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      October 1816

      

      FORTESCUE: WEDNESDAY

      “Mr. Birdwhistle, sir, if you might leave your students to their lesson, we are having a. . . consultation. . . and require impartial opinion.” Lavender Marlowe, the youngest female in the late Earl of Wycliffe’s household, clutched her hands until her knuckles whitened.

      Struck by about the unlikelihood of anyone in this household consulting anyone, much less a mere tutor, “Birdwhistle,” set down his book. Anything that upset Miss Lavender, upset him. “Of course, Miss Marlowe.”

      With an excess of the Wycliffe family’s blond beauty, the young modiste wore wispy side curls, delicate muslin, and a lacy fichu that almost concealed her sumptuous bosom. She’d be an Incomparable had she graced London’s ballrooms. Her thick, long eyelashes were artfully designed to conceal or widen big, silver-blue eyes, had she been inclined to flirtation.

      Like the rest of the late Earl of Wycliffe’s eccentric family, however, Miss Marlowe had little patience with idle dalliance. Generally, she was too busy to give him the time of day. Oddly, her indifference was what appealed.

      Unfortunately, as the youngest son of the Duke of Castlefield, Lord Terence Fortescue Dacre, commonly known as Birdwhistle, would lose his head if he did more than admire a Wycliffe by-blow.

      Fort instructed his mathematical geniuses on their assignment and followed Miss Marlowe into the dark attic. Down the corridor, in one of the manor’s medieval towers, the children in the public schoolroom chanted their multiplication tables.

      At nine, Fort’s talented students were well beyond simple mathematics, but he feared he had failed to accomplish his goal of teaching them to adequately socialize—as well as anything else he’d intended in the year of anonymity he had given himself. It was time to move on. To what. . . he didn’t know.

      In the nursery under construction, Fort made his bows to the chamber’s other occupants.

      “We have a dilemma.” A classic beauty, Miss Dorothea Talbot was slender, well-curved, with champagne-blond hair, vivid pansy-purple eyes—and an heiress. She was just the sort the duke expected Fort to be courting.

      He had about as much interest in Thea as he did in law, religion, or the military, which was to say, zero. Thank the heavens, his five older brothers had already established themselves in those professions far better than he could.

      The lady handed over an expensive sheet of stationery.

      “We have a disagreement,” Miss Talbot’s constant companion, the Comte Arnaud Lavigne growled.

      Not part of the late earl’s extended family, Arnaud was nearly twice Fort’s breadth and a head taller. A war survivor and artist, he and the heiress had apparently come to an arrangement that did not involve marriage. Priory Manor accepted almost every eccentricity except crime.

      Conscious of the beautiful modiste’s anxiety, Fort unfolded the creased paper and recognized the ridiculously poor handwriting at once. Eyebrows raised, he scanned the hurried message.

      Attacked by assassins in riot. Need physician, safe place to recover. Directed farm wagon to Priory. It was signed Weston and dated late yesterday.

      Monty? Assassins? His eldest brother, the very proper Montague, Earl of Weston, the duke’s heir. . . No. Just no.

      Choking on shock, Fort belatedly realized the others watched him anxiously. They thought him a tutor. How could he even explain. . .

      “This is the noble who has brought the misfortune on us once before!” Arnaud growled, snatching back the missive. “We are a household of women and children. All the gentlemen are away and the ladies wish to extend the invitation to rebellious mobs!” The solitary artist did not often speak and his English slipped when agitated.

      Fort did a quick mental inventory of Priory Manor’s inhabitants and realized with alarm that Arnaud was quite correct. Captain Huntley had taken their lawyer and several other of the gentlemen to Birmingham. They had learned it would be simpler to have Gravesyde legally recognized as a village if the late earl’s estate were annexed by its neighbor, Worcestershire, rather than remain isolated as a medieval exclave of Shropshire. The isolation had invited villainy for too long.

      Those gentlemen not consulting with magistrates were visiting their own estates to oversee harvests or were taking final journeys before winter set in. Arnaud, as a French emigre, had no estate in England and nowhere else to go. Fort was the only other gentleman in residence.

      Thea Talbot hastily added, “Arnaud is being ridiculously cautious, but if you believe we are in any way endangering the boys, we thought you should be consulted.”

      Normally, with his experience as a French aristocrat, Arnaud was more than sufficient to stand in his English cousin’s place as head of household. They had no reason to consult a mere tutor.

      Assassins, on the other hand, with two wealthy heirs at risk. . .

      He needed time to think, but the others waited expectantly. An heiress, an artist, and a seamstress. . . None of them had the knowledge he did but they had no reason to know that.

      By Jove, how could this. . . Fort tried not to rip the letter from Arnaud and shout for a horse. Damnation, he’d thought the danger was here, in Gravesyde. Instead, he should have been in London all this time?

