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About the Book

A lone witness finds her protector…

Since losing her sight in a childhood accident, Mia Danvers has resided in a small cottage on the vast Carrington estate. Thought to be dead, Mia lives a life of virtual seclusion – until one night, while walking home, she happens upon a horrendous crime.

Alex Foster, Eighth Duke of Carrington, lives according to society’s expectations for him. He’s never met the woman who lives in the cottage at the edge of his property. But when she arrives at his door in the pouring rain terrified and claiming she has witnessed a murder, she seizes his attention.

Mia is determined to help the authorities track down the culprit, even though the only person willing to accept her aid is the handsome, arrogant duke. Working closely together proves difficult as Mia’s beauty and independence tempts Alex to ignore convention and follow his desire. But what neither of them know is that this murderer has struck before in Whitechapel, taunting the British press only to vanish – a ruthless killer who knows that Mia is the only living witness to his crime…
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			Prologue

			Mayfair London, 1880

			Mia Danvers allowed her mother to escort her down from the carriage. Inside, her entire body revolted and she knew her shaking hands betrayed her addled nerves, but she would not argue with the path her mother had chosen. Her future had been decided for her and she would take it with no complaints. Instead, she focused on trying to take stock of her surroundings. This would be her home now and she needed to know it as she’d known her family’s estate. Where each piece of furniture sat and each door and window was located so that she could maneuver alone without falling.

			Instead she focused on taking stock of her new surroundings. It would be imperative that she memorize every rock on the path, every groove in the floor, every doorframe and window. The grass beneath her worn slippers was thick and slightly overgrown. It squashed under her steps and a few stray blades tickled at her exposed ankles; ankles exposed simply because they hadn’t had funds lately to purchase new dresses for the growth spurt she’d had this, her sixteenth year.

			Any extra money was to be used on her two older sisters’ Seasons. They were to be introduced into Society this year in hopes of finding good matches with deep pockets to save the poor Danvers sisters. Two of them at least. As for Mia, she was no longer recognized as a Danvers, she supposed. Not since the accident that had taken her eyesight. At least not in any way that mattered.

			“The cottage will suit you fine,” her mother said. “His Grace is providing you with a servant to assist with your needs. Not a live-in, mind you, but someone should stop by here regularly to make certain you’re managing.”

			Mia nodded. No verbal response came to mind. What would she say? Beg her mother to change her mind and take Mia with them? Her mother’s cousin had graciously agreed to take the widow and her daughters into her home. However, she’d made it abundantly clear that she would only sponsor the daughters who were able-bodied. Mia’s affliction was not acceptable. She’d never find a husband, suitable or not.

			Mia’s governess, Rachel, stood silently beside her, gripping Mia’s hand. They had all agreed that once in London, they would get Mia settled in her new home, the cottage at the edge of the Duke of Carrington’s property, and then Rachel would be let off at her aunt’s home. Then Mia’s family would move into their new residence in their cousin’s home. And Mia would be alone. For the remainder of her life.

			The heavy tug of tears started at the back of her throat and she swallowed several times to choke them down. It would do no one any good for her to blubber about the situation. Nothing could be helped. She certainly couldn’t expect her mother to reject her cousin’s offer. Mia’s sisters deserved to go to balls and dance. To have suitors and find husbands.

			“You must never go up to the big house, Mia. The Duke has been gracious enough to provide this cottage for you and you shall live here as long as his family owns this property,” her mother explained.

			Mia searched her mother’s tone for any hint that the woman regretted this decision. That she was the tiniest bit tormented by the thought of leaving her youngest child to her own devices.

			“You mustn’t bother them,” she continued. “Do you understand?” her mother asked, her voice firm as if already chastising Mia for breaking a rule.

			“Yes, Mother,” she said. Her voice sounded frail to her own ears and she winced. She needed to be strong for her family. This was not an easy decision; she knew that.

			They walked into the cottage and her mother set about taking her from room to room and explaining where things were. There was a kitchen and a sitting room and two rooms for sleeping. It was more than enough space for her and she found herself wishing again that with the loss of her eyesight she hadn’t also lost her ability to draw. That second room would have been an ideal space to use for her art. But then again if she could still see, she wouldn’t be here in this cottage. She would be going to live at her mother’s cousin’s house and preparing for her own Season.

			“Well, that should about do it,” her mother said. “I will come and check on you again once we get settled in at Cousin Rose’s house.”

			“I’ll be alright,” Mia said, though she didn’t sound nearly as confident as she’d have liked. Of course she wasn’t feeling at all confident, but there was no need to burden her mother any further.

			“Come along, Rachel. I’m certain Fran and Cleo are positively roasting in the carriage by now.”

			Rachel did not move from Mia’s side. Mia tried to turn and embrace her friend. She wanted to thank her for everything she’d done, especially since Mia’s accident. But her friend held firm to Mia’s hand.

			“You’re simply going to leave her here?” Rachel asked, her tone filled with indignation. “Alone?”

			Her mother sputtered a few noncommittal noises before she cleared her throat. “How dare you,” she finally managed to say. “This is a family matter and I don’t believe I asked for your opinion on a matter you simply could not possibly understand.”

			“Understand?” Rachel said, her voice growing louder. “I understand perfectly. You’re completely abandoning your daughter. Choosing your other daughters as if somehow they’re more worthy of your love and attention. And you’re going to leave Mia here to fend for herself even though she cannot see. Here in this cottage, in the middle of London, where she knows no one. Who will she talk to? Who will take her for walks?” Rachel paused for a moment as if waiting for Mia’s mother to answer. But the woman said nothing.

			“Am I to believe that she’s simply going to wait here for this mysterious servant to stop by and provide her with food and other necessities?” Rachel continued. Her tone was full of righteous indignation, a solid reminder that she had been born to a noble family herself, but finances had made it necessary for her to seek employment. “What if the Duke changes his mind and decides not to send that servant? What shall she do then? Wander the streets of London alone without being able to see where she’s going? How will she be able to find her way back to this cottage?”

			“Rachel, please,” Mia urged. “I’ll be alright.”

