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CHAPTER 1


London, England

October 1826

LORD JULIUS THORNE felt a prickle run up his spine the moment he stepped into his elegant bedchamber in the Huntsford townhouse sometime after three o’clock in the morning. He was foxed, but not so deep in his cups that he could not sense something was amiss in here. It was dark…unusually dark, even for this late hour. “Who’s there?”

Someone must have closed the drapes all the way so as not allow the smallest trickle of dawn’s light to steal in. Whoever that someone was, he was still in here. Julius could feel the intruder’s presence in the thickness of the air.

He slowly reached into the lip of his boot to grab his pistol, but had yet to withdraw it when a soft feminine voice called to him from behind those drawn curtains. “Julius?”

His heart shot into his throat upon recognizing who had called to him. “Gory?”

Was he more foxed than he realized?

There was no chance Lady Gregoria Easton, better known as Gory to her friends, would ever be in his bedchamber. Especially not now that she had caught herself a viscount and would be married by this time next week.

He did not like to think of her married to that pompous clot, Chandler Allendale. The man was completely wrong for her, but what right did he have to judge when he had never let on about his feelings for her?

Now, he feared it was too late. “Gory, I’m drunk. Am I imagining you?”

“No, Julius. It’s really me,” she said, little more than a slender shadow stepping out from behind her hiding spot. Her voice was so thin and shaky, he’d never heard her sound like this before. “I did not know where else to turn.”

“So you came to me?” He hurriedly lit a lamp before rushing to her side.

That he was drunk and lovesick did not help the situation. Nor had his foolish agreement to escort Gory around London all week long because her betrothed was too busy to attend to it helped in the least, either. It was hopeless to believe spending more time in each other’s company might rid him of his feelings for Gory.

He was wrong.

She was stubborn, opinionated, independent, and infuriating in many ways. But she was also brilliant, warm and witty, and relentlessly determined to become the greatest forensic specialist in all of London. What other young lady would rather spend more time examining dead things than going to balls, musicales, and fashionable dinner parties?

Her quirky traits and stubborn disposition ought to have cured him of these unwanted feelings he had for her.

His stupid ploy had failed.

He was falling more deeply in love with her than ever.

He held the lamp up for a better view, and his heart immediately surged into his throat. “Dear heaven! What happened to you?”

She was wearing her wedding gown, a soft, pearl silk that he had seen when taking her to the fashionable modiste for a final fitting only yesterday. Not that he had wanted anything to do with enabling her to marry that dimwit viscount, Allendale. But she had needed a ride and he, like the clot he was, had volunteered to assist her as she went on this wedding errand.

He blinked.

And blinked again.

The blood splattered all over her gown was still there.

It wasn’t a drunken delusion.

Crimson trails of it had seeped into the delicate silk, and dried splotches of crimson red stained her hands. “Never mind. You’ll tell me later,” he said gently, realizing she must be in shock when she did not immediately respond to his question. “Let me check you for injuries first.”

He set the lamp on a nearby table, and then ran his hands along her body with aching care.

Once. Twice.

He was not surprised by the soft allure of her curves, for he’d gotten a good look at her yesterday, accidentally walking into the modiste’s fitting room while she was still undressed. Why had the modiste’s helper told him Gory was finished and needed assistance with her packages when she was still in there, standing in her chemise of sheerest fabric that hid nothing from his view?

Even though her back had been turned to him, there were several large mirrors in the room, so that in addition to her sweetly curved backside that was pointed at him as she bent slightly to retrieve something out of her reticule, he could make out her nicely shaped breasts in the mirror’s reflection. Those ample mounds that were about to spill out of the bodice could fill the cup of his hand. He refused to dwell on what else he saw, but it was not an exaggeration to admit he would pay a king’s ransom to explore her body.

He would have been sent straight to hell had he acted upon the possibilities then and there.

Instead, he had backed away before she noticed him.

But the sight of her delectable attributes was seared into his eyeballs as well as in his heart.

Gory always hid her charming figure beneath the most hideous clothes. Who knew she had the body of an angel beneath all those layers of dark muslin? Well, he had always suspected it because she was a very pretty girl.

He liked everything about her and should have said something when Allendale began to court her.

But he didn’t.

By the time he realized his mistake, it was too late. Gory, the wonderfully eccentric, brilliant bluestocking who studied dead things, and was one of the foremost scholars on matters related to medical science and its advancements, was now betrothed to Viscount Allendale.

They had made the announcement three months ago.

The wedding was to take place next week.

He and his brothers had been invited, of course.

His brothers were married to Gory’s best friends, Adela and Syd. The wedding reception was to be held right here at the Huntsford townhouse immediately following the ceremony. His brother, Ambrose, Duke of Huntsford, had insisted upon it when Gory’s uncle cheapened out.

Her uncle was an unmitigated arse.

Had Gory accepted Allendale in order to escape the untenable situation in her own home? Julius had known she was unhappy there and ought to have done something about it, proposing to her himself.

He quickly shook off thoughts of Gory’s wedding, an event he was now determined to stop if Gory gave him the slightest hint she might reciprocate his feelings. But none of it mattered now, for she was in a desperate way and trembling.

Gory never trembled.

She was afraid of nothing.

“Tell me what happened,” he said, taking her cold hands into his warm ones, and having her sit in one of the cushioned chairs beside his hearth. “Let me fetch the ewer and basin. I need to clean you off while we speak. Gory, I cannot find any wounds on you. Have I missed something?”

Blessed saints, his hands had skimmed over every luscious curve and found nothing obvious.