      Wide-eyed, young Lavender gripped her fingers in a form of anxious prayer. “Surely, we must offer Lord Weston our protection? Captain Huntley would expect it.”

      As much as he’d love to fall under her spell and agree. . . Fort couldn’t. The captain would quite sensibly agree that entertaining an injured earl with a mob on his trail was insanely dangerous in an unprotected household.

      The captain’s wife, on the other hand, like Thea and Lavender, was one of the late earl’s heirs, and she would agree with her soft-hearted cousins. They might ask, to be certain of her response, except Clare Huntley had just produced the captain’s son and should not be disturbed.

      All Wycliffe’s descendants were female except the two boys across the hall. They could not inherit the title, but they were the future heirs of the earl’s trust, which included the manor. Until then, the ladies were essentially in charge—which meant Thea and Lavender, not the Frenchman.

      Fort met Arnaud’s glare with assurance. “Normally, I would agree with Monsieur Lavigne. Gravesyde has not suffered the riots afflicting so much of the kingdom because we are too small and have no authority worth protesting. Inviting revolution to our doors. . .”

      And here he must throw off his cloak of invisibility and reveal his cowardly deception. His year was more than up. He’d hoped to settle the boys in school and quietly depart, but. . . If he must be cast out, he might as well do it for good cause.

      Hiding a wince of regret, Fort gestured at the letter. “I fear the reason the Earl of Weston is requesting aid is that, as his brother, he trusts me to provide it.” He bowed to the ladies. “Lord Terrence Fortescue Dacre, at your service.”

      Arnaud crossed his arms and glowered. The Frenchman had experience in not trusting. The ladies. . . appraised him with suspicion.

      The beautiful modiste did not appear pleased. She drew away as if he’d introduced an obnoxious odor. Fort sighed in regret.

      “Not Birdwhistle? Of course not. No one is called Birdwhistle.” Thea, the sophisticated London heiress, was the first to speak. Outside of the dowagers, she was the only one of the late earl’s otherwise impoverished descendants who had ever set foot in society and might know Fort’s family.

      The other Priory inhabitants knew the Duke of Castlefield, his elderly father, as a bibliophile and occasional visitor, but even the duke was unaware of his youngest son’s presence at the manor. Now was not the time to explain the reasons Thea had never met Fort in London’s social whirl.

      “Weston is nearly twice your age,” she added. “You bear no resemblance.”

      Fort laughed dryly. “Not precisely twice. He would resent that. I am son of wife number three. I resemble the duke in his youth. Weston, however, resembles his maternal grandfather, a six-foot Scotsman. He was already out of university and terrorizing society by the time I was born. We scarcely know each other, but he wrote my recommendation for this position.”

      “A young pup like you. . .” Arnaud expressed his doubt better with a Gallic gesture.

      “Please, ask Minerva Upton. She has recognized me.” Minerva’s father was the duke’s steward. As the curate’s wife, she had questioned his presence. As the daughter of a former army officer, she kept silent at his request.

      His audience’s eyes widened at the mention of the manor’s petite but formidable librarian. One of them would be at the parsonage within the hour. Fort had to convince them that secrecy must be maintained before that happened.

      “We are much the same age, Miss Talbot,” Fort continued. “I was scarcely twelve when I tutored one of my older brothers and Weston’s. . .” He could not say bastards in front of the ladies. The duke’s rages often erupted because none of his sons had produced legitimate heirs. “Children. I was a poor student, suffering the same social afflictions as the boys.” He nodded toward the schoolroom containing the geniuses. “But I lived for books and was able to help my brother and Weston’s sons, who suffered the same reading difficulty as Miss Marlowe.”

      Lavender blushed but continued to eye him as if he were an insect. Everyone knew he’d been trying to teach her to read, but they seldom had enough time. His fault. He had little experience with females and did not dare linger in her presence for fear of making an ass of himself.

      “Because I suffer a similar impairment to that of the boys, I recognized their difficulty, although I have outgrown much of mine with practice. People often think us stupid and slow. We are not. We simply function differently.” Although this was probably more than he’d said to anyone in a year, he’d had lots of practice in explaining.

      “Weston has children?” Lavender finally asked, dismissing his painful explanations in her concern for his brother’s family.

      Also dismissing his explanations, Thea looked appalled at his nod of agreement. In unison, the ladies turned on the glowering Frenchman. “The earl has children! He cannot endanger his family by going home!”

      “You rather he endangered ours?” Arnaud demanded, sensibly. He turned to Fort. “You understand, do you not? The manor, it is full of women and infants! Surely he has other places he might go.”

      Fort gestured at the letter. “One, he is badly injured and already on the way. Two, it is precisely because few are aware of his connection to the Priory that he is safe here. Three, he knows I am a tactician and can conceal his presence. And four, he knows we have a superb physician on call because she’s saved his life before.”