			“No, Mia, you won’t,” Rachel continued. “You are quite intelligent and you will be able to lead a wonderful life, I have no doubt of that. But you simply can’t start over on your own here where you know no one. You need some assistance. And some friendship,” she added softly.

			Rachel was right, of course. Mia couldn’t deny any of those things. She’d been plagued with worry ever since her mother had told her she would be moving into this cottage to live alone.

			“The Duke won’t change his mind,” her mother protested. “He promised me. He owes me this favor,” she added and Mia could have sworn her voice cracked. Mia wanted to ask what sort of favor, but didn’t dare. Her mother was not a forthright person on the best of days and today was certainly not one of those. Still she left enough unsaid that it was abundantly clear that some previously unstated relationship existed between the Duke of Carrington and Mia’s mother.

			“Still. Perhaps you can abandon her,” Rachel said. “But I cannot. I will not.”

			“You intend to stay here? With her?” her mother asked.

			“I do,” Rachel said.

			“Rachel, no,” Mia said.

			“I will not pay you,” her mother said.

			They didn’t have any money for that. All of their servants had been let go. Mia wasn’t even certain Rachel had received payment for the last six months.

			“Rachel, I can’t allow you to do this,” Mia said.

			“I insist,” Rachel said.

			“And how will you sustain yourself with no income?” her mother asked.

			“Seeing as to how I am no longer in your employ, I do not believe that is any of your concern,” Rachel said.

			“You are quite disrespectful for someone of your station,” her mother said.

			“You are certainly entitled to believe that,” Rachel said.

			But Mia knew from previous interactions with Rachel over these last two years that she was finished with the conversation. In their classroom, when she had been giving instructions to the three Danvers sisters, there were a handful of occasions when Rachel had bothered to argue with Cleo, Mia’s eldest sister. Cleo was insufferable and refused to entertain the idea that someone other than herself might be right. But most of the time Rachel successfully ended the argument with a cold, but polite quip.

			Mia, wanting to do something to appease her mother, stepped forward. “I shall miss you, Mother,” she said.

			“I suspect you shall,” her mother replied. “I will come back to check in on you.” She said nothing more to Rachel.

			Mia followed her mother to the cottage door and stood there until she heard the carriage wheels rumble away. Rachel stood beside her, quiet. Mia wasn’t certain what to say. Thank you seemed so small when the woman had walked away from a chance of gainful employment. She would try to convince her to take a post elsewhere. She could always visit.

			But that was a discussion that could wait for another day.

			“Rachel, tell me, what does it look like? The estate, the grounds? Where in London are we?”

			“Very near to Hyde Park, actually,” Rachel said. Her tone was tight, she was angry, but she said nothing of the discussion with Mia’s mother or the decision to leave Mia at the cottage. “The park is just on the other side of the estate’s gardens,” Rachel continued. “It borders the west side of the property. This cottage is in the back corner of the Carrington estate, as if it were intended to be a groundskeeper’s cottage. There is a stone wall that borders this side of the property line so that we are not merely sitting in the yards of Danbridge, though we are not too far from the main house.”

			“A stone wall like that around a keep?” Mia asked, trying to imagine what it looked like. She’d been to London before the accident, had seen parts of the city, but never before Danbridge Hall, the Duke of Carrington’s home.

			“Oh, no, much lower than that. I believe it simply provides a measure of protection from the alleyway. The wall goes all the way to the front line of the house, but it stops short of this cottage and is replaced with a nice line of shrubs that separates us from the main lawn. It’s quite attractive.”

			“Sounds lovely,” Mia said. She tried to imagine it. But all she knew of the Carrington family was the country estate they’d had near her own family’s home. Or her family’s former home as it was now.

			“From the window in this front room I can see the edge of the backyards of the estate. In fact, I can actually see a rider,” Rachel said. “Though he’s very far away, I can tell it is a man, a proud man judging from the way he sits atop that steed.”

			Proud, yes, she had seen him ride before, once in the country. Their family properties had not been far and she’d watched him from a distance. The heir to the dukedom.

			“Mia, you do realize your mother is not coming back,” Rachel said to her.

			Mia took a steadying breath. “Yes, I know.”

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			London, the Eighth of May, 1889

			When she’d first moved into the cottage at the back of Lord Carrington’s estate, Mia Danvers had been told she could cut through the garden area to get to and from her home. She’d never done that, though, always preferring to walk along the stone wall that surrounded the property. Nearly every day for the past nine years, she’d walked beside the wall, trailing her fingers across cobbled surface, letting the familiar stones guide her home. Today, though, she desperately wished she’d taken the route through the Duke’s yard.

			She sucked in her breath and tried to disappear into the shrubbery that sat between the wall and the alleyway. The cold stones behind her pressed into her back, chilling her skin beneath her heavy wool gown. Frigid rain dropped in slow rhythmic beats against her face and she forced her teeth to cease their chattering.

			Not far from Mia’s hiding place, a girl whimpered on the alleyway. And beside that girl, a man chuckled, a gravelly deep laugh that raised the hairs on Mia’s arms.

			“Please don’t hurt me,” the girl begged.

			He whispered something, but Mia could not make out his words.

			“No,” the girl whispered in return.

			Mia tried to move, but found her arms and legs would not obey. She wanted to call out, do something, anything to save the girl from the man’s brutality, but fear pinned her in place. She squeezed her eyes shut, knowing that wouldn’t change anything. Eyes open or shut, it mattered not, she could not see either way.

			But the rest of her worked perfectly. So perfectly that she could clearly hear every terrified exhale coming from the girl, smell the man’s cologne and the alcohol on his breath as it mixed with the icy rain. Feel the cold and the wet and the fear. She told her feet to move, wanting so badly to flee, but her muscles would not budge.

			The rain intensified, coming down in angry slashes. Mia pressed her back hard into the stones behind her. Scared, ashamed and frozen in her hiding place.

			“Please, no,” the girl’s voice raised to a fevered pitch.

