village because it was most likely her new home.
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      While waiting for his—assistant—to come downstairs, Greybourne complimented his ginger-haired host on his most excellent luncheon.

      “It’s not often we entertain gentlemen of your caliber, sir. It’s a pleasure to have you. Miss Talbot tells us you plan to reside in Gravesyde awhile?” The innkeeper, who had introduced himself as Rafe Russell, whisked away the whiskey glass Grey emptied and lifted it in inquiry.

      Grey shook his head at the refill. He needed his wits about him for his next task. “That depends on whether we can obtain congenial housing. I corresponded with a Mr. Comfrey at the bank in Stratford. He promised to meet us here and show us around. I believe he has a property picked out.”

      “He stayed with us last night. He’s about somewhere. Since we’ve petitioned to have a proper government and we’re threatening the bank about abandoned buildings, they have been restoring Bradford House, one of the larger properties off River Road. I believe he mentioned showing it to you. I can give you directions.”

      “Excellent. I believe we’ll stroll about first. If it’s in walking distance, we’ll head that way. Tell Comfrey we’ll meet him there, if he returns.” Grey winced as the twins made their way down the stairs and he recalled Andrew’s impediment. He would not enjoy walking, and his sister went slowly to accommodate him.

      Grey met them in the lobby. “Andrew, Mr. Russell has the directions to Bradford House. Would you mind driving the curricle around to meet us there, after the horses are rested? I want to visit the gallery my cousin is opening and introduce her to your sister. They will be working together, I hope.” Grey had every intention of misleading his enemies in any manner available. Village rumor mills had to be fed some fodder.

      “Delighted to do so, sir.” Amiable Andrew ambled out to the yard.

      Leonard adjusted her plain bonnet over her cropped curls, tied the strings, and waited for orders.

      Grey was damned if he knew how to deal with a female assistant, but he knew what was expected by a lady. He extended his elbow. “Come along, then, I’ll introduce you to my cousin.”

      She sent him an uninterpretable look from beneath long lashes. Why had he not noticed those intriguing, undeniably feminine, eyes earlier? They were almost topaz, almond-shaped, and suited her high cheekbones nicely.

      Because one did not study the eyes of gentlemen. Or assistants. Especially assistants. They were tools to be used.

      Gritting his teeth, Grey led her out to the dusty yard. “The banker who was to meet us has wandered off. Let us take the opportunity to see what foolishness Cousin Dorothea has instigated now. She has ever been a menace to herself and others.”

      “How so?” she asked as they strolled past a hole-in-the-wall with an artistically painted sign naming it Monk’s Tavern.

      Grey noted that all the signs around town appeared new. “You will have to see for yourself. I will not prejudice you in advance.”

      She snorted, obviously recognizing his bias.

      He wrinkled his nose in distaste at several derelict cottages with abandoned gardens and prayed the banker had found better.

      Past the meager cottages, they reached a slightly more substantial part of the village—meaning it had several stores and a few residences with solid roofs, although one yard was oddly adorned with spinning, bobbing pinwheels and bottles.

      Grey had escaped the countryside after the death of the last remaining member of his immediate family. Once out of school, he’d not returned, finding the bucolic life too slow and unstimulating for his energy and inquiring mind.

      He was older now and really ought to consider settling down. . .

      Maybe, after Italy. He’d promised himself a reward for writing this book that would no doubt make him persona non grata in half his clubs. Perhaps he’d settle in Italy. His string of disastrous fates might not follow him abroad.

      “It’s a pity you are not an architect or historian, my lord,” his assistant murmured, disrupting his thoughts. “I feel as if we have stepped back in time and I would like to know more.”

      “I am a historian,” he argued. “I just find nothing artistic about thatch. It’s a fire hazard.”

      Familiar shouts from a storefront interrupted any reply. What the devil was Gustav doing this far from London?

      Grey put Miss Leonard behind him just as a man in an artist’s smock tumbled out the door and on to the raised boardwalk they’d been traversing. He should have known the city would follow him.

      “Shakespearian?” Grey suggested, peering into the window of the shop, ignoring the cursing clod in the dust.