      “Tactician?” Lavender asked, as if he’d just called himself a magician.

      Fort hoped her astonishment was admiration, but it would evaporate with reality. His brothers had called his obsessive mind far worse. “When you have five older, much larger, brothers who insist on war games, you learn tactics to survive.”

      Much as Lavender had survived the circumstances of her birth, but he didn’t offer to explain. He was already formulating a plan.

      “What, precisely, has an assassin to do with a riot?” Arnaud demanded. “Rioters do not normally follow a target far.”

      Fort gestured at the letter. “He had no time to explain. We must take his word.”

      Thea took the simmering Frenchman’s arm and patted it. “After what you have suffered, Arnaud, we understand your loathing of revolution. If we are to avoid the same in England, we must work to avert it. Weston is one of the good landlords. He’ll be duke some day, in a position to institute change. This is our opportunity to make a difference.”

      Despising politics, Fort had only thought of his brother’s welfare, but she’d found the key to her consort’s heart.

      Reluctantly, Arnaud nodded and pinned Fort with a black glare. “Before I send the letters to the others, demanding their return, what do you suggest?”

      “A bad case of measles.”
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      Arnaud

      After years of prison and deprivation due to revolution, Arnaud had lost all confidence in society. He wasn’t any more social than the heirs or the tutor—a duke’s son!

      The mild-mannered, undistinguished tutor working in a dismal attic in the middle of rural nowhere—the son of a duke! Why wasn’t the lackwit carousing the streets of London, wenching and gambling like all the other useless aristocrats?

      Arnaud had once been one of those worthless gentlemen. He almost had to admire this runt, except what the devil did Birdwhistle—Lord Terrence!—think he could make of himself as a miserably paid tutor? That didn’t speak highly of his tactical talents.

      But his lordship’s decision to declare a quarantine and remove himself and the boys from the household had been impressively fast thinking. Measles killed. An epidemic might wipe out half the village. It could kill the new babe. No one would come near them for days.

      Rolling up the boys’ mattresses, Arnaud had to approve as the young tutor spouted orders that had the recalcitrant child geniuses and the independent females obediently packing books and papers.

      “Carry the cots to the empty east wing,” the duke’s son commanded, while packing his valise. “We can maintain the illusion of quarantine by using the rear tower stairs and banning everyone else from them. They are seldom used anyway.”

      An experienced interior designer accustomed to rearranging furnishings, Thea pointed Arnaud toward the necessary schoolroom items, then nodded and looked around. “Lord Weston is a large man. He will need more than a cot. How do we move a bed without the maids questioning why we need it?”

      “Tell them the guest bed is easier to carry than mine,” Tactical Terrence suggested.

      Lord Terrence Fortescue Dacre. Arnaud snorted again as he tied mattresses. Deuced good thing his lordship wasn’t large and didn’t require more than a cot that could be carried with the ones belonging to the children. “Claiming the east wing for the boys is one thing. How do you plan on smuggling in le earl without the entire village knowing?”

      The duke’s son, apparently having already considered this, wasn’t fazed. “The service entrance under the east wing. The letter says he’s traveling by farm cart. His driver can haul him in the kitchen door as if he’s a load of potatoes. I’ll take him upstairs—if he can walk. If not, I fear I’ll need your assistance, Comte Lavigne.”

      “Arnaud, please. Formalities do not suit subterfuge.” Arnaud hefted his load and waited for the ladies to finish folding clothing.

      “Fort, then, please. Dacre covers too many of us, and I despise being called Terry.” The tutor shut his battered valise.

      Lord Fortescue fit him better, but Arnaud didn’t argue. “Where comes the Birdwhistle?”

      “Ask Minerva,” the lordling replied in disgust.

      The curate’s wife had a lot of explaining to do.

      “Food.” Lavender Marlowe, the ambitious, nineteen-year-old modiste who had started her own sewing manufactory, closed the bag she’d packed without disturbing a single piece of her delicate frippery. “Two small boys do not require as much food as a very large earl. Won’t the kitchen wonder?”

      Arnaud had worked for months in the same ballroom as Lavender. The intelligence behind her blond curls didn’t surprise him.

      “Starve a cold, feed the measles,” Thea suggested, with a grim smile.

      “Double, double toil and trouble; Fire burn and caldron bubble.” Young Oliver quoted the text he’d been monotonously reading earlier.

      “Fire burn, caldron bubble!” Thea cried, prodding them on. “Beware of witches and spirits that walk the night!”

      Chunky Davy Talbot scowled at his sister. “That is not how it reads.”

      Arnaud had his arms full or he’d hug Thea. Her family had starved her young brother at one point, before attempting to have Davy placed in an institution for not being the charming heir they wanted. In the security of the Priory and his sister’s care, the lad had almost stopped his habit of keeping food in his pocket to eat whenever situations became taxing. Arnaud knew Thea fretted over this episode setting him back. Davy didn’t adapt well to change.