			“Open your eyes.” The man’s whisper was angry now and void of the harsh humor it had held before. “Let me see the fear.” His voice was coming out in raspy hisses.

			Mia lost track of how long she stood there. The rain had soaked through her wool dress to her underthings below. Her hair was matted to her head and gooseflesh covered her body. Still she could not move. She wanted to yell at the man to stop his attack. But she couldn’t find her voice.

			Fabric tore and the girl’s protests softened to weeping and Mia could only assume he’d ripped the girl’s dress apart.

			“Oh God no, please no,” the girl’s voice was raspy with fear. “Please don’t cut me.”

			“Cry,” the man said. “Beg me not to kill you.”

			Mia tried to move forward, unsure of what she would do, just that she must try to stop him, but her dress snagged against the shrubs. She was pinned in place.

			“Please, please.” The girl’s cries softened to whimpers and then a guttural sound followed by a horrid gurgle.

			Mia knew it was the sound of a knife as it slashed through the girl’s flesh. Again and again.

			He cut through the girl’s dress; Mia could hear the worn material give beneath the blade. And again the knife sliced into her skin, cracking against bone and making a vulgar sucking sound as it moved in and out of the poor girl’s body.

			And then . . .

			Silence.

			Dead silence.

			What was he doing? Had he seen her hiding against the wall? She thought she was well concealed behind the thick shrubs, but perhaps not. Oh, God. She held her breath, trying not to make even the slightest of sounds. Concentrating on the quiet, she strained to hear. Anything. But there was only quiet.

			A moment later, he spat again, and said something vulgar. Then he took several steps, back in the direction of the way he’d come. Moving away from the body of the girl who had long since stopped crying. Stopped moving. Stopped breathing.

			His footsteps came closer to Mia’s hiding place, getting louder with each movement, splashing into the potted holes of rain on the alley. She grabbed handfuls of her skirt, squeezed tightly. A match struck and then he took a long drag on a cigarette. The acrid smell of blood and tobacco merged and filled her nose. And something else, something she couldn’t put a name to—his smell. She flinched and prayed he’d walk faster.

			He stopped walking, took another long drag on his cigarette. Then he walked away. Whistling.

			Mia stood there until she could no longer hear his footsteps. Then she waited some more, long enough for the rain to slow to a trickle. She clenched her teeth to keep them from chattering and knew she could not stay in the bushes forever. She might have been warned from going to the Duke’s estate, but tonight there would be an exception because Lord Carrington needed to know what had happened on his property.

			She yanked at her skirts where the shrub held her in place and heard the fabric give way. Swiftly, she moved away from the shrubs, being careful to stay on the grass, to avoid the stone path where the girl’s body lay. She took a few steps to ensure her feet were steady, her legs not too weak, and then she took off in a dead run. The grass was slick beneath her worn slippers and her toes burned from the cold, but she would not let herself stop. It mattered not that the stone tore at her fingers as her hand slid against the wall, ensuring her she was going in the right direction.

			Her ragged breath and the ground crunching beneath her feet were the only sounds. Still she ran. It wouldn’t be too much longer before she rounded the corner of the wall and entered the front lawn of Lord Carrington’s London estate.

			A carriage rolled down the street. Mia’s heart pounded, the sound reverberating in her ears. Footsteps behind her. Her foot slipped.

			She would not stop, could not stop, moving forward.

			***

			Alex Foster, eighth Duke of Carrington sat in his newly acquired study and glanced at the desk littered with mail from the last few months. Technically he was still in mourning after his eldest brother, and the seventh Duke of Carrington, got himself killed during an illegal duel. Alex had scarcely had time to do little else other than bury his brother and try to quiet down the scandal that had surrounded his death.

			What kind of damned fool had an affair with the wife of a marquess, then challenged said marquess to a duel, and promptly lost said duel? Stephen had been a fool of the first order.

			As Duke, Alex had new priorities in life. As a retired military officer he’d been inclined to a quiet life with some books and a position with the state department. Now he was getting acquainted as a lord in Parliament. And he had a task that was quite tedious—securing a wife. A duke needed his duchess. Luckily the mourning was affording him the chance to move more slowly on the wife hunting.

			It was something Stephen had failed to do so there had been no other heir but Alex. Alex had been to more soirees and balls in the last two months than he had at any other time of his life. He found bride shopping, as it were, to be incredibly frustrating, especially since his parents had already preselected someone to be the new duchess.

			But his mother and the girls’ parents had wanted to keep up appearances, make it look as if he were introducing himself as a bachelor, when in reality they all knew eventually he’d propose to Juliet Beckinsale. She’d been groomed to be his wife. Well, the wife of the Duke of Carrington.

			“Your Grace, I am sorry to disturb you, but there is a woman here to see you.”

			Alex Foster looked up from his book and eyed the butler standing in his study doorway. Rain pattered against the windows and lightning momentarily flashed through the room. “In this weather?”

			“I’m afraid so. I tried to dismiss her, but it seems she won’t be dissuaded.”

			“Very well, but don’t go far, you’ll be seeing her out again in but a moment.” Alex stood and waited for Hodges to withdraw, and then return.

			Behind the butler came a tall and lithe and very wet creature. She was not familiar to Alex, yet he sensed he should know who she was. As if at some point they had met.

			He waited for her to speak, but she did not. Instead she stayed precisely where she was and seemed to stare right at him.

			“Madam, what is it that you think I can assist you with? I do not like being disturbed this late in the evening. Nor do I appreciate you soaking everything in your wake.”

			She blinked and took a few shuffling steps forward. “My Lord, my name is Mia Danvers, I live in the cottage at the edge of your estate.”

			“My God.” He’d never met her before, at least he did not remember if he had, but she’d lived on their property for nearly nine years. An agreement between his late father and her parents, an agreement that had been written into his father’s will. Alex remembered his mother saying once that the poor girl was mad. But up until now they’d never had any trouble with her. In fact, she’d kept to her own and out of sight, so Alex had never questioned her living arrangement. He studied her now, taking in the frantic, almost crazed, expression on her face. It might be time to reexamine the situation, search for a way around his father’s odd demand.

