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The fog came without warning, swift skeins of milk-white vapor curling across the Yorkshire countryside, ethereal in its beauty. And utterly dangerous, especially if you happened to be barreling down an unfamiliar road in a carriage drawn by a team of four horses.


The carriage began to slow. Kendra Donovan understood the precaution. It would be hazardous to go faster. And by faster, she meant a top speed of ten miles an hour. Christ, she thought, I’ve driven faster golf carts.


Impatience had her twitching in her seat. She tore her gaze away from the amorphous cloud that had settled on the landscape, obscuring the rolling hills and moors, and glanced at the carriage’s two other occupants. But if she thought they’d exchange commiserating looks, the kind that commuters shared whenever their journeys were unexpectedly delayed, she was disappointed. Molly, a small figure bundled in cloak, bonnet, and blanket, had managed to wedge herself into the corner next to Kendra and had fallen asleep an hour ago, lulled by the tedious motion of the carriage. Kendra looked next at the man on the seat across from her. Albert Rutherford, the seventh Duke of Aldridge, was calmly reading a book, seemingly unaware of their now glacial pace. But then this was normal for him, she knew. Hell, it was normal for anyone in 1815. She was the odd one out.


Kendra shifted in her seat again, unable to get comfortable. She’d lost count of the hours they’d spent on the road today, but she knew the days. Three days ago, they’d begun their journey from Aldridge Castle. They still had one more day left before they reached their destination—Monksgrey, one of the smaller estates the Duke owned in Lancashire. Four days, she thought. Four days to travel a route that would have taken her roughly five hours to complete more than two months ago.


Two months ago—and two hundred years into the future. She should have been used to the concept of time travel by now, but those two words still had the power to make her feel punch-drunk. The natural laws of the universe meant time flowed in a linear fashion—forward. If you ladled hot soup into a bowl, the soup would eventually cool. It couldn’t warm up again—or it shouldn’t.


But in the field of quantum mechanics, scientists were just beginning to explore the possibility that time could flow both ways. The natural laws of the universe broke down on a quantum level, with subatomic particles behaving oddly, including leaping back and forth in time. But Kendra didn’t exist on a quantum level. She was a person, not a subatomic particle. She should have been fixed on the plane governed by the natural laws of the universe, not thrown into the past, where it took four damn days to travel across England.


She’d been born at the tail end of the twentieth century. Chuck Yeager’s test flight, which had broken the sound barrier by exceeding speeds of 662 miles per hour, had already been in the history books for decades. By the time she’d graduated Princeton to become a special agent at the FBI, that milestone had looked positively antiquated compared to the military jets that routinely pushed speeds above Mach 3—2,280 miles an hour. Time was the most valuable commodity in her era. Billion-dollar industries had been created by shaving off a second here, a minute there—microwaves, cars, texting, the Internet. In the twenty-first century, speed was as natural as breathing.


Kendra drew in a deep breath, held it, and let it out slowly. Her gaze traveled back to the fog-shrouded window. Her stomach twisted.


This isn’t my world.


She leaned back against the seat and closed her eyes. In her world, she’d been the youngest person ever to be accepted into the FBI. The Bureau’s Cyber Division had been interested in her tech skills. Her ambition had eventually propelled her into the Behavioral Science Unit, where she’d been successful in carving out a career as a criminal profiler. She’d been happy . . . well, maybe happy wasn’t the right word, she conceded. But she’d been damn good at her job. Then her life had gone sideways.


The scars on her body began to throb, hot and itchy. A psychosomatic response, she was certain, to being shot and nearly dying. Bile rose up, hot and bitter, as Kendra thought about the man responsible for her injuries and getting half her task force killed. Sir Jeremy Greene. The British billionaire had all the trappings of respectability. But you had only to scrape off the surface shine to uncover the filth and muck beneath. Illegal narcotics, weapons smuggling, human trafficking—Sir Jeremy had his pointy fingers in plenty of nasty pots.


Was that when her life had skittered sideways? At the time, she only knew that she couldn’t accept the deal that the government had made with Sir Jeremy, allowing him to keep his freedom and luxurious lifestyle as long as he fed them valuable intel against his viler associates. Such deals were done. Kendra wasn’t naïve.


And if her own team members hadn’t been casualties in the mission to capture the asshole, would she have looked the other way? Gone on with her life?


God help her, she didn’t know.


But hindsight wouldn’t change a damn thing. She hadn’t looked the other way. She’d made plans to take Sir Jeremy out. An eye for an eye was too Old Testament for her. She preferred to think of it as justice.