      “Since Lady Elsa has left for her estate, her kitchen staff is in such a panique that they will scarce notice should we walk out with the side of beef.” For the sake of the children, Arnaud tried to be reassuring, even though he thought they were all mad as hatters. But then, Wycliffe descendants had a pattern of abnormal behavior over the centuries. “Très bien, boys, lead on, show the way.”

      Determined and unsmiling, the two youngsters gathered up their boxes. The attics were their favorite playground, and they knew their way around the medieval garret overflowing with centuries of discarded rubbish. At the rear of the square Priory keep, the garrets opened into a connecting hall between two heavily traveled, 17th century tower staircases.

      Crossing that hall, the boys entered the unfamiliar territory of the new east wing, added in the late 1700s by the last viscount.  Maids slept on the attic level, but the manor didn’t have many servants living in, and the ones they had stayed busy during the day. No one was about as they carried the schoolroom’s contents past sleeping cubicles to the new, rarely used tower at the rear. The rear towers were only built as staircases.

      The mostly unfurnished east wing had been abandoned since the death of the late viscountess—Arnaud’s great aunt—years ago. The housekeeper hadn’t wasted much time here. They left footprints in the dust of the tower’s attic landing. Arnaud descended first, so his hair caught any cobwebs. At least this staircase, unlike the old ones, had glazed windows for light.

      They took the stairs past the family floor wing where Clare and his cousin Hunt had established a suite on the far end. Disturbing Clare and the new infant was to be avoided at all costs.

      “Put the boys in one of the rooms facing the drive,” the tutor ordered as they tramped down. “Activity on the drive will deter intruders, but the household can see them working and know they’re well. The guest bed needs to go into a room on the courtyard side, where our presence won’t be noticed. We’ll ask about locking the courtyard gate and keeping hounds in there.”

      The normally quiet teacher was snapping orders like a general. Arnaud snorted and accepted the task of beast of burden.

      “I wish to notify Rafe.” On the ground floor landing, Arnaud hefted the mattresses to his other shoulder and made his demands. “An innkeeper, he will notice strangers. And we must ask for increased patrols.”

      “The bailiff is an honest man.” Terrence the Tactician wrinkled his smooth brow, slowly appraising this change to his plot. “Perhaps tell him we have received threats or messages that insurrectionists might be using our unpaved lanes to conceal their progress? I hate to force him to lie if anyone asks about Weston, but he’ll do everything possible to protect the boys.”

      “Fair, for now. Your brother may be out of danger now. In my experience, the revolutionaries find new targets hourly.” Arnaud spoke with the cynicism of experience.

      Earlier, Thea had run down to the kitchen to retrieve the butler’s keys, but her efforts to unlock access to the unused wing proved futile. Arnaud had to take the key and jam it harder into the ancient lock, while kicking the old door open. Fire safety wasn’t a concern on this unused floor, intruders were.

      With new regions to explore, the boys dumped their boxes and sped down the wide, dusty corridor. The housekeeper didn’t allow this wing to become cobweb-ridden like the tower, but she didn’t have sufficient staff to adequately maintain unused chambers.

      While the young ones explored, Thea more sensibly and knowledgeably chose rooms. Using her talent for designing interiors, she had scavenged much of the scarcely-used furniture the wing had once possessed to employ elsewhere.

      Arnaud dropped the mattresses in the room she chose for the boys. All the ceilings had been elaborately plastered, gilded, or painted so it was impossible to tell what any of the chambers had originally been, but they were all public. The private rooms were upstairs, where the the captain and his wife slept. The late viscount had gone bankrupt before the new wings been fully furnished. At least this room had draperies, however moth-eaten.

      “I told Nettie to spread the word about the boys having measles.” Thea darted across the hall to the courtyard side. “I’m fairly sure she doesn’t believe me but she’ll tell the staff.”

      Nettie was Mrs. Upton, the housekeeper and curate’s mother, but much of the household followed the curate’s habit of addressing his stepmother familiarly. It helped the staff separate her from Minerva, the curate’s wife and noisier, younger, Mrs. Upton.

      “That will mean Minerva here in two minutes,” Arnaud said dryly. “What do you tell her and the other ladies?”

      Grimly, the tutor studied the chamber Thea chose for the earl. “I know Minerva well. If we must tell her, she will spin webs of deceit even I cannot match. We’ll leave her to decide how much to say. You are aware her father was not only a colonel, but one of Wellington’s spies?”

      Arnaud was not aware. He’d spent a great deal of effort trying not to be aware. It generally saved time and trouble when all he wished to do was paint. “That explains much. And your brother, he knows she is here?”