			“Miss Danvers, what are you doing away from your cottage?” he asked, voice firm and authoritative. She needed to know this sort of behavior would not be tolerated, regardless of what his father had agreed to.

			She craned her neck awkwardly to the right, then moved in that direction, heading straight for the fire crackling in the hearth. But she ran right into a chair. With her hands she felt around the piece of furniture, moving around it as she did until she stood directly in front of the fire. She silently warmed herself for several moments before she spoke.

			“I witnessed a murder tonight. On your property.”

			He inhaled sharply at her admission, but before shock could take hold of him, he considered the source. Her pale skin was in sharp contrast to her dark, wet hair that was pulled severely away from her face in a tight bun. No fashionable curls framed her face or hung delicately at her neck. Her dress was devoid of all fashion as well. Instead, she wore a dark brown wool frock that hung loosely against her thin frame.

			She turned her face toward him and it was then that he understood, for while she looked in his direction, she did not meet his eyes. Her painfully beautiful blue eyes stared sightlessly at the bookshelf behind him.

			“Unless I am mistaken it is impossible that you could have witnessed a crime, madam.” He took several steps so that he stood next to her. With his right hand, he waved in front of her face.

			Long, delicate fingers grabbed his wrist. “It is true that I am blind, sir, but the rest of my faculties work properly, I can assure you.”

			She released his hand.

			“Could you be so kind as to offer me some tea?” she asked. “I’m afraid I lost my dinner on your front lawn and am still feeling rather shaky.”

			She was not going to go away, of that he could be certain. She might be mad, but she was also persistent. He exhaled loudly, but rang for a tea service nonetheless. “Now that your tea is on the way, might you proceed with your story? You may sit if you are more comfortable doing so. Though I would prefer, if you do that, you select the wooden chair so you do not ruin the imported leather.”

			“I’ll stand, thank you.” She faced the fire and he noted her skin began to take on a warmer tone. She was still impossibly fair, but looked less pallid now. “Normally I am in my cottage long before dark, but tonight I was on an errand on Bond Street and got delayed. I was walking home, along the stone wall that borders the property.”

			At that moment Hodges brought in the tea and set the tray down on the side table. Alex waited until the man had retreated before he said anything. “You were walking alone?”

			“Rachel takes one evening off a month to go and visit her aunt. Otherwise she would have been with me,” she said. “Normally, during her visits away, I simply stay at the cottage, but there were two new pieces in the statuary garden and the temptation was too great for me to wait. So I went. It was only when I heard the low hiss of the gaslights that I knew it had fallen dark.”

			Alex nodded, then remembered the woman could not see him. “Go on.”

			He watched as she methodically found her way around the tea service, then poured her tea, adding precisely one lump of sugar and enough cream to color the liquid a warm brown. She took a sip, then clutched the cup close to her chest before dragging in a ragged breath. Her hands shook as she held the teacup, Alex was unsure if it was from her nerves or the cold.

			“I heard footsteps in the distance and I moved in closer to the stone wall, putting myself between it and the shrubberies. I could tell whoever had been behind me was struggling. It was a woman and then I heard the man. I froze.”

			Her sightless eyes widened as if she’d seen something terrifying in the flames.

			She continued and began to explain how she’d stayed hidden and proceeded to hear the man murder the girl. Alex watched Mia’s movements; they were small and controlled, a gentle lifting of the teacup to her lips and a delicate swallow, then a brittle blinking of her eyes. She was beautiful in a fragile sort of way, much like the delicate cup in her hand.

			But he knew every word out of her mouth was imagined. Somehow in her broken world she’d conjured this terrible happening and now she was here standing in his study, dripping on his fine Persian rug and staring into his fire as she regaled him with her tale.

			A murder? In Mayfair? It was madness, nothing more. And he would allow her to finish, then he would send her on her way and hope his acceptance of her story would pacify her.

			One shiny tear escaped from her right eye and rolled down her now-pinkened cheek. “I just stood there. I couldn’t move, my dress had caught on the shrubs. And I couldn’t call out.” Her head shook. “I was immobilized by my own fear and now that poor girl is dead.”

			“What is it that you would have me do?” he asked, unmoved by her show of emotion.

			“I cannot very well go to the authorities. They would think me mad,” she said, earning a tight laugh.

			“Indeed.”

			“Go out there.” She turned to face him. “Find her body and make certain her family is notified. Then I can help you find who killed her.”

			“Miss Danvers, I am not with the police, in case that has missed your astute observation. I am a duke. I am not in the business of tracking down killers.”

			“But this was on your property, sir. It must be your duty to address such a crime. You cannot ignore it.”

			“I will investigate matters. But suffice it to say that if there is a crime to be solved, we shall leave that to the fine gentlemen at Scotland Yard.”

			Her hand reached out and grabbed onto his arm. “Thank you. If you establish the meeting I will gladly speak with the inspectors. With your support then they will be more likely to believe my account. I want to do whatever I can to bring justice to that poor girl.”

			There was such earnestness in her features he found himself wanting to agree. But, of course, that would be impossible, he could not risk his family name by aligning himself with such a woman. “Let us see how things play out. I’ll have a footman walk you home.”

			She nodded, then set down her teacup perfectly on the awaiting saucer.

			***

			Alex stood at the window until he could no longer see Miss Danvers or the footman that escorted her. The rain had slowed, but the ground was, no doubt, saturated from the earlier downpour. She’d be fortunate if she did not catch her death.

			He’d never before felt any curiosity toward the woman who lived in the cottage. Until today, he’d never even seen her. But now he was tempted to investigate, to learn more. It would do no good. Her tale was nothing more than wild imaginings and he needn’t waste any more time on her.

			He had to admit that despite her outlandish story, she hadn’t seemed mad. More than likely she’d heard something, a lovers’ quarrel perhaps, and had simply gotten spooked.

			Alex called for and sent two servants to the alleyway where the girl had said the crime had transpired. When they returned with the news of no dead body, he’d know the truth of the matter and be able to send her a message to hopefully alleviate her fears.