“I don’t know. I feel dizzy,” she said.

He frowned. “Perhaps you were hit on the head. Hold still while I take a look at your scalp.”

She pushed his hand away. “No.”

“Gory, I need to–”

She pushed his hand away again. “No!”

He sighed. “All right. Maybe later. How did you get all this blood on you? Where have you been? Was someone else hurt?” He stopped, for he was throwing too many questions at her all at once.

When she shivered again, he realized he ought to get something warm and liquid into her. But it was the middle of the night, too early for the Huntsford scullery maids to be stirring yet. In any event, he did not think it wise to alert anyone else to her presence, not until he got more information out of her.

Since he kept a bottle of brandy in his bedchamber to enjoy a glass while he read beside the fire, he now retrieved it and poured a little into a glass for Gory. “Drink,” he gently coaxed, worried that she looked so pale and vulnerable.

“All right.” But she handed the glass back to him after managing only a few sips. “Tastes vile, you know.”

He cast her an achingly tender smile. “I know. It is an acquired taste.”

The sky had been threatening rain all night and Julius now heard the first droplets striking against his window panes with sharp pock-pocks. He grabbed a fresh cloth from his dressing room table and dampened it in the water he had just poured from the ewer into the basin.

By the soft amber glow of the lamp, he rinsed her hands, and then washed the dabs of blood off her cheeks and off a few tendrils of hair that framed her heart-shaped face. The pins had loosened from her hair and all those glorious chestnut tresses were about to spill onto her shoulders. After cleaning her face and neck, and wiping a few droplets of blood off the swell of one breast, he took the pins out and attempted to smooth back her hair. “No,” she said and stopped him.

“All right.” He would try again in a moment, for he had no doubt she had been struck on the head.

Big hazel eyes framed by dark lashes stared back at him.

Her mouth was pink and lush, although tightly pursed because she was so scared. “Gory, may I help you out of those clothes? The blood has soaked through all the layers, even down to your chemise. I’ll give you my robe to wrap around yourself for now. As soon as I hear the staff stirring, I’ll have Adela’s maid fetch you an outfit from her wardrobe.”

“No!” She groaned. “No one can know I am here. I’ll use your things.”

Julius was not certain what to do. “You cannot walk around in my clothes. They are too big for you and will never fit your slight frame. Besides, you won’t fool anyone into thinking you are a boy.”

She glanced down at her breasts and sighed. “When is Adela due back?”

“You know she and Ambrose are in Oxford for the next few days. They won’t be back until the day after tomorrow.”

She nodded. “They’ve been gone all week.”

“Which is why I was enlisted to escort you around town. But you needn’t worry about the wedding breakfast, all is in readiness. Adela organized everything before she and Ambrose left.” Although what would happen now that Gory was obviously injured? Julius set the question aside for now. The first order of business was to ensure she was comfortably settled and any wounds properly treated. “Will you allow me to help you out of your gown now?”

She nodded again.

He only meant to loosen the laces she could not reach on her own. But once he had done this, she still did not move. His brother, Octavian, now an admiral in the Royal Navy, had told him how some men, when strained to their breaking point, succumbed to battle shock. This is what Gory appeared to be suffering. “Gory, can you undress on your own?”

“No, Julius. Look at me. My hands are shaking too hard.”

Dear heaven, what had scared this fearless girl so badly?

He groaned softly. “May I help you then? Would that be all right?”

The blood was so thick on her clothing, it surely had soaked through to her skin. He would need to wash everything off her as soon as possible.

“Yes, please,” Gory said, obviously mimicking his thoughts. “I cannot bear to look at myself or touch anything I am wearing.”

“All right.” This was not how he ever dreamed of Gory shedding her clothes for him. He removed the gown and undergarments off her with painstaking care, looking his fill only for the purpose of examining her more thoroughly to determine if she had any hidden wounds. Once again, he did not even find bruises or scrapes.

Her body was sweet perfection.

But her eyes looked a bit glazed.

She must have struck her head on something…or been struck, but when he attempted to reach out again to inspect her scalp, she pushed his hand away. “No!”

And yet she made no protest when he cleaned the traces of blood off her stomach and breasts. He stifled a shudder because this girl was beyond perfect and he had lost her to another because of his own stupid procrastination.

Why did he wish to prolong his bachelor life when it was not all that enjoyable? He rarely drank to excess, although he had tonight. Of all the nights to be foxed when he needed to have his head clear! He was not one for gambling, and had not even touched another woman in months because his heart wanted only Gory.

He wrapped her in one of his robes, a black silk banyan that fell only to his knees and had shortened sleeves. He thought she would not be completely drowned in it. His fingers grazed her soft shoulders as he tried to get her arms in the sleeves. “Gory, does it hurt to raise your arm?”

“No, Julius. My arm is fine.”

But she clearly was not.

He sighed, silently debating whether to press her about her injuries. But she was too fragile at the moment, and did not appear hurt other than a blow to her head that she still would not allow him to examine. “All right.”

She was so lovely, she made his heart ache. The robe was too big for her and she ought to have looked ridiculous in it.

She didn’t.

When she shivered once more, he carried her to his bed. “Get under the covers, Gory. You’ll be warmer that way. I’ll pull up a chair beside the bed and we can talk.”

She whimpered. “My uncle is dead.”

Julius feared it was something serious like this that had brought her running to him. Why had she fled here and not to her darling viscount? Well, he did not care. All that mattered was that she was here and he was going to protect her. “We had better notify the authorities. But first tell me what–”

“No!” she cried softly. “You cannot let anyone know I am here.”