      Fortescue shrugged his slender shoulders. “It’s hard to say how much Weston knows about anything. The reason people shoot at him is for his propensity to stick his rather large nose in where it does not belong.”

      “He’s been shot at before?” Miss Marlowe exclaimed in horror.

      “He’s the eldest and dictatorial, which made him a target for family and friends. We’ve regularly brutalized him at one time or another. He’s been shot at a time or two at dawn by men he doesn’t call friends.” His lordship, le tutor, checked the window and shutter locks. “Assassination, however, is new.”

      “And inexplicable, if he is one of the good landowners, as you say,” Arnaud was forced to point out.

      “Yes, that’s been bothering me,” the tutor admitted.

      Having had enough of this subversive comradery, Arnaud returned to the matter at hand. “Thea, show me the bed to steal, and I shall take it apart.” He’d been a hermit too long to emerge himself in a cadre of young do-gooders who were bound to end up in trouble. He was starting to feel old.

      His sympathetic inamorata laid a hand on his arm, knowing how to gentle his irascibility. Understanding he was being a curmudgeon, he let her lead him out of the new wing, into the old manor, and up to the family and guest floor, where wide stairs made furniture moving easier.

      Thea was an ethereal creature unlike anyone he’d ever known. He should never have taken her to his bed. Only, being the contrary female she was, she’d practically shoved him into it. She hadn’t had to push hard. In all his misbegotten life he’d never encountered anyone or anything so extraordinary as Thea.

      For very many reasons, the complications of her family and wealth prevented marriage until she was twenty-five. He did his best to resist her. Unfortunately or not, now that they worked in the gallery together, he was finding it increasingly difficult to resist. Only the constraints of time and family kept them apart.

      “You are having second and third thoughts, aren’t you?” Thea led him past the usually occupied family bedchambers. With so many traveling, the corridor seemed silent and empty at this hour. Only the dowagers appeared to be at home.

      “I reserve judgment until I meet this earl. I would like more confirmation of insurrection and assassination. And I am not fond of deceit.” Arnaud knew he sounded as grumpy as his cousin Hunt. But he was well out of his element here. He preferred the seclusion of his tower studio.

      “I’ll write to a few friends, find out what I can. I am still in shock at Mr. Birdwhistle’s—Lord Fortescue’s—revelations. I sensed that he wasn’t quite what he ought to be, but the boys adore him, and he seems so sensible. . .”

      “There is a story there.” Arnaud traipsed into the hall in the gentlemen’s guest wing, startling a maid with a feather duster.

      “Best stay away from us,” Thea called. “The boys have measles. Have you had them before?”

      The maid shook her head in alarm.

      “Lord Greybourne’s brother died when he brought measles home. It is a quite terrible disease. Best not to take chances. Wait until we’re gone before finishing your task here.” Thea unlatched the door to an empty chamber as the maid dashed for the service stairs.

      “That should spread the rumors far and wide. We shall be fortunate if half the staff does not decide they are ill and stay home.” Arnaud eyed the massive tester bed. “I am to take this apart?”

      She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed his jaw. “I can think of better uses.”

      He growled, torn between tossing her on the bed or out the door.
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      Thea

      There were times when Thea wondered at her perversity for loving an obstinate reclusive beast of an artist. Other times, like now, Arnaud’s unselfish, loving care—frustrated her beyond the limits of patience. And made her love him more.

      Arnaud’s lovemaking was balm to her soul after a lifetime of feeling unloved. So, yes, she was perverse for refusing marriage.

      “I do not like deceit any more than you do.” Satisfied with his ardent attentions, if not his attitude, Thea tugged her stockings back into their garters, admiring the comte’s muscular posterior as he adjusted himself. “Lavender and this duke’s son are too young and inexperienced to understand the danger of such deceit.”

      Arnaud chuckled. His laughter was still far too rare. She accepted his assistance in standing just because she enjoyed his strength, not because she needed it.

      “Fortescue is no younger than you, ma chérie. As you say, experience matters, and we do not know his. It is only because the boys trust and admire him that I am willing to believe in his intelligence. Les diablotins observe more than we realize.” He kissed her cheek, straightened her rumpled fichu, then turned to the task of dismantling a bed.

      Romantic, he was not. But Thea had been romanced by London’s finest rakes. She preferred Arnaud’s pragmatism. She showed him how the unusual tester unscrewed from its base. “I think this was made by a local carpenter who had no blacksmith to forge hinges or whatever they’re called. It’s all hand-carved and very portable.”

      He raised his dark eyebrows in surprise, and without need of a stepping stool, began unscrewing the curtain rail. “Genius. Mad, but brilliant.”

      “Like most of the family. One must assume the duke’s family is similar, maybe even related to us. How many bibliophiles does one find among the aristocracy? We are all connected in some manner.”