      “Well, if this is the gallery, possibly Renaissance?” She didn’t object when he led her past the cursing artist, into the gallery.

      “Caravaggio, you are suggesting? He did like his brawls.” Pleased she knew his mind so well, Grey studied the big brute inside the door, dusting off his perfectly tailored but ancient coat. Unsmiling, the brute slammed the door on the ruffian in the street.

      “Ah, Greybourne, there you are. Of course you arrive just as tempers flare.” Looking entirely out of place in a space filled with hammering carpenters and quarreling artists, a blond vision of elegance floated toward them.

      “Brawling is the pastime of peasants, my dear Dorothea. Do we have this fine gentleman here to thank for ridding us of opinionated vermin?” Grey bowed to the chestnut-haired giant, who did not acknowledge his pleasantry but eyed him with suspicion.

      “Arnaud Lavigne, Cecil Greybourne. You may sort out your titles as you wish.” Dorothea turned her attention on Miss Leonard. “Welcome. I am Thea Talbot, unfortunate cousin of this inconsiderate gentleman who never visits without causing trouble.”

      “I did nothing!” Grey protested, refraining from rolling his eyes at his cousin’s pronunciation of Tay-ya. At least she hadn’t shortened it to Dora.

      He bowed in the direction of the aristocratic émigré the family fretted over. The Frenchman scowled and crossed his rather large arms. Grey decided antagonizing him was a fool’s journey.

      “Not according to Gustav.” Thea waved at the clod brushing himself off outside. “He declares you are a fraud, a liar, and a thief. He was not pleased to hear you are in town.”

      “Word does fly swiftly in your rural abode,” Grey said dryly. “And Gustav is the fraud, liar, and thief. Why is he here?”

      “To insult and harass.” Apparently finding a subject on which they agreed, the silent Frenchman finally spoke. “Miss Leonard, may I show you around?”

      “Arnaud dislikes confrontation,” Thea whispered, leading Grey to a corner where several paintings were already hung. “He rather dislikes people in general,” she added sympathetically. “He has good reason.”

      Grey watched the dashing émigré lead his slender assistant to unhung stacks of canvas. Miss Leonard was not seductive, he reminded himself. And impoverished counts preferred heiresses like Thea. His assistant should be safe.

      Grey returned his attention to the stormy canvases exhibiting so much rage, he was amazed the rain and wind did not leap off the wall to inundate them. Or the fires decimating entire villages didn’t set the room ablaze. The count had suffered in the Revolution.

      “Lavigne’s work?” Grey surmised. “Has he reached his pastoral phase yet?” Because the fury that painted these bordered on madness.

      “That’s why he has agreed to sell these. They are painful reminders of a past he’d rather forget.” She sighed. “If I could only convince him that his value is in his talent, not coin, he might dare to propose. I would love to see his vineyards in France before I die.”

      “He hasn’t proposed? You have enough wealth for a lifetime! The family is convinced he’s a fortune hunter who will have you locked in Bedlam while he runs off to France with your funds.” Grey knew the family considered Thea mad. They had tried to lock her up themselves, for the same reason—because they wanted the wealth she would inherit soon.

      Thea laughed. “Like Gustav, they fling mud to disguise their own filth. It is human nature, I fear. And I do not come into my trust until my twenty-fifth birthday. Come, what do you think of his work? Will I ever see France?”

      Grey didn’t have to think twice. That was more than raw talent in those paintings. The count had been classically trained, although his style was more in that of the Vernets than the more marketable romantics. “Your Frenchman has more talent than half the celebrated fools in London, but we both know talent is meaningless. People prefer nudes and portraits, not reminders of hell. I can recommend him to a few collectors, but my word is likely to be reviled when this new book comes out. You may prefer not to be associated with me.”

      “Oh, come now, aren’t you being the slightest bit dramatic?” Thea took his arm to lead him deeper into the gallery. “I expect drama of artists, not staid old professors.”

      Staid old professors? Damn, he was only a few years older than the filly. And staid? Never. Surely. She was naïve. “Ask your comte about the underbelly of the art world, my dear. All those passions demand outlet. I fear you have been sheltered by the aunties too long. You may come to regret this gallery.”