He raked a hand through his hair. “Why should I keep you hidden? Others will worry when they realize you are missing. Worse, the authorities might think you are the one who did him in and are now on the run because of it. And what about your viscount? You are getting married in a week’s time. Do you intend to hide out here until your wedding day?”

“May I? Do you mind?”

Did he mind Gory in his bed?

If it were up to him, he would want her there permanently. “I do not mind having you here. But is it not better to report the crime to the authorities before others find your uncle’s body? Where is your aunt?”

Gory sat up, and then winced. “She’s visiting her sister in Windsor.”

The effort of sitting up must have pained her.

She put a hand to her forehead to give it a delicate rub.

Did this not confirm she had been struck on the head?

Why would she not allow him a better look? Not that he knew the first thing about proper treatment of a head wound. But he knew just the man to summon…Dr. George Farthingale. He was the best doctor in London and could be counted upon to be discreet.

However, Julius hesitated.

He did not want to embroil anyone else in this possible murder situation until he had more facts. “Gory, when is your aunt due back?”

“Later this afternoon.”

“All right, this gives us several hours to attend to the problem. Tell me everything you know.”

“Julius, you haven’t asked me.”

“Asked you what?”

She stopped rubbing her forehead and looked up at him with her hazel eyes wide. “Whether I killed my uncle.”

He arched an eyebrow. “The thought never entered my mind…but, did you?”


CHAPTER 2


“IN TRUTH, I don’t know what happened,” Gory said, wishing her head would stop pounding. “Julius, all I remember is hearing raised voices in the study. I was in my bedchamber and walked downstairs to see what was going on. I had no sooner walked in than I was struck over the head with some heavy object. Perhaps a candlestick because it felt thick and metallic. When I regained consciousness, my uncle was dead beside me and I was covered in blood.”

“Dear heaven,” Julius muttered, furrowing his brow. His steel-gray eyes met her gaze and made her melt a little inside, for behind that facade of cool steel burned hot embers that she had always wished might burn for her. “The intruder might have killed you. Thank goodness he spared your life. Let me–”

“No!” She cried out softly and shrank back when he tried once again to inspect her scalp. “It hurts too much and I don’t want you to touch it.”

She threw her hands protectively in front of her face.

“Gory, don’t fight me on this. I need to help you.”

“I know you mean well.” But she still did not want him to touch the area of the wound. By the pain slicing through her, she thought the damage began just above her left ear and ended slightly behind it. “I might need stitches,” she admitted, now feeling nauseated in addition to reeling from the unrelenting pounding in her head.

Being settled in his bed helped a little, for the mattress was soft and the sheets and pillow coverings smelled nice, a mix of lavender and his refreshing bay spices scent that wrapped around her like a soothing blanket.

Julius groaned as he rose to reach for the bell pull. “I am going to wake Greeves and have him send one of the footmen to fetch Dr. Farthingale immediately.”

“Then your staff will know I am here!”

“They are going to find out in a matter of hours anyway. Do not get out of my bed,” he warned when she started to draw aside the coverlet. “Look at you. You cannot even sit up.”

“I can and I will,” she said, knowing she was being foolishly stubborn, for she could hardly lift herself up without feeling like an ax had just split her head in half.

Her body began to spin out of kilter the moment she tried to stand.

But her uncle was dead and did she not have an obligation to find his killer?

“You’ll fall if you try to take a step. Blessed saints. Just stay in bed, Gory. Why must you always be so stubborn? I won’t tell Greeves the reason for summoning Dr. Farthingale. He knows better than to question me when I order him fetched at once. This is serious, your head wound cannot go untreated.”

She eased back against his pillows because she was going to cast up her accounts if she attempted to rise again. “Very well,” she muttered, frustrated that he was right.

Her head was still spinning and she was close to losing consciousness again. She knew Dr. Farthingale could be trusted, and how was she ever to start investigating if she did not even have the strength to get out of bed? She would be of no use at all, unable to observe the evidence and then dissect each clue without a clear head.

It was bad enough her heart was in tatters.

She was distraught, even though she and her uncle had never been close. In truth, he and his wife were odious. But he was still her blood kin and no one deserved to die in this horrible manner.

Julius left her side a moment to await Greeves, the Huntsford’s reliable head butler, in the hallway.

Gory closed her eyes, but opened them when she sensed his return.

She felt disoriented, uncertain how much time had elapsed, but thought it was more than a few minutes.

Julius was silently attending to a task at the opposite end of the room, unaware she had awakened and was watching him. These Thorne brothers were big men, yet quite graceful on their feet. Julius moved with the stealth of a cat, silent and predatory, as though always on the prowl. This is what these Thorne men were, big and powerful cats. Strong. Territorial. Ready to fight for what was theirs and always protective of those taken into their fold.

She curled up more comfortably under his bedding, feeling safer than she had ever felt before as the nice male scent of him surrounded her and soothed her with each breath. Upon looking around the room, she realized she must have shut her eyes for more than a mere moment. A fire had been lit in the hearth, and Julius was now off in a corner with his back to her as he…mercy.

He removed his shirt, unaware she was watching, and revealed his sculpted form.

Her heart began to beat faster as she stared at his broad shoulders.

Her entire body tingled as she took in all that naked expanse of skin.

Had she died and gone to heaven?

Still unaware she was awake, he began to rinse the blood off himself. Her uncle’s blood. He was too busy attending to his task to notice she was gawking at him. It must have gotten all over his hands and clothes while helping her out of her gown.