      The late owner of the Priory, the Earl of Wycliffe, had built a library to rival the duke’s. Of course, he had also collected jewels and hidden them.

      “No notion of the genealogy, but both families descend from scoundrels. Weston is the crack shot. So do not think he is a saint. His little brother may not know him well.” Arnaud tossed the heavy oak frame into a stack as if it were kindling.

      “Fortescue does not strike me as particularly naive. Let us not bother with curtains and tester frame. The earl will have to learn simplicity.” Thea glanced up at a distant bong. “That is not the clock.”

      Arnaud straightened from heaving the mattress to the thread-bare carpet. “The front door. No one uses that.”

      “Except strangers. Surely Weston. . .” She dashed into the hall and across, opening the door into the gallery loft above the ballroom Lavender employed as her sewing manufactory.

      “Where the devil are we going?” Arnaud glared at the family portrait abominations lining the loft’s wall.

      The oils were quite appalling but part of the family history. Thea hurried down the gallery, to the interest of the sewing ladies below. “Clare discovered this. The earl’s staff apparently liked to spy. Or he stationed guards up here.”

      She slid back a panel overlooking the medieval foyer below. The outer doors were massive oak and bronze. Quincy, the butler, was just unbarring them, with his stalwart footman son at his side. “The guest is not expected,” she whispered.

      “One sees why there is a second set of entry doors,” Arnaud said over her shoulder. “An army could burst in while they struggled to open a single portal.”

      “I doubt either set keeps out invaders. The purpose is to intimidate the uninvited. The inner doors would be open if guests were expected.” As their stout, uninvited guest entered and removed his tall beaver hat, she studied the bald spot in his fading blond hair.

      It took a moment before she recognized the portly frame and harsh accent when he demanded to see the captain. Burying a gasp, she backed away, as if the visitor could see her hidden in the shadows near the two-story ceiling.

      “Humphries,” she murmured.

      Arnaud peered down, studying the newcomer. “You know him? He is saying Lady Lavinia invited him.”

      “We’ve been introduced. And my godmother is an interfering. . .” Thea bit her tongue. Lady Lavinia, the last of the late earl’s daughters and Lavender’s grandmother, had found Thea this refuge. The dowager meant well. She was simply old and out of touch.

      Thea picked up her skirts and raced for the marble stairs to the ground floor, Arnaud easily following on her heels. “Measles,” she whispered, when they reached the bottom. “Remind Quincy.”

      Like a gallant knight of old, her towering artist bowed, opened the interior doors, and entered the foyer. She could hear argument. Arnaud remained intransigent. With his height and breadth and arrogantly aristocratic manner, people seldom argued with him for long. She breathed a sigh of relief when he and Quincy returned without a guest. The footman bolted the main doors.

      Arnaud took Thea’s elbow and led her back upstairs. He waited patiently, not inquiring. Oh, how she adored this understanding man. Unfortunately, he’d have to wait for explanations. In a fury, she stalked down the corridor to the late viscountess’s grandiose suite where the family’s grand dames had installed themselves.

      Surprisingly, Arnaud actually followed. He generally steered clear of Wycliffe’s daughter and granddaughter.

      Thea rapped sharply on the parlor doors and, without waiting for permission, strode in. The dowagers were sipping tea and perusing fashion periodicals.

      Lady Lavinia, Baroness Marlowe, lifted her graying pompadour and lorgnette disapprovingly. The younger, friendlier Marchioness of Spalding blinked her plump lids in surprise but smiled a greeting. They both wore the billowing habits of another century but were perfectly cognizant of every style worn in London—in fact, they’d just returned from visiting family.

      “Godmothers do not invite vermin to enter the household.” Thea kept her voice down but she was well practiced in projecting fury.

      They both looked momentarily confused.

      “Humphries,” Thea continued scathingly, “is not welcome in any household where I reside.”

      Lady Lavinia, her godmother, straightened her slender, aristocratic frame. “He is very wealthy, well-connected, and a good friend of your father’s, dear.”

      “For as much as men of fortune and no conscience can be friends,” she retorted. “There is naught here for him to steal or threaten into doing as he wishes, including me. Tell him to go back to America, where he belongs.”

      “He is said to be extremely wealthy. I thought he might help dear Captain Huntley rebuild the village once all the legal matters are settled.” Lady Lavinia returned to flipping through her periodical. “It has nothing to do with you, although you are not growing younger. Perhaps he might take an interest in dear Lavender. He is untitled and an American and not so high in the instep as to worry about her birth.”

      Thea felt Arnaud stiffen behind her, but her refusal to marry until she controlled her inheritance was an old argument and not worth the effort. “I am sure Captain Huntley has his own plans for the village, which will not include a boor hunting for an heiress and a title.” Although Lavender. . . The thought appalled.

      “A very wealthy boor,” Lady Lavinia called as Thea stalked out.