      Grey watched shirt-sleeved artists crowding around his assistant, who apparently regaled her audience with some taradiddle from her impoverished, nonexistent life. Men would listen to any inanity from a woman’s lips.

      Leonard had never been inane. Even as he watched, he noted half the men suddenly speaking at once, eager to outdo each other, perhaps.

      Thea redirected his attention. “Look around you—we are not relying entirely on art to pay the rent. This space is too large for any one business, especially a gallery, so we are dividing it. We have an expert bootmaker in the corner behind the drapery. A clockmaker is taking a table in the back. We are hoping to find a tailor for the space in between. And there are tables for local craftspeople to show their wares. We are not London, of course, but isn’t this more pleasant than shoving your way through a crowded market in the city?”

      Or alleys or muddy lanes anywhere, none of which Grey cared to traverse on foot—although he expected muddy lanes before they reached his new abode. But if rural anonymity would protect his book and his new employees from his enemies, he’d endure.

      “Will the artists leave after you’ve hung their work?” Grey studied the motley collection of painters Thea had gathered. He didn’t know most of them, thankfully.

      Thea gestured indifference. “The ones with homes, possibly. I believe several have occupied one of the vacant cottages and are. . . repairing. . . it to suit their needs.”

      More likely slapping canvas and paint on barren walls. Grey was intimately familiar with the art world. “I gather they do not actually own said property.” Starving artists seldom owned anything.

      “Ask Arnaud about the lawsuit between the manor and the bank over the ownership of village properties. I have no interest in legalities. Let me show you some of our talent.”

      Before they could go farther, a familiar face deserted the group around Miss Leonard. “Greybourne, you old fraud, what are you doing outside your palace? Looking for new victims to destroy?”

      Grey hid his grimace. Percival. What the devil was a London Grub-Street hack doing in the outer limits of nowhere?

      A scandal-monger, Percival did not bode well for Thea’s enterprise.
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      Eleanor

      El hid her relief when the very large Mr. Lavigne abandoned her to deal with the rude fellow evidently hoping for a brawl. She had no idea if the professor engaged in fisticuffs. At Harrowby, he usually sliced any antagonist to ribbons with words cutting sharper than any sword.

      Still, if it came to a physical fight, Grey hid a great deal more strength behind his tailored coat than his rather pudgy blond nemesis.

      Beside her, one of her companions commented, “The bailiff claims it has been almost two months since the last murder. Percival must be hoping to end that record.”

      Murder? This rustic Shakespearian village concealed killers? What had Greybourne led them into? Worrying about killers and brawls, she watched as, across the room, Grey narrowed his eyes at the rude lout.

      “Only local disagreements, Miss Leonard.” One of the younger artists took her gloved hand and patted it reassuringly. “Don’t let Tiny scare you with silly fables.”

      Tiny was actually tiny, a short, hungry-eyed, skinny man she assumed to be a starving artist.

      “A maniac killed two ladies at Easter,” the first speaker—Tiny—insisted. “Just ask Mr. Rousseau.”

      “That pouf? I should hope not. Come along, Miss Leonard, and let me show you my work. They’ve hidden it at the very back.” The gentle young man with the overlong russet hair tugged her arm. She tried to remember his name, but it had been something unremarkable. . . Jones?

      Having learned as much from these self-absorbed artists as she could, El chose to see how Greybourne was handling Mr. Percival and removed her hand from the opportunistic Mr. Jones. He asked a lot of impertinent questions she did not feel compelled to answer.

      To her amusement, when she returned to the front, the professor and the count stood shoulder to shoulder, watching Miss Talbot rap Percival with her fan while tugging him by the ear to the door. Interesting that they let the lady take charge.

      One of the women from the crafts’ table hurried to open the door and help boot out the rude journalist.

      El boldly took the professor’s arm, forcing Jones to slink away. “I think I like your cousin, sir, but I am uncertain about your other acquaintances. That is two men within minutes of our arrival who needed to be removed. Perhaps we should find Andrew and the banker before you disrupt the company further?”

      “I was not the cause of Gustav’s removal,” he protested, strolling to the large, mullioned window to peer out.