Her breath caught as she watched his movements by firelight.

It was as though he was performing an intimate dance just for her, each sinuous tug and flex of his muscles magnificently ethereal in their beauty. She took in every detail of his perfectly formed muscles…deltoid, trapezius…rhomboid. His dance was a waltz and Gory began to silently count in time the music in her head. One, two, three. He dipped a cloth into the water and then ran it languidly along his upper body.

And again.

One, two, three.

He dipped the cloth into the water and ran it over his body yet again. The droplets glistened as they trickled down his neck and slid onto his sculpted back and shoulders, a trick of the firelight illuminating him in its golden aura.

The waltz whirled in her head.

She almost moaned aloud when he turned to glance at her and she caught sight of his taut, muscled chest. He had a sprinkling of dark hair across his bronzed skin, the droplets of water also glistening as he casually rubbed the cloth along that broad expanse. Several droplets slowly wended their way downward to his lean stomach.

And lower.

Shocked by the heat of her response, she quickly closed her eyes again and dared not open them until some time later when he shook her lightly and whispered her name. “Gory,” he said, his voice gentle and deeply resonant.

She sighed and turned to look up at him. “I drifted off.”

“Understandable. You’ve been through a lot tonight.” He had donned a plain, white shirt, but wore no cravat or jacket, nor even a waistcoat. Not that formality was required at this hour of the night while she was in his bed and naked beneath his robe, no less.

He settled in the chair beside the bed, his expression one of concern as he studied her intently by the dim light of the lamp on the night stand beside her and the distant glow of firelight that chased the dampness out of the room and warmed it.

His presence also warmed her and gave her comfort.

“Gory, why did you say that you did not know whether you had killed your uncle? If you were hit over the head when you walked into his study, then there was obviously another person with him who did not wish to be seen. No doubt, he wanted to remain hidden because he meant to kill your uncle…or had just killed him, and was desperate to escape before being noticed.”

“Or his visitor could have been gone by the time I came downstairs, and I was the one who fought with my uncle. It is all so cloudy in my mind.”

“But not in mine,” Julius said, casting her an affectionate smile. “For all your spit and vinegar, you are quite soft on the inside. You may be fascinated by dead things, but you do not actually kill them.”

She laughed softly and then winced, for a jolt of pain immediately shot through her temples. “We must speak to Jergins. He is our head butler. If my uncle had a caller, someone on the staff would know.”

“Assuming the man had been announced. Did he show up after midnight? Was he expected?”

Gory tried to remember the details surrounding that moment, but all was still shrouded in a thick haze. It was such an odd and frustrating feeling, for her mind was usually razor-sharp and she had an excellent memory.

A chunk of that memory was lost for the moment, the blow to her head having stolen it away.

“I suppose the most important question to ask is whether your uncle was alive when you walked into his study or was he already dead on the floor?”

She pursed her lips as she tried to bring the scene to mind, then sighed in dismay. “Oh, Julius. It all happened so fast. I cannot recall.”

He placed a warm hand over both of her own that were clasped before her as she began to shiver. “Gory, you are still in shock. Your hands are so cold, love. Do not fret. You will start to remember once your wound is treated and you’ve had time to calm down.”

“But it is too important to delay,” she insisted. “How are we to solve his murder if I have no clues to provide? As soon as Dr. Farthingale stitches me up, we have to return to the scene of the crime. I’m certain it will help spark my memory.”

His lovely gray eyes turned dark as thunder. “You are not getting out of my bed.”

“But–”

“You came to me for a reason, so let me take care of you. This also means summoning the magistrate before someone else reports the murder and you are then made a suspect. I am also going to bring in Homer Barrow. He’s the best Bow Street runner in London, and I’ll get him straight onto the investigation. He and his men will be able to move around without being noticed.”

“Why don’t you call in The Tattler’s top reporter while you are at it?” she muttered, irritated by the number of people he wished to involve. “That gossip rag will delight in the story. Everybody already considers me bloodthirsty and strange because of my fascination with the workings of the human body. Can you imagine what they’ll write? Earl murdered by ghoulish niece!”

“I will not allow them to write anything disparaging about you.” Julius was now puffed up like a big, protective ape and scowling fiercely.

“Oh, Julius. You cannot stop them. Even you find me strange and barely tolerate me. Admit it. You are only being polite because I am dear friends with Adela and Syd. Now that they have married your brothers, you are required to put up with me.”

“That isn’t true. You know I have always been fond of you.”

She ignored the comment, for he did not mean it. How could he when he spent his evenings in the arms of other women? Of course, he was discreet about it. In truth, there had been very few whispers about him lately.

She assumed this meant he had learned to hide his affairs very well.

He couldn’t have stopped his rakish ways, could he?

Why would he stop when he was still unattached and free to gad about as he wished?

“You have always tolerated me. There’s a difference between liking and tolerating. I am not even certain Allendale likes me,” she admitted. “I have yet to figure out why he asked me to marry him. Perhaps he wished for a connection to my uncle. The Easton earldom is nothing to scoff at, although one would never know it by the miserly way my uncle has treated me. I expect Allendale will show his true colors now that my uncle is no longer around. I would not be surprised if he ended the betrothal. After all, why bother with me if my usefulness is at an end? Perhaps he needs my dowry. I’m not sure why he would. It isn’t all that large.”

Julius raked a hand through the waves of his dark hair. “If you believe his only interest is in your dowry, then why marry him? Do you love him, Gory?”

She felt her tears welling and stubbornly tamped them down. “I wanted to. I hoped I would.”