      “He’ll not find titles here,” Arnaud said imperturbably, following on her heels.

      “With enough wealth and connections, he can buy one, which does make me concerned for Lavender.” Thea stalked back to the guest room they’d abandoned. She’d been feeling so sure of herself just moments ago. . . “As the earl’s descendants, Lavender and I both come from nobility. Humphries’ mother has a baron or two in her lineage. We may be untitled, but our lines are suitably aristocratic.”

      “But Humphries is American?”

      “Family emigrated decades ago, lost a great deal when the peasants won their revolution. They’ve been recovering ever since, not in polite ways.” She flounced in and began folding linens.

      “I have met the sort.” He unfastened the rails that had held the mattress. “Their power and fortune substitute for common sense and compassion—traits peasants possess, which unfortunately prevent them from building wealth, thus causing the inequality of revolution.” His tone reeked of irony and bitterness.

      Thea nodded in relief that he understood as few others did. “His family built their fortunes on the backs of others, as so many do.”

      Arnaud snorted inelegantly. “As mine did. And the earl’s. We may politely call the first Wycliffe a legal privateer, but he killed and plundered.”

      She folded the heavy damask bedcover. “Once he had wealth, he bought legality and power. Kings dispense lands and titles to those who offer kings what they want. It’s ever been that way and Humphries knows it.”

      “It is said they are changing that in the Americas—which I surmise is the reason he is here and not there?” Arnaud hefted as much of the bed frame as humanly possible and waited for her to gather her stack of fabric.

      She scowled. “One assumes, but Gravesyde really has little to offer, and there are far more eager misses in London than I. This poses questions. We need to speak with Rafe, have him keep a watchful eye. I cannot see how Humphries would have aught to do with an earl’s assassin but. . .”

      “The coincidence is more than odd.” His black frown was enough to scatter blackbirds.

      Thea stood on her toes and kissed his bristly cheek. “Hot pitch on the battlements?”

      “Rifles work better.” He stalked down the hall carrying a load of heavy wood that might strain two mules and an ox.
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      Lavender

      Lavender helped the boys stack their clothing in a heavy, ornate sideboard too ugly to move from the room they’d chosen. She found a tear in their draperies and had just finished stitching it when Thea and Arnaud returned bearing tales of unwanted guests.

      She and Mr. Birdwhistle—Lord Fortescue!—had arranged to avoid each other while the others had been gone. A duke’s exceedingly handsome son had been teaching her to read!

      She didn’t know why that was so much more humiliating than a tutor. Perhaps because she had dreamed just a tiny little bit about courting, when she thought they were equals. The smiling scoundrel had led her to believe he might be interested! Which was mortifying in itself, since he had to know that she was a bastard, her mother had been a maid, and even if one of her grandmothers was a baroness, the other worked in the kitchen, and she could only ever be one thing to him.

      She had been interested in a man so far out of her reach, he might have been the North Star. And here she’d prided herself on knowing better than to fall for the wicked schemes of men! She’d known she should have stayed with her sewing, where no one was better than her.

      While the other three conspirators discussed the unwanted visitor, Lavender put away her needle. She really needed to return to work now that the others were here. She had no wit for plotting defenses.

      “Lavender, why don’t you take Fort down to the inn and pretend you’re showing him your shop? He can make discreet inquiries of Rafe about our visitors while admiring the new shirts you’re selling.” Arms full of sheets, Thea apparently sought to learn more while avoiding the inn’s guests.

      “Me?” Lavender asked, surprised. No one ever included her in their plans. The only reason she was involved now was that she had been the one nearest when Weston’s messenger arrived.

      “Fort is likely to be stuck in here for the duration of his brother’s recuperation. He is the one who must handle difficulties as they appear,” Arnaud explained. “He must establish the communication with Rafe.”

      “Oh.” A simple task, she supposed. She wouldn’t have to talk to him.

      Lavender tucked her thread and scissors into her sewing basket. She might distrust most men, but she respected Arnaud much as she did his cousin Hunt. Some gentlemen were above reproach. “Fine, then. Kate is in the shop today. Shall I ask her to send her husband to the manor? Should he be included?” Her best seamstress had recently married a rather formidable former soldier.

      “You might mention Rafe needs to speak with him when he returns. I believe he is currently in Stratford, purchasing sheep.” Thea carried the linens out.

      Mr. Birdwhistle—Fort—offered his arm. “I’ll explain as we walk down.”

      Stubbornly setting her lips, Lavender clung to her basket. She had spent her life establishing that she was not her mother, who had been seduced by a lying noble. She didn’t need any man taking care of her. Besides, he had lied. Bird-witted Fortescue was no longer trustworthy.

      Any remote hopes she may have held of a charming, handsome suitor were entirely dashed. Not that she meant to marry. No husband would respect her talent to let her continue her business and it was too important to abandon. But some nights, she was lonely and dreamed. . . No more. She kept her basket between them like a shield.