      The rude Percival was stalking toward the tavern.

      “Well, actually, you were,” Arnaud said, exhibiting the first humor El had seen in him. “Thea mentioned you were expected and a disagreement leading to insulting Thea ensued. I had to remove him.” The artist shrugged. “We are a temperamental lot.”

      “In Gustav’s case, it is drink more than temperament. He must be starting earlier than usual. And Percival is a scandalmonger, not an artist, no matter what he pretends.” Grey bowed to his cousin as she returned. “I hope to see you later under more amiable circumstances.”

      “You will join us at the manor after you settle in,” Thea ordered. “You will find that most of us are more than amiable.”

      They made their courtesies and strolled out. Ellie glanced around, fearing attack by murderous strangers. Or drunken artists or scandalmongers. Did scandalmongers do more than gossip?

      At her look of concern, Grey gestured at the departing pair. “The tavern just opened. You will not see the louts again until noon tomorrow. My apologies. I had not realized my cousin had lured half London here in interest of promoting her lover’s work.”

      “They are lovers?” El tried to hide her shock. Heiresses did not take lovers, did they? But artists did. She wasn’t entirely naïve. She was simply being barraged with too much information at once.

      “It’s only a matter of time and money before they marry. His vineyards in France will produce. He’ll find more of the missing jewels. His paintings will sell for a fortune. I am not worried about Thea. She may talk to ghosts, but she’s one of my more sensible relations.”

      “Jewels? Ghosts?” Intrigued despite her fears, El listened to a tale of pirate treasure discovered by ghosts as they strolled past lovely, thatched cottages with gardens spilling over in roses and more humble ones containing goats. The village square appeared to be a chicken yard. She hoped the hens had homes in winter.

      “I’ll admit, I had hoped for a quieter place to write, but I suppose we need not venture out often once we’ve done our duty by our hosts.” Grey turned left on a dirt road running beside a lazy river.

      “You may work quietly, but someone must shop for food. And Andrew and I must both look for places for ourselves after you leave. That requires meeting people.” She and her brother had hunted homes and positions often enough to know the routine.

      “You cook?” he asked in surprise. “I’ll have to double your salary.”

      “One does not wish to eat raw fish or potatoes,” she acknowledged. “How did you think to eat if we had not accompanied you?”

      “The inn has excellent food, but enduring the company of Thea’s miscreants might test my patience. I can always hire a cook, I suppose.” He halted at a newly carved sign indicating they had reached Bradford House. “A trifle pretentious but useful.”

      The sign was the only improvement she noticed. They entered an overgrown, rutted drive hemmed in by brambles showing signs of producing blackberries, should the sun ever emerge.

      Their curricle waited in front of a modest, two-story, stone cottage—with tile roof, thank all the heavens. Thatch was charming but not what she was accustomed to. Stone did appear to be the material of choice, other than the ancient timber and wattle of the older homes.

      Andrew appeared in the doorway as soon as they neared the curricle. “The door was open, but I’ve not seen Mr. Comfrey. The structure appears sound. A bare minimum of beds, old mattresses. The stove is a trifle crude but will heat a skillet and a kettle. The pump doesn’t appear to be working properly, though. I was just about to investigate the well.”

      El wanted to see the interior, but there was no point in raising her hopes if the house had no water. Hauling from the village well. . . simply not done. She followed the men down a nearly concealed path leading to a small stone well house barely visible among the brambles.

      “You can make a pump work?” the professor asked with skepticism.

      “It’s not as if we can hire someone every time a pump clogs.” Andrew shrugged. “And landlords refuse.”

      “I trust the bank will not be so rude,” Ellie suggested. “But if Mr. Comfrey has already abandoned us, it is not promising. Perhaps your cousin could direct us to a better property?” Living at a public inn did not appeal either.

      “It sounds as if the bank owns most of the village, unless the lawsuit is settled.” Grey watched with interest as Andrew ducked under the well house door’s low lintel, into the no-doubt spider-infested interior.

      A moment later, he hurriedly limped out, his freckles against his pale skin more visible than usual. “I think we should return to the inn.”