“That is not an answer.”

“Yes, it is.” How dare Julius question her when he was the one who broke her heart by never stepping forward to court her? After Adela had married his brother, Ambrose, Duke of Huntsford, and then Syd had married his other brother, Octavian, who was now an admiral in the Royal Navy, she had allowed herself to hope she could be a match for the third brother. Him. Julius.

But he had gone on his merry way, escorting a dazzling array of ton diamonds to the various balls, routs, and musicales, although he was most often reported to be cavorting with ladies of questionable reputation in the later hours.

Not that she had ever seen him cavorting, but gossip about him was rampant…well, had been rampant. Nothing to connect him to anyone in particular lately. Still, he was noticed by everyone because he was wealthy and impossibly handsome. Rugged and a little dangerous with that steel glint in his eyes and the appealing cut of his gloriously firm jaw.

His hair was dark as ebony.

She ached to run her fingers through that gorgeous mane. Of course, she would never dare do anything so brazen.

Had he not made it clear he wanted nothing to do with her?

Julius was frowning. “The magistrate, the reporters, the curious onlookers, and perhaps even the killer himself will be sniffing around the Easton townhouse once your staff awakens and sounds the alarm. Homer Barrow needs to be put on the task right away. I want him to be at your house by the time others start coming around. He needs to be looking at everyone, and making note of those who look suspicious.”

“What if I killed my uncle?” she asked, for the possibility was real and had to be considered. “What if he was the one who struck me and I fought back?”

“No, Gory. Not with the severity of your head wound. A blow like that would have knocked you out cold. You would not have been able to fight back. But I think you might have noticed something that could put you in danger. Did you see anything in those few precious seconds you had to look about the room?”

“Perhaps. Yes, it is entirely possible.” She closed her eyes and tried to recall the scene, but her mind remained blank. However, she refused to give up hope. “Oh, Julius. My brain isn’t working just yet.”

“It’s all right, love. Don’t push yourself.”

“But I must. What if the perpetrator thinks I might have seen something? Well, that could work in our favor.”

He growled softly. “Are you thinking what I think you are thinking?”

“I hope so, because it is a good plan. I can be the lure to draw the villain out. Let him come to me instead of our having to hunt him down.”

“What?”

She ignored his expression of horror. “I said, we can–”

“I heard what you said. I just could not believe how willing you are to throw yourself into the path of danger. I am going to ignore that insane idea.” He was getting that apishly protective look again. “I am never going to allow that fiend near enough to hurt you.”

“How are you to stop him? If he thinks I saw him, then he will be desperate to silence me before my memory returns. This is why you must take me back to the scene as soon as possible. It is vitally important for me to remember what happened.”

He placed his hand over hers. “Do not force it, Gory. This is not how memory works. You must give your head time to clear on its own.”

Why did he always have to be so logical?

It frustrated her that he was probably right.

He smiled when she relented with a grumble. “Rest, love. Dr. Farthingale will be here shortly.”

Love.

This is what she so dearly wished to be to Julius, his one and only true love.

But he was merely referring to her in this soft way because he was concerned for her and would protect her with his life.

This is why she had run to him.

He made her feel safe.

Why could she not feel this way about her betrothed, Chandler Allendale? Theirs was best described as a friendship built on compatible interests, for he was an amateur naturalist and several members of his family, particularly one rich uncle of his, were patrons to many of London’s most respected societies and charities.

Truthfully, she had been surprised by his offer of marriage but accepted him because of their mutual appreciation of these scholarly endeavors.

Would her viscount fight to the death to protect her?

Would he fight for her at all?

She was more likely to be the one defending herself were they ever accosted by brigands. Not that Allendale was feeble, but he did not have the brawn or battle abilities of these Thorne men. No, her viscount was better described as refined and elegant.

He was also scholarly and intelligent.

The only heavy lifting he was ever likely to do was lift books.

She could not see him ever rolling up his sleeves and digging into hard labor.

However, she did not think less of him because his hands were soft. Not all men had to be marvelously strong like Julius and his brothers. Allendale’s refinement and love of academic pursuits were fine traits in a husband, were they not?

And yet, the dear dowagers who had sponsored her Season, Lady Dayne and Lady Withnall, had not been pleased to learn of her accepting to marry him. When pressed for a reason why they disapproved, Lady Dayne had told her, “It is not that we are disappointed, my dear. He simply does not feel right for you.”

But what choice did she have?

Julius did not want her.

She studied him through her strained eyes, knowing she was going to cry if she stared at him too long. He was handsome enough to put women in a swoon whenever he swaggered into a ballroom or other fashionable ton affair.

All the Thorne brothers were handsome, and Julius was no exception. In truth, he was easily the finest looking of the three.

Even with his dark hair slightly mussed and his eyes bloodshot after a night carousing on the town, he still looked magnificent.

He even smelled delicious, which simply was not fair.

She closed her eyes and fell back against the pillows Julius had gently placed behind her head. Looking at him, knowing she could never be his, only made her heart ache worse.

Gory only meant to close them for a moment, but she must have drifted off again, this time for hours. When she awoke, the drapes were drawn aside and the sky was now a light shade of gray, signaling the approach of dawn.

Julius was once more seated beside her.

Perhaps he had remained by her side all along.

He smiled as her eyes fluttered open. “I was beginning to worry about you, Gory. But all’s well now that you are awake.”

He was freshly groomed and shaved.

Too magnificent for words.