      “Arnaud, you might work with the boys on the earl’s puzzle. You and Thea helped solve the last one,” his noble lordship suggested, before leading her from the schoolroom.

      “And you say your brother is domineering,” Lavender muttered as she followed his right noble lordship to the rear tower door and they stepped into the autumn twilight.

      “Tutoring allows me to bully those who can’t fight back,” Fort agreed without apology. “It becomes habit.” The setting sun caught on his dark wavy hair—it needed a cut—and the stubble of his day’s beard.

      She shouldn’t be looking. Instead, she watched the long shadows on the drive. They saw the sun so seldom these days that the breeze almost felt warm. Or perhaps it was just stepping out with a handsome man. She had never done so, and it made her nervous.

      She was unaccustomed to making small talk. Men had flirted with her, of course, but she had no patience with nonsense.

      Only—Lord Fortescue’s brother had almost been killed. Despite her personal anger and humiliation, she had to respect that Fort’s pain was greater than hers. Awkwardly, out of sympathy, she asked, “Is there aught I might do to help while we are in the village?”

      The overbearing noble instantly showered her in more commands. “Talk to Kate. Spread the measles rumor, about how people can go blind or die from it. Explain only those, like us, who have survived the disease are allowed in. Maybe mention the tale about dangerous insurgents using our lanes? Should there be any suspicious activity, people might report it faster. We need to know if Weston was followed.”

      “It all sounds like childish war games,” she complained, giving up on politeness as they entered the inn yard. “I truly dislike living in fear.”

      She’d been kidnapped a few months ago, accidentally, as it turned out. But the helplessness had terrified her.

      “I don’t really believe there is much to fear.” Lord Fortescue opened the inn door for her. “I simply want to impress Weston with our preparations. He has never requested my aid before.”

      That sounded oddly vulnerable for one so. . . dictatorial.

      Inside, they met a great hullabaloo of shouts and scurrying servants carrying trunks, while cape-coated gentlemen milled about, shouting commands and generally getting in each other’s way.

      Oh dear. These didn’t look like revolutionary rabble. Had the earl’s men come in advance of his arrival?

      Rafe Russell, the rufus-haired giant who ruled the inn, looked harassed and on the edge of heaving everyone out. “Gentlemen, if you would repair to the pub, we’ll have the rooms sorted by the time you finish a pint of our finest ale.”

      “Whiskey,” an excessively stout, red-faced gentleman demanded, stomping in the direction of the pub. “Pheasant for dinner.”

      “That is incredibly rude,” Lavender said in amazement. “Gentlemen aren’t supposed to be rude.”

      Lord Fortescue turned her about and practically shoved her back outside. “Side entrance.”

      “Clare would have told the rudesbies where to stuff their pheasant.” In indignation for the usually genial innkeeper, Lavender lifted her frilled hem from the dirt and stomped down the newly installed boardwalk.

      “As the captain’s wife, Clare has a husband to defend her and is safe in drawing attention to herself. Should you speak up, the impertinent fellows would only see your beauty and think you available to their questionable charms.”

      Lavender smacked his top hat. “I know that. Did I disagree at our precipitous departure? I have dealt with impertinent fellows all my life.”

      “Pardon me.” He opened the side door and bowed her in. “I do not often escort dashing ladies.”

      He’d called her beautiful—Lavender knew she was that—but dashing? Could a dull seamstress be dashing? It wasn’t worth pondering the words of a liar.

      Kate Morgan, now Mrs. Ferguson, greeted them in surprise. “I was just about to close up. Without Henri across the hall, I was growing a little nervous at all the commotion.”

      She glanced at the plainly-dressed but too-handsome tutor at Lavender’s side but didn’t question.

      “We need to speak to Rafe,” Lavender explained as simply as she could. “The boys may have measles. We’ve moved them away from the village students, down to the new wing. But now we’re hearing rumors—” She gestured for his lordship to finish the lies.

      “We’ve had word of insurrectionists using our back lanes. We need to notify Rafe. The manor’s ground floor is vulnerable with all the gentlemen elsewhere.”

      “Oh.” Understanding illuminated Kate’s eyes. “Let me lock up. We’ll go out the side and around to the kitchen. Verity will summon Rafe from whatever is happening in the lobby. Is it a hunting party? Have you heard?”

      “They can’t go hunting without the manor’s permission.” Fort took the key and locked the shop, before offering both his arms to escort them outside. “I assume it’s related to the wealthy American Thea chased off.”

      Kate laughed. “I swear, she’s more a guard dog than Rafe’s wolfhound.” They all knew Thea had reason to be cautious. Unlike her more impoverished relations, who needed a free roof over their heads, Thea stayed at the Priory for the protection her immediate family did not provide
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