      “Oh, come now, it can’t be that bad.” Grey ducked under the lintel and, cursing volubly, backed out again. Overgrown trees shaded his expression, but fury colored his commands. “The two of you, take the curricle to the inn. Ask for a constable. Surely they have one.”

      Andrew hurried to do as told but stopped when El didn’t follow. “El, you can’t stay here.”

      “I can if his lordship can. I gather it is not safe, but two people will make a villain think twice. I don’t suppose you found the missing jewels?” El steeled herself for the answer. What had they got themselves into?

      “More likely, the missing banker,” Grey retorted angrily, blunt as ever.
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      Grey

      Grey wanted to shake the obstinate Miss Leonard as her brother drove off, leaving him with a visibly distressed female and not the practical, efficient gentleman he’d hired. But an assistant assisted, and Leonard was observant, if a trifle shaken by his conclusion.

      He supposed he wasn’t any too pleased either. One admired the art work of bloody paintings of war. The reality was a little too cold and remarkably impersonal, since they’d never met Comfrey.

      “I assume you can tell the poor soul is quite dead and we cannot resuscitate him?” Miss Leonard’s mouth had straightened into a nearly white, straight line, but fortunately, she did not engage in female vapors.

      “Affirmed. You will note dried blood on the lintel.” Grey used his cane to point it out. “See if you can find more, trace the villain’s path.” He had an eye for detail and looking to solve this horror helped gather his wits.

      Blessedly, she did not question or make demands but followed the most logical direction toward the house. She bent to examine crushed twigs and the gravel remains of the old path but refrained from touching.

      Grey had never had to look after anyone but himself, so it took a moment to realize, if the villain lurked, he couldn’t let her out of his sight. “Don’t stray farther than I can see,” he called. “I want to look around the building.”

      She began working her way back toward him, examining the bushes more thoroughly. She’d been playing the role of male so long, Grey decided, that she actually behaved like one.

      Of course, she hadn’t seen the banker’s mangled body shoved down the well. Grey had never been to war and had no experience in human death. Vermin, yes. A duck or two, certainly.

      A poorly-shod banker shoved head first down a hole with only the worn soles of his boots visible—not so much experience with that.

      By the time the curricle returned bearing the ginger-haired giant of an innkeeper and a short dark woman of foreign descent, Grey and Miss Leonard had explored all they could of the yard around the well and were back at the drive.

      “Meera Walker, physician.” Mr. Russell handed down the plump, brown lady. “The well house?”

      At Grey’s nod, the new arrivals hurried in that direction.

      “Ellie, let me take you back. . . ” Andrew didn’t complete that sentence.

      Miss Leonard was already following the physician—a lady physician, Grey noted. The village grew curiouser and curiouser.

      “Watch the house and the horse, will you?” he asked of Andrew. “I’ll look after your intrepid sibling.” Grey didn’t wait to acknowledge the twin’s reaction. Surely by now, Andrew was inured to the female’s obnoxious habits.

      Reaching the well house, the giant lawman bent in half and nearly crawled beneath the low lintel. “Comfrey, all right,” he shouted a few minutes later. “Same coat he wore this morning. They’ve nearly knocked off the pail winch in their haste. It’s almost rusted out.”

      “Mr. Russell is only a bailiff, not a trained law officer,” Dr. Walker murmured. “He has some authority but limited experience in investigations.”

      “Not a constable?” Grey quit worrying about that once the next horror occurred to him. The body would have to be dragged from the well in all its gruesome glory. He gritted his molars and prepared himself by trying to think of a way to send his assistant to Hades or anywhere else but here.

      “Even though the bank claims most of the land, Gravesyde is still considered a manorial estate. We have no official government until our petition is accepted,” the physician explained. “We cannot pay Rafe. So the estate trust pays his salary.”

      As they must pay the physician, as well, Grey realized. If the bank owned the village, collected all the rents, and didn’t pay for anything, no wonder the manor sought pirate jewels. He supposed he should meet the aristocrats eccentric enough to share their wealth. Dotty Dorothea had finally found her rightful home.

      Unable to squeeze himself, plus a body, through the door, the bailiff shouted for a blanket.