He no longer wore the casual shirt he had donned after washing the blood off himself earlier – the blood from her gown and body – but the sight of him bared from the waist up was now seared into her memory. Was it not shameful that she could recall his every muscled contour but could not recall the identity of her uncle’s killer?

He had on a pair of dark trousers, shirt of finest white lawn, a patterned silk waistcoat and silk cravat. He was the height of understated elegance, the colors of his waistcoat and cravat enhancing the silvery gray of his eyes.

A stirring in a corner of the room caught her attention.

She recognized the two gentlemen who were quietly speaking to each other. They turned toward her upon realizing she was awake. Dr. Farthingale was the tall, distinguished-looking fellow drying his hands beside a handsome writing desk atop which was perched the basin and ewer Julius had earlier used. The other fellow was the experienced Bow Street runner, Homer Barrow. The two men were of even height, but Mr. Barrow was the portlier one with a bulbous nose and prominent jowls.

The doctor began to put away his instruments instead of taking them out.

Gory tried to sit up, but Julius place a hand lightly on her shoulder. “Lie still, love. Dr. Farthingale just stitched your head.”

“He did?” She raised a hand to the wound but dared not actually touch it. Her head felt as though laces had been tightly pulled at that spot, and the rest of her head was still throbbing.

Julius nodded. “He gave you a little something to help you sleep through it.”

She did not remember that part either.

“Mr. Barrow has stationed his best men at your townhouse,” Julius continued. “One is to remain at the scene along with the constables, and the other will watch the crowd that gathers on the street.”

Gory liked this idea.

Julius nodded toward the Bow Street runner. “Mr. Barrow also stopped by your residence before coming here.”

“For the purpose of inspecting my uncle’s study?”

Mr. Barrow now stepped forwarad. “Aye, Lady Gregoria. I trust my men, but I always like to see things for myself.”

“Did you find anything of note?” she asked.

Mr. Barrow tapped his forehead. “It is all churning up here at the moment. No revelations to disclose yet.”

“Oh, I see.”

Julius took her hand and held it gently. “He would like to ask you a few questions. Can you manage it? Or would you rather we put it off?”

“No, it must be done now. I am at your service, Mr. Barrow.” She had grown to know the man from his work when assisting her friends, and liked him very much. He was intelligent and intuitive. Very little ever got past him.

“Gory, are you certain?” Julius gave her hand a light squeeze. “It is asking a lot of you.”

“No, I will be all right. But I have a few questions to ask Dr. Farthingale first. Doctor, please don’t leave yet. Can you tell me precisely how I was struck? I mean, the angle of the indentation. And the exact shape of my injury. Was it more of a side blow? Or was the blunt object brought down from above? Did you find shards of glass in my scalp? Wood splinters? Or porcelain? Perhaps a vase cracked over my head? Although it felt more like a candlestick or fire iron.”

Julius regarded her all the while she spoke. “What does it matter how you were struck?”

“The angle of the blow might give some indication of the height of the assailant and whether we are looking for someone who favors his left hand or right hand. The object used might indicate whether it was a planned assault on my uncle…and me when I interrupted whatever was going on. Or it might have been accidental and none of it planned.” She sighed. “I don’t know. Perhaps none of it matters at all. But every bit of evidence is vital right now.”

Mr. Barrow nodded. “Aye, I agree.”

Gory continued explaining her reasoning to Julius, partly because he appeared to be genuinely interested, but mostly because he was holding her hand and she liked this very much. “Each detail might give a hint of what happened. Glass or porcelain shards lodged in my hair might indicate the killer was surprised and grabbed whatever object was close at hand. It also indicates someone untrained in violence. Someone who might have panicked and never intended to hurt me or my uncle.”

“But things got out of control?” Julius mused, arching an eyebrow.

“Yes.” She barely nodded her head because each slight movement sent a jolt of pain through her. “The significance of a fire iron is that it would indicate a more purposeful intent. Someone more ruthless. The fire iron would have been in his hand already when I walked into the study. Perhaps he had already struck and killed my uncle…or was about to do so when I interrupted him or her.”

“Her?” Julius pursed his lips. “You think a woman was involved?”

“I don’t know. But we cannot rule anyone out yet. Is that not right, Mr. Barrow?”

“Quite right, Lady Gregoria. Although I think your uncle must have already been dead or at least unconscious by the time you entered the room. Otherwise, he would have been shouting and tugging on the bell pull to rouse the staff. Your staff was only beginning to stir when I arrived with the constables and my men. It did not appear as though any of them heard anything last night.”

She nodded. “Yes, that is an important point.”

“I would also rule out fire implements and lean toward your being struck with a candlestick,” Mr. Barrow remarked. “The room had been ransacked, so no weapon was immediately obvious.”

“Nor did I notice any traces of soot when cleaning your scalp,” Dr. Farthingale remarked as he closed his medical bag. “So I would also rule out the fire implements. No shards of glass or porcelain either.”

Julius groaned. “I helped Lady Gregoria clean the blood off herself. I might have wiped off an important clue. It never even crossed my mind. I was more worried about checking her for injuries.”

“I would not fret too much about it, Lord Thorne,” Mr. Barrow said. “My man Mick is the one inspecting the scene with the constables. He will report to me shortly. Likely, they will have recovered a bloodstained weapon and put that question to rest.”

He now turned to Gory as she lay in bed propped up by pillows and still wearing Julius’s black robe. The fancy silk bed coverlet was drawn up almost to her neck, so she hoped these gentlemen did not realize she was completely naked beneath the robe.

But that was a foolish supposition.