			Even if she had been telling the truth, Alex knew for certain that a blind woman could never assist in the apprehension of a killer. She couldn’t see; therefore she couldn’t have witnessed anything. It was an impossibility. She’d been quite certain, but clearly the girl was unbalanced just as his mother had suggested.

			***

			The footman had been instructed to escort Mia into her cottage, examining each room to ensure that she was alone. He had left now and she stood shivering in her bedroom, peeling off her still-damp clothes.

			Lord Carrington was pacifying her. She had heard it in his voice, the controlled annoyance and rather blatant dismissal. He didn’t believe her. It was understandable, she would grant him that. How was he to trust that a woman with her limitations could have any legitimate information to offer in such a situation? But she knew what she’d heard, what she’d witnessed.

			Stoking the fire, she reveled in the whoosh of heat resulting from her efforts. But no amount of warmth seemed to dispel the chills still scattered across her arms. She hated feeling this way, was unaccustomed to the fear. In the years since she’d come to live here, she’d learned to banish all sorts of fears. She’d learned to navigate this house by herself as well as this tiny corner of London. She had learned to do for herself whatever she needed and to do without everything else. She’d thought her independence made her strong. Instead it made her fear in this moment that much more shocking.

			Knowing it was a futile exercise for herself, Mia went about lighting every lantern in the cottage. Perhaps if the little house were lit from every window, anyone outside would stay away. She dragged a chair from the small kitchen table to the front door and leaned it against the wooden entrance. It was a small measure and probably unnecessary, but she couldn’t shake the fear that clung to her like a heavy, wet coat.

			Sleep would be impossible, she knew that, and didn’t even bother to crawl into bed. Instead she settled into the settee in the front room and called to Pocket, her tomcat. He immediately jumped onto her legs, turned a complete circle twice before nuzzling into her lap. Soon his rhythmic purrs filled the quiet space.

			Somehow, Lord Carrington would discover the truth. He had to. Surely the girl’s body still lay in the alleyway, but Mia could not be certain since the footman had led her through the yards. She hadn’t argued because she didn’t want to be near the alley again, didn’t want to remember how she’d felt helpless as the girl had been brutalized. Mia didn’t want to be able to smell her lifeless body. But someone would find it and take care of the girl.

			Then Lord Carrington would believe her. He would help her then. He’d have no choice.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Three hours later, Alex remained sitting in his study, waiting for the police to arrive. Once his footman had confirmed there was in fact a body of a murdered girl at the edge of his property, he’d sent for them straightaway. But they were certainly taking their time.

			“Lord Carrington, I do apologize for my intrusion,” Hodges said, “but there are some gentlemen,” his face soured on the word and he took a moment before continuing, “from the Metropolitan Police here to see you.”

			“It’s about time they arrived.” He didn’t bother to lower the shirtsleeves that earlier he’d rolled to his elbows. To hell with propriety at a time like this. “I don’t suppose Drew has made an appearance to sign those papers?” he asked Hodges.

			“No, Your Grace, I have not seen your brother in three days.”

			Alex was simply going to have to go and seek out his brother since the cad could not be bothered to answer a summons. Hodges returned to the study with three men in tow. One was clearly a constable by the dark blue uniform and bell-shaped hat. The other two, Alex assumed, were inspectors, judging by their wool tweed trousers and basic white shirts.

			“Lord Carrington, I am Inspector Givens and this is Constable Phipps and Inspector French.” Each man nodded with mention of his name. “We need some information from you.”

			“Please sit,” Alex said. The two inspectors sat in opposing chairs, which seemed to suit their conflicting appearances. Givens was short and rotund with rosy cheeks and a cheerful appearance despite his rather gruff voice. French, on the other hand, was older, tall and grizzled. There was really no other way to describe him.

			The young constable withdrew a book and pencil and poised himself to scribe notes.

			“Let us get on with it,” Alex said. He was most eager to get the girl’s body removed from the street.

			The two inspectors exchanged looks, then Givens shook his head. “We’ve located the body, thanks to your servants. And she has, in fact, been murdered.”

			Alex nodded. He would have gone out himself to check for the body had he not been forced to listen to his mother’s latest gossip she’d picked up at the Featherton ball. Granted, the poor dead girl was more important than the rumor mill, but he hadn’t yet wanted to alert his mother to the fact that they’d had a crime committed on their property. She would discover the truth soon enough, but Alex hoped to have time to settle things with the police first so that he could dispel any untruths.

			“We believe because of the location that perhaps she worked here at Danbridge,” French said. “We need to know if you can identify her remains.”

			The detective’s words seemed to echo against the wood-paneled walls as everything came into focus. He’d already known it to be true based on what his footmen had told him. Yet hearing it officially from the police made it all the more real. A girl. Murdered. On his estate.

			“I’m afraid this is going to be all over the newspapers, Your Grace,” Inspector French said.

			“Could be quite the scandal,” one constable agreed.

			“Scandal?” Alex asked.

			“We simply don’t see these sorts of violent crimes here in Mayfair, especially on the property of a duke,” French said.

			“I’m not concerned about a scandal,” Alex explained. “I should think we’d only be worried about finding this girl’s killer.”

			That being said, Alex couldn’t deny the men were right. This was far worse than Stephen’s damned duel or any of Drew’s antics. Alex had been working tirelessly to avoid any notoriety from his brother’s misdeeds. There was a big difference between a brawl at a gaming hell or a night spent at London’s most notorious brothel and this, a murder.

			His mind raced with questions of how Miss Danvers, a woman with no sight, could have known such details of the crime. Could one gather that sort of information simply by hearing a murder take place? Alex shuddered at the thought. His questions for Miss Danvers would have to wait. Right now he had more pressing issues at hand. Namely removing the girl’s body from his land and hoping that the newshounds had not yet received whiff of the story. He wanted to tell his mother himself before she could distort the information among her gossipy friends.

			Alex stepped around the desk. “Let us get on with this then.” He led the men back outside.

			Once they were out on the front lawn, Alex motioned that he would follow them to the alleyway.

			“This way,” the constable said.