      Andrew was already limping his way down the path carrying one, a man who actually paid attention to the needs of others. “I didn’t think the ladies should see this.”

      The physician muffled a derisive sniff. The bailiff/innkeeper nodded a curt acknowledgment and carried the blanket inside. Unfazed, Miss Leonard continued examining a crumbling stone wall, ignoring all else.

      “The ladies? How well do you know your sister?” Grey asked sardonically.

      Andrew shrugged. “I can only try for propriety.”

      “Perhaps find another endeavor. She is beyond your help.” With a sigh of distaste, Grey surrendered to the inevitable. He took a position beside the well house to assist in dragging the blanketed body through the doorway.

      While the physician scurried ahead, they carried the corpse to the house, and lay him out on a cracked leather sofa. Rather than linger outside to avoid the grisly sight, Miss Leonard followed them in and began inspecting the parlor, opening table drawers and testing an old carpet.

      Apparently, the bank had left the house’s contents in place. The letter had said it was furnished. It hadn’t mentioned even thieves wouldn’t touch the rubbish.

      “I’ll need a lantern to take a better look in that well house. It couldn’t have been easy carrying him in there.” Russell strode through the house as if it were his own, returning with a lantern, leaving the bloodied banker in the care of the physician.

      Dr. Walker had carried in her medical bag and was already unwrapping the blanket, with Andrew assisting her.

      Grateful that the latest addition to his staff proved useful, Grey decided Miss Leonard’s fascination with the macabre had to end. He took her arm and steered her outside. “Let us show the bailiff what we have found.”

      “Why would anyone kill a banker?” Apparently, as long as her curiosity was fed, she did not object to his demands.

      “Any of a thousand reasons, I’m sure. Maybe they didn’t like his face. People are irrational. Murder is irrational.” And a deuced inconvenience. Now, where would they stay?

      “Emotion may be irrational, but generally, people believe they have reason for their actions.” She shook off his hand to continue exploring the thorny thicket.

      “It could have been an accident,” he remonstrated.

      Russell emerged from the well house in time to hear Grey’s theory. “There’s not enough blood in there to believe he accidentally fell down the well and hit his head.”

      “I’d say the wound was most likely incurred on that wall.” Miss Leonard indicated a large pedestal nearly buried in vines.

      “He could have fallen,” Grey insisted. “Then crawled to the well. We found traces of blood along the path.”

      “There is a great deal more than a trace on that wall.” Miss Leonard stepped aside so the bailiff could inspect it.

      Russell grunted and eyed the trampled briars around the nearly-hidden stones. “Good detecting. How much of this did you crush?”

      “None. We stayed to the straight and narrow after we found Comfrey.” Grey pointed at the trail workmen might have made in forcing themselves through the thicket.

      Russell grunted approval. “We’ll see what Meera says about the wounds, but these broken twigs make it look like there was a scuffle. He may have fallen backward, hit that capstone on the wall.”

      Grey was grateful the bailiff did not mention the blood and. . . other. . . spatter on the rock. He hoped his assistant hadn’t studied it too closely.

      “Perhaps he caught a trespasser?” Miss Leonard suggested, pointing at a scrap of cloth caught on a thorn they had discovered earlier. “That does not look like weathered fabric. You might check Mr. Comfrey’s clothing.”

      Or the killer’s. Grey felt a distinct chill down his spine. Perhaps they might continue on to Bath. Not as pastoral but there would be no killers looking for witnesses.

      Muttering dire imprecations, Russell snatched the tattered cloth and headed back to the house, where Andrew stood guard, hatchet in hand.

      The lad had good instincts. Now, if only they could persuade his sister to get the hell out of here. . .

      Tall, slender, serene Miss Leonard floated after the bailiff and into the house. Grey exchanged grimaces with her brother. There would be no leaving now. What kind of life had she led to lose all female sensibilities? He swore she wore that gown the same way she wore trousers, striding about like a man.

      “The wound on his head definitely killed him,” the physician announced, covering the corpse again. “There is a bruise on his jaw, administered before death.”

      “Someone punched him, and he fell backward?” Russell suggested.
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