Dr. Farthingale had to realize she was undressed since Julius probably asked him to examine her and make certain he had overlooked no injuries. Mr. Barrow would also know she was undressed because Julius had probably shown him the bloodstained gown and undergarments.

And here she was, naked in Julius’s bed.

Dear heaven.

This looked bad.

The gossip rags would utterly destroy her if it became known she had run to Julius and was recuperating here. Never mind that she was running for her life, for that was an irrelevant detail to a lurid story that would sell their papers.

To the credit of Dr. Farthingale and Mr. Barrow, neither of them were anything but respectful and sincerely concerned for her.

There was also the obvious question of why she had run to Julius Thorne and not the viscount to whom she was betrothed. If asked this by Mr. Barrow, she could always say she was running to Adela and forgot that her best friend and Ambrose were away. Was this not plausible? Certainly less eyebrow raising than admitting she had been thinking of Julius and wanted to be in his arms.

He was big and comforting as he sat beside her.

But he now rose and gave his chair to Mr. Barrow. “Here. I’ll step back while you ask your questions.”

“All right, my lord.” The Bow Street runner settled in the vacated chair and wasted no time in beginning his interrogation. “Lady Gregoria, just let me know if these questions are too upsetting and I shall stop the interview.”

“No, Mr. Barrow. This is important. I only hope I can remember something useful.”

He had to repeat the first question because her attention immediately strayed to Julius as she watched him escort Dr. Farthingale out of the room.

It upset her that he had walked out of her sight. She thought of him as her bedrock and needed his strong, steady presence beside her.

Oh, she was brash and stubborn when it came to making a place for herself in the field of forensic medicine. But she turned into an utter peahen whenever she was around this Thorne brother.

She cleared her throat. “My apologies, Mr. Barrow. Could you repeat the question?”

“Of course,” he said with a kindly nod and gracious smile. “You mentioned to Lord Thorne that you were in your bedchamber and heard raised voices coming from your uncle’s study. This is why you were drawn downstairs.”

She nodded.

“I would like to know if you recognized who was speaking to your uncle? Did the voice sound familiar to you at all?”

She closed her eyes and tried to think back, for the knowledge was right there at the edges. “I…no, it was too indistinct. Well, indistinct in my memory for now. But I might have recognized it. Something about the voice felt familiar.” She groaned. “I just don’t know.”

“Let it stew a while. You cannot force these things. Your memory will return in its own good time. Can you tell me anything at all about the person speaking? Was it a male voice, do you think?”

Gory tried again and frowned, for this was turning into an exercise in frustration. “Oh, dear. I cannot. Perhaps it was too muffled to make out. But I do recall my uncle exchanging heated words with whoever was in the room. And yet, I do not think he was calling out for help.”

“That is important. He could have been angry but did not feel threatened.”

She sighed. “Or maybe he was threatened and too afraid to speak up. And maybe I am not remembering the incident correctly at all. What I do know is that something alarmed me and drew me down to the study. It is the feeling something was wrong that I remember. Is it not odd?”

“Not at all, Lady Gregoria. I think feelings run deeper than mere observations. This is why they remain with us while we sometimes forget what it was that stirred them. Do you recall what your uncle was saying as he faced his assailant?”

“No. I only recall that sense of danger.” She swallowed, for her throat was feeling quite parched. “Oh, Mr. Barrow. I fear I am being of no help.”

“It will come back to you in time, my lady. You mustn’t put this additional strain on yourself. You are fortunate to be alive. Which leads me to my next question…you were in your wedding gown. Why?”

She sighed. “I do not know. In truth, I do not recall having put it on. It is ruined now.”

He nodded. “Lord Thorne showed it to me. I am so very sorry.”

She ought to have been sorry, too.

In truth, she wasn’t.

Of course, it was a shame the beautiful fabric had been ruined. But the damage also signified a step toward her freedom.

Was this not awful of her to think so?

Obviously, she was not thinking clearly at all. Allendale would never agree to call off the wedding because of a ruined bridal gown. Of course, the matter of her uncle turning up dead would give him cause.

“Lady Gregoria,” Mr. Barrow said, regaining her attention with the sound of his gravelly voice, “were you aware of any problems your uncle might have been having with any of his business associates?”

“There were constant problems. Many of them were as oily as he was, so I expect they were always trying to cheat each other. Until last night, he always seemed able to talk his way out of a situation once his dishonesty was found out. But he was not always up to no good in his ventures. Some appeared to be legitimate.”

“What makes you think so?” Mr. Barrow asked.

“A few had been profitable and returned a good income for their investors. Even Lord Allendale had invested in one of my uncle’s ventures, and–”

“Allendale? Did this not worry you?” Julius had returned and was now standing at the foot of the bed, his arms crossed over his chest and his brow furrowed as he listened in. “A snake does not suddenly sprout legs and walk,” he muttered. “Once a thief, always a thief.”

Gory frowned at him. “Are you suggesting my uncle was a thief?”

Julius arched an eyebrow. “Wasn’t he?”

“Possibly,” she grumbled, and then sighed. “Probably. How was I to know Lord Allendale had decided to invest with my uncle? Gentlemen are not in the habit of discussing financial matters with ladies. But I would have stopped him had I known about it. Fortunately, the venture paid off and he was quite pleased.”

“As I said, snake oil,” Julius muttered. “This is how a mark is lured in.”

“What do you mean?” Gory knew a lot about medical matters, but had to admit she was lacking in knowledge of general business dealings.

She only knew never to trust her uncle.