			Fingers of dawn stroked across the horizon, illuminating the rain-soaked earth with an orange glow. The clouds had dissipated and the rain dissolved. Ironically, it looked as if it were going to be a beautiful day. Even the temperature was rather mild for a January morning. Stray, damp blades of grass stuck to Alex’s leather boots as they traipsed across the yards.

			As they turned the corner and headed down the alleyway, Alex could see the scene ahead of them. The body of the girl lay in the middle of the pebbled path covered with a sheet. Alex made note of the shrubs where Mia had said she’d hidden. She had almost been home when she’d come upon the crime as they were not far from her cottage. They finally reached the body. Blood from the girl’s wounds had soaked into the ground next to her and coated some of the rocks, leaving them to shimmer in the sun like crude uncut rubies.

			Another constable stood over her body, looking anywhere but down.

			“Your grace, if you wouldn’t mind. We just need you to look at her face and tell us if you know who she is,” Givens said. He knelt by the sheet-covered body, but he didn’t remove the sheet. “My apologies, Your Grace, that this is so violent.”

			“I was a soldier, I have seen death before,” Alex said.

			The inspector nodded, then gently pulled it back to reveal the girl’s face.

			Dried drops of blood splattered her chin and cheeks and her blond hair looked tangled and matted. They had closed her eyes so she almost appeared to be sleeping, but the gash across her throat belied her serene face. There were also slices cut into her cheeks. It was a gruesome sight, much different than what he’d seen in battle. In war, death was an unfortunate circumstance; this, though, this was intentional. Violent and cruel.

			“I believe her name was Sally,” he said. Though perhaps it was Mary or Penny. He knew most of the senior servants, but there were so many staffers at Danbridge, he lost track of all of them. “She worked in my kitchen.” Of that he was certain, as she had brought him his afternoon tea these past several months.

			The constable dropped the sheet once again, covering the girl. “Thank you. That’s all we need.”

			Alex didn’t move. The girl’s face was burned into his memory. And once again he thought of Mia and the things she’d said. How she’d heard the girl plead and beg for mercy.

			“Do you have any suspects?” he heard himself ask.

			“No, but we’re assuming this was a lovers’ quarrel gone badly,” Inspector French said, his words sounding very rehearsed.

			“Indeed?” Alex said.

			“We have no reason to believe anything else,” French said.

			It was less what the man said than what he left unsaid. Everyone would want to know if this murder was connected to the string of grisly murders in Whitechapel that had come to a halt the previous November. Two months, and there had been no word from Jack the Ripper. There were rumors that he’d been caught, but no name had yet been released on who the killer had been.

			Alex arched one brow in question. “Are you certain?” he asked. “This certainly doesn’t look to be that of a lovers’ quarrel gone badly. She’s horribly brutalized,” he said.

			“Lord Carrington, I know what you’re asking and this girl was not mutilated as thoroughly as the women in Whitechapel. There’s no reason to believe it’s the same killer. Besides, this girl was no prostitute,” Givens said.

			“No, she was not,” Alex confirmed. “But you do know that everyone will believe the Ripper is back.”

			French nodded. “Yes. We are aware such conclusions will be drawn.”

			“We will keep you abreast of any new information,” Givens said. “The rest of your staff should be safe.”

			Should be.

			Alex would be sure to caution them against going out alone at night. And he would hire guards if he had to, to walk the grounds at night. No one else under his protection would succumb to such violence. He glanced back at the shrubbery hugging the stone wall—Mia’s hiding place. It was definitely thick and could have provided her enough covering especially in the dark, but it wasn’t solid by any means. Something moved in the breeze and caught his attention.

			He walked closer to the bushes and reached in to better investigate the motion. It was a piece of fabric, torn from the sleeve of Mia’s dress; he remembered the hole he’d seen there the night before. He fingered the brown wool, then pocketed it. She’d been so very close to the killer and his victim.

			So close she’d been able to hear the girl’s cries. Alex couldn’t help but wonder if the killer had seen his witness hiding in the bushes? Though certainly if he had, he’d have killed Mia, too.

			Alex was no inspector, but he wasn’t feeling overwhelmingly confident in the abilities of the Metropolitan Police at the moment. Perhaps he would do a little investigative work on the murder and see what he could discover. The rest of his staff would know if Sally even had a beau who might possibly have killed her in a lovers’ quarrel.

			It struck him that Mia Danvers was not the perfect witness for such a crime, but she was the only one he had.

			***

			The following evening, Alex sent for Miss Danvers. A footman had gone over to her cottage to retrieve her, but that had been more than a half of an hour ago. It should not be taking this long.

			Earlier that day he’d called a meeting with all of the staff of Danbridge to notify them of the incident. Then he’d spent a great deal of time visiting with those who’d known Sally personally and all had agreed that while she did have a fiancé, he would never have done anything to harm her. Everything they said confirmed his belief that the girl had not been killed in such a situation, but by a violent murderer instead. And he had questions to ask Miss Danvers regarding the details she remembered.

			He’d wanted to speak with her much earlier in the day, but he’d had to attend a soiree that evening, much to his chagrin. It all seemed foolish in light of the murder, but he’d made a previous commitment and, crime or not, he was a duke in search of a duchess. So the meeting with Miss Danvers had had to wait until he’d returned home. But now he was still waiting. He eyed his pocket watch once more, nearly forty minutes now. He exhaled slowly and watched the door to his study, waiting for it to open, for her presence to be announced. Nothing.

			Another fifteen minutes later and finally Hodges stepped inside. “Your Grace, Miss Danvers is here to see you.” He nodded, then led the girl inside the room. She entered with all the grace of a well-bred lady and one who could see perfectly.

			“That will be all, Hodges. Please have the tea warmed, then brought back. Miss Danvers will have to survive the stale tea cakes.”

			She wore another loose-fitting brown woolen dress, though this one was not missing a piece on its sleeve. His hand went to his pocket where that bit of fabric sat, though he’d changed pants earlier. He wasn’t certain why he’d continued to carry it around. Perhaps as a reminder of what he needed to do to bring justice to his servant girl.

			“I do not require refreshment, Your Grace,” she said evenly. Her long nimble fingers felt around her surroundings, first on the occasional table, then to the pair of wing-backed chairs, giving away her inability to see. She moved her way around one of the chairs, her fingers touching nearly every surface of the seat before she lowered herself into the chair.

			“I had tea brought in nearly half an hour ago,” he said. He was not used to having to wait for anyone save Her Majesty and he didn’t see her often enough to be bothered by that.

			“I was in the middle of something when your man came by to gather me. I had to finish,” she said politely, but most assuredly unapologetically.

			Alex was aware of his eyebrow rising in response to her comment, but he stopped his reaction there. He made his way to the chair opposite her and took a seat. When he did, she positioned herself so that she was facing him, as if she’d known precisely where he’d gone. But she was blind, the vacant stare in her startlingly beautiful eyes confirmed it.

			“What is it that you wish to speak to me about?” she asked. Again her hair was swept behind her in one long braid that hung down her back nearly to her waist. She still was not beautiful by societal standards, she was far too thin and her clothes left much to be desired, but she was much prettier when she wasn’t dripping rain all over his rug.

			“Last night. What you saw,” he cleared his throat, “what you witnessed,” he clarified.

			She swallowed. “So now you believe me. I take it her body has been discovered?”

			“Indeed. The police were called in as soon as her body was located. I certainly could not ignore a crime committed on my property, and had no intention of doing so.”

			“Precisely the reason I notified you,” she said. Her hands were folded properly in her lap, and she sat straight. She’d been raised right. Other than that, he didn’t know much about her.

			“If you could simply tell me the story,” he prompted again. “I should like to make some notes.” Notes he fully intended to share with Scotland Yard provided he could find an inspector who would take the crime seriously enough to actually investigate it.

			“I was walking home,” she began.

			“It was late,” he said. “Nearly midnight, if I recall.”

			“Would you like for me to tell the story?” she asked.

			Alex sat straighter and eyed the woman before him. “I don’t believe sarcasm is necessary, Miss Danvers. I am a highly regarded peer of the realm.” Granted that was a rather new situation for him, but still he deserved some deference. “I should be spoken to with utmost respect.”

			“In here are we not merely a man and a woman having a conversation? I should think that distinction would only matter in the House of Parliament.” She paused a moment as if contemplating her own words. “You said you wanted to ask me questions. If you would like to hear my story, then you must allow me to speak,” she said. She was not rude in her tone, but firm and matter-of-fact.

			Though Alex was taken aback by her forthrightness, he couldn’t deny there was a part of him that was utterly fascinated that she was brazen enough to speak to him in such a way. As an army officer, his position had demanded respect. And now as a duke, he had people practically fall all over themselves to have a simple conversation with him.

			Yet here was this woman who had no ties to Society and was, by anyone’s standards, far beneath his station, and she’d very simply put him in his place, as it were. “Very well, continue.”

			“I do realize it was late,” she said. “Later than I’m normally out, especially when alone.” She took a slow breath. “There is a statuary park that I enjoy walking in and I’m afraid I lost track of time. Rachel normally accompanies me, but as I mentioned last night, it was her day to visit her aunt so I was alone. The walk from the shops and this particular park, it’s not an overly long walk. And clearly it isn’t an issue to me if it is daylight or dark.” She smiled briefly. “Still I try to be in my cottage before nightfall simply because it is not safe for a woman to be traipsing about London in the evening alone. I do try to be careful.”

			He watched her as she spoke. He supposed that for someone not paying close enough attention, they might miss the subtle hints that revealed her blindness. For the most part, she appeared to be looking at him, though on more than one occasion she simply would close her eyes and continue talking. He knew the statuary park she mentioned, he’d been there on more than one occasion.

			“Miss Danvers, precisely what does a woman with your,” he pondered the polite way to ask the question, “limitations do in a statuary park?” he asked.

			She smiled; well, it was more of a hint of a smile. “Fair question. I have always loved art. I am an artist myself and I enjoy the solitude of the park.”

			“Late at night?” he asked.

			“It is the only form of art I can still enjoy because I can feel it, put my hands on the cold marble and touch the pieces. And time simply got away from me. I didn’t realize it had gotten so late.”

			“Very well, please continue,” he said.

			“I had just rounded the corner to step onto Carrington property,” she continued. “I was following the stone wall with my fingertips, as is my custom. It began to rain so I was trying to stay close to the wall itself to take advantage of the small amount of protection from the weather it provided. The shrubbery, as you know, is rather thick and robust in that area so I had positioned myself in between the two. It kept me warmer and somewhat covered from the onslaught of rain.”

			She exhaled slowly. “But then I heard a sound—a woman crying, to be precise. I nearly stepped forward, out onto the stone path to see if I could be of assistance. But then I heard him.” She shuddered, then looked up as if she met Alex’s gaze. “I apologize for changing my mind, but I believe I would like some tea now.”

			He rang the bell and Hodges came in immediately as if poised just outside the door with the tray. He set down the tea service, then poured Miss Danvers a cup of tea. Alex nodded to the man and he excused himself out the double doors. Alex picked up the teacup and saucer, the delicate china clanked as he handled them. He reached forward to hand them to her. “Here.”

			Her fingers were cold when they brushed his, but their frigidness did little to hide the heat that flashed through him at the touch of her hand. A peculiar reaction considering she wasn’t at all the sort of woman he typically found attractive. She was far too thin, not to mention her flagrant disregard for propriety.

			She took a shaky sip, then held the cup in her lap. “Thank you.” She sat quietly a moment, as if relishing the tea and allowing the warmth of the cup to heat her hands. “Yes, well at first,” she continued, “I thought perhaps it was simply some lovers caught in the rain. I stayed still, not wanting to interrupt them or draw attention to myself. But it didn’t take long for me to realize that they were not lovers.”

			Alex wrote notes as she spoke. Perhaps when he provided the inspectors with firsthand knowledge of the words spoken between Sally and her attacker, they might move past their theory of a lovers’ quarrel.