But Julius’s mind was as sharp as a finely honed blade. “It is a matter of gaining one’s confidence. Your uncle proposes a venture. Allendale puts in a small sum. He gets back a nice return. He invests another small sum in the next venture. Gets back another decent return. Then he is ready to invest in a big way. That’s when your uncle reports the failed venture. Only there never was a venture, it was all a ruse, and your uncle has pocketed the funds.”

Gory could not believe what she was hearing.

Well, she did believe it to some extent.

But her betrothed would have said something to her, surely. “Are you suggesting Allendale was fleeced, got angry, and had something to do with my uncle’s murder? Julius, that is outrageous and completely off the mark.”

He held up his hands. “It is just supposition, Gory. And I do not mean to single out Allendale. Your uncle probably had a dozen other lords he was looking to fleece.”

“I can assure you, Lord Allendale was not one of them. Perhaps he was meant to be an eventual mark, but he was only starting out. I’m sure he reaped a handsome profit. Besides, I do not even know if he is in London. He has been very busy, which is why you were put in charge of escorting me on my errands these past few days.”

“Fine, let’s forget about Allendale for now,” he said, raking a hand through his hair. “There’s still the matter of your wedding gown. I sense it is important.”

“Why?”

“Because it is such an odd thing for you to do, is it not? I saw you earlier in the evening at Lady Dunbarton’s musicale and you were wearing something different. A very pretty peach silk that suited your complexion.”

She regarded him in surprise. “You noticed?”

He nodded. “I’m glad Lady Dayne and Lady Withnall insisted upon a new wardrobe for you.”

“They have been ridiculously kind to me.” In truth, these dearest dowagers had taken on the cost of several new gowns for her, ones for every occasion, because her uncle would not part with a shilling of his own.

Julius cleared his throat. “But as I was saying about your wedding gown, why return home…it would have been late, and then change out of the peach silk into something other than your nightgown? Close your eyes and try to think back, Gory. You were in your bedchamber. Would you not have required assistance removing the gown you wore to the musicale?”

“No, I would have managed it myself. Unlacing a gown is a much simpler matter than lacing it up.” As he well knew, Gory thought morosely.

Where had he gone after the musicale?

To some widow’s boudoir?

“All right, so you managed the gown on your own. But then you put on your wedding gown instead of preparing for bed? Why were you wearing it? And did that not require assistance to properly lace it up? It was done up with impeccable precision. This was one of the first things I noticed when I–” He groaned and winced as Mr. Barrow eyed him. “The gown was soaked in blood. I had to get it off Lady Gregoria.”

“I am not judging you, my lord. You’ve shown me the evidence. It is no surprise Lady Gregoria was in shock when she came to you and remains so, as one can tell by her glazed eyes.”

Mr. Barrow cast her a look of genuine concern and continued. “Mick will report to me soon. We’ll know if anyone on the staff was awake and might have heard something. He will have questioned them all by now.”

“And the magistrate’s constables will let him? Are they not in charge of this investigation now?” Gory asked.

“We have very good working relations with the constabulary. In fact, we are all Bow Street men and they often bring us in on their investigations.”

“So they will allow you to see whatever evidence they gather?” Gory pursed her lips in thought. “That is a very good thing. Perhaps we shall be able to make sense of what happened if we all work together. My actions do not make any sense, do they? Why would I not prepare for bed once my uncle and I returned home from the musicale? I cannot even remember who sang or whether it was wonderful or awful.”

Julius chuckled. “For the record, it was awful. The featured soprano was supposed to be a professional opera singer of some renown. Do you remember nothing of the recital, Gory?”

“No.” Tears formed in her eyes. “A musical recital that I cannot recall. An argument in my uncle’s study, the details of which I also cannot recall. A wedding gown that should have been carefully stowed away. Who helped me put it on? Why did I put it on? Was it connected in any way to my uncle’s murder?”

She buried her face in her hands. “He was such a sneaky rat, and I loathed him. But to know he met such a violent end? Who would do such a thing to him?”


CHAPTER 3


JULIUS ESCORTED MR. Barrow downstairs because he wished to ask a few questions outside of Gory’s hearing. “Is there anything you’ve learned so far that you did not wish to tell Lady Gregoria?”

“No, m’lord. I would not have held anything back from her. Indeed, not her. She’s smart as a whip and obviously frustrated by her inability to recall what happened.” He cleared his throat. “Which leads me to another very delicate matter.”

“What is it, Mr. Barrow?” Julius could see the man felt extremely uncomfortable, for he was rubbing a beefy hand across the back of his neck, and his face was now as red as his bulbous nose.

“She was struck across the head, but was she accosted in any other manner? Forgive me, my lord. But the question–”

“That is why I escorted Dr. Farthingale out, to ask him this very question,” Julius admitted. “He saw no indication of violence other than to her head.”

The Bow Street runner released a breath. “Thank goodness.”

“Indeed,” Julius muttered, his heart aching over the possibility of what might have happened while she was unconscious and defenseless. This left him even more furious with himself for choosing to sow his wild oats rather than commit to Gory and settle down.

His oats turned out not to be all that wild in the first place because the only woman he wanted – even though he was stubbornly denying it to himself – was Gory. Once he had finally accepted his feelings, he could not bring himself to touch another woman.

He loved Gory.

“I had better get back to her,” he said. “Dr. Farthingale suggested she keep to a light repast for the next day or two, some tea or broth, and soft breads to start. I’ll leave her to the staff once she has finished eating because I want to check out the Easton home, too. Her bedchamber, especially. Why would she have changed into her wedding gown? This troubles me. It simply does not fit.”
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