			“He was hurting her,” Mia said. “Pulling her hair and gripping her tightly and speaking to her so vulgar it made my ears burn. She whimpered and begged him, but her pleas and fear only seemed to fuel his anger and amusement. He laughed at her, called her names.” She took another sip, then stared at the ground for several long moments. “Then he cut her.”

			Alex listened to every word she said, making notes of every detail he suspected was important. He thought back on what his mother had always said about the Danvers girl that lived on their property, and wondered why she had always believed Mia to be mad. There was nothing in her behavior that suggested she had a mental disturbance.

			“He continued his assault of her, stabbing and cutting through her clothes. I could hear the fabric tear with every movement of his knife.” Mia shook her head and Alex realized she was crying. Silent tears slid down her cheeks. “When it was all over he spat on her. Then he lit a cigarette and walked off. Whistling.”

			Alex was unsure of what to say. She had certainly been through an ordeal. No one should have to witness such a crime, not with their eyes nor their ears.

			She swiped at her tears. “I should have tried harder to stop him. Called out or . . . anything to draw his attention away from the girl,” Mia said. “But everything happened so quickly, I wasn’t able to help her.” She shook her head and squeezed her eyes shut as if trying to shake the disturbing image away.

			But of course she hadn’t seen anything, though he suspected that sometimes an imagined scene could be just as frightening. The urge to touch her washed over him; rub her arm or drape his arm over her shoulders, comfort her in some way.

			“And I was so scared,” she added softly.

			“I doubt trying to stop him would have worked,” he said. “Seems it would have only served in getting yourself killed as well.” Alex refilled her teacup, then went to stand by the window, needing distance from her before he did something foolish.

			She sipped her tea and sat there quietly for a while before she spoke again. “You’ve been out earlier this evening,” she said. It wasn’t a question, more of a random statement, and one that decidedly changed the subject matter. “I would wager you attended an early soiree or perhaps a dinner party.”

			He could ignore her comment and steer her back to the subject at hand, but he didn’t want to see her so vulnerable again. There was nothing he could do for her, his job was to help find the killer. Miss Danvers was merely a witness. Still he could stand to have some regular conversation in the midst of this evening.

			“I have. I briefly attended the Farmington soiree.” He frowned, wondering at his revelation. With the business of the murder he hadn’t wanted to leave the house, but he thought it might do well to keep up appearances. Still he found himself somewhat curious as to how she’d known he’d been out. “How did you know?” He took several steps back toward the sitting area.

			“I can smell perfume on you, a couple of varieties as well as scented waters for hair rinses. Decidedly feminine smells so it seems logical that perhaps you’d danced tonight,” she said.

			He stopped walking, just stood still. The fact that she could know that simply by the smell of him felt awkwardly intimate. As if he stood before her an open book ready for her to peruse and discover any of his secrets. Not that he had any. He lived a reputable life. He was a good man with very few vices.

			“I did dance a few times tonight,” he admitted and his words sounded very much the confession to his ears.

			“You don’t enjoy it?” she asked.

			“Not particularly. Can you smell that, too?” he asked, irritated. Even though he’d allowed her this concession, to pry into his personal life as a distraction, he found himself quite put out by the turn of their discussion. He’d wanted her to take a break so that they could continue, allow him to ask her some additional questions, but now he was feeling very much like she could see into his soul, which was quite ridiculous.

			“Of course not,” she chuckled. It was the second sign of humor she’d displayed and he found himself wanting to see more of that side of her. “I can simply hear it in your voice. It seems as a ‘highly regarded peer of the realm,’ if you didn’t want to dance, you shouldn’t have to,” she said, tossing his words back at him.

			“It doesn’t work that way,” he said, his voice coming out gruff. He took a deep breath. There was no need to punish her simply because she was more astute than the average person. He returned to his seat and forced his tone to be more calm. “I am searching for a wife, and dancing is generally required for that sort of thing.”

			“I see. Well, I suppose I should wish you luck, then. Finding the right wife can’t be an easy feat,” she said.

			Her words echoed around him like a challenge. He should have liked to have selected his own wife, but once he’d assumed the title, that had been decided for him as well. Oh, he could have defied the wishes of his deceased father, gone against the constant pestering of his mother and ignored the wishes of a highly esteemed family, and had a woman of his choice. But the truth was he had yet to stumble across any woman he found remotely interesting. If he had to marry some empty-headed, pretty face, he might as well marry the one who would make a good alignment for his family.

			Mia abruptly came to her feet. “I suppose I should return now,” she said. “Rachel should be home soon.”

			“Who is this Rachel to whom you keep referring?” he asked.

			“She was my governess before . . .” Mia shook her head. “She lives with me now. I suppose one could consider her a servant, but the pittance I pay her doesn’t really amount to her being a servant.” She smiled. “She is my dear friend.”

			“A moment more, if you don’t mind,” he said. Mia’s shoulders slumped ever so slightly. “I realize you’ve been through quite enough, but I should like to make certain I got all of the details down to share with the inspector in charge of the investigation,” he said.

			“I would be more than willing to speak to him myself, if you could make arrangements for a meeting,” she said.

			“I don’t think that will be necessary,” Alex said.

			She stood in front of him now, her lithe figure taller than most women in London. The heavy fabric of her wool dress hung on her, ill-fitted and loose, either from her not eating enough or simply not being able to afford a made-to-fit gown. Either way, it looked dreadful on her. She cocked her head to the side. “You are concerned they will not find my account credible. Or do you simply not want others to know of my connection to Danbridge?”

			“In case it has missed your attention, you’re blind, Miss Danvers,” Alex said. “And that is not the sort of witness the police are generally looking for. I will merely take all the details you’ve given me and I’ll make certain they receive it. But I believe I missed a few things and simply want clarification.”

			“Perhaps the police should not be so selective,” Mia said tartly. Indignation flared in her blue eyes and the delicate muscles in her cheeks tightened. “I can assure you, if I were ever to be in the same room with that man, I would know him. I would know that killer.”
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