She’d planned it so well, so meticulously. But how could she have known that Sir Jeremy’s criminal associates had become suspicious of him, had hired an assassin to put a hole in the bastard’s chest? She wouldn’t have objected to that, if she’d been in her apartment in Virginia, and not standing in the room that Sir Jeremy had been entering. Even now, more than two months later, she could feel the jittery zing of adrenaline coursing through her bloodstream. Her memory wasn’t quite eidetic, but it didn’t need to be for this particular event. The scene was frozen, with stark clarity, in her mind.


She could still hear the impatient snap in Sir Jeremy’s voice outside in the hallway, still see him as the door swung open. The sheen of silvery hair. The patrician profile. He’d been wearing a nineteenth century costume like everyone who was attending the costume ball at Aldridge Castle. Ice danced down her spine as she recalled the sound—a muted pfft—that had changed everything. The next moment, Sir Jeremy was falling into the room, his once snowy-white shirt blooming crimson. She could smell the raw, coppery scent of his blood filling the air.


Shock had robbed her of any mobility. She remembered that, too, the endless moment, stretching like a rubber band. The assassin had moved into the room, and his eyes, dark and cold, had locked on hers. Without hesitation, he’d lifted his gun, the barrel elongated by a silencer.


This was where her memory failed her. She couldn’t actually remember moving when he’d fired the weapon. She only remembered hearing the deadly pfft again, and the Chinese vase shattered into a million pieces next to her as she frantically dove through the hidden door in the study. Her only thought had been to climb the stairwell that had been used for over a thousand years by the castle inhabitants to flee from their religious and political persecutors.


A cold, prickly sweat broke out on her body now as she recalled the unnatural darkness, the sudden sensation of going around and around on an excruciating spike of pain. The sensation that she was being shredded into a million strands had seemed endless. Her life had changed in that moment. Maybe forever. Unless she figured out how to return to her own time.


Kendra shivered. The cloth-wrapped warming brick next to her feet that had radiated heat two hours ago was now a block of ice. Yet that wasn’t responsible for the goose bumps. That was due entirely to her bizarre predicament, which kept her trapped in the nineteenth century, like an insect in amber.


“Does your arm pain you, my dear?”


The Duke’s voice jolted her out of her reverie, and she opened her eyes. She realized she was absently massaging the arm with the old wound.


She dropped her hand, and straightened. “No, I . . . it’s nothing. Just thinking.”


The fog outside cast an uncertain light inside the carriage, playing across the Duke’s longish face and rather bold nose, and making his thinning hair more gray than blond. His blue eyes, pale enough to sometimes appear gray, glinted with intelligence. He was a man who held immense power in this world, with his title and wealth. He was also one of the kindest people that Kendra had ever met, regardless of century.


He asked, “Are you contemplating . . . your America?”


The careful way he said it made her smile. Her America had become their code for the twenty-first century. She might not be an expert on all the theories of time travel, but she understood human behavior. In her time, if anyone professed to being a time traveler, they would have ended up in a lunatic asylum. Or given their own reality TV show. It was sort of a toss-up. In the early nineteenth century, it would definitely be the madhouse. Fear had kept her quiet about her circumstance. Only two people knew her secret—the Duke and his nephew, Alec, born Alexander Morgan, the Marquis of Sutcliffe.


“It’s a little difficult not to think about my America,” she confessed, and glanced out the window. If anything, the fog had become thicker. “This is going to delay us, isn’t it?”


Aldridge shifted his gaze to the window, studying the gray landscape. “I’m afraid so. We’ll need to put up for the night, I think. However, if we begin our journey early tomorrow morning, we ought to arrive at Monksgrey by nightfall. ’Tis only a half-day delay. Unless . . .”


“Unless?” Kendra wasn’t sure she wanted to know.


He shrugged. “Unless we encounter more fog on the highway tomorrow afternoon, and are forced to seek shelter in another hostelry until Monday morning.”


Kendra frowned. “Why would we have to wait until Monday?”


“No well-bred person travels on the Sabbath.”


How could she argue with that? Sundays in “her America” had become a day of recreation as much as spiritual reflection.


“We must stay optimistic,” the Duke added.


Yet whatever optimism Kendra may have had vanished the next minute when the carriage rolled to a stop, swaying slightly as the coachman jumped off his perch. Kendra could hear him muttering to himself, his boots stomping loudly on the ground as he came around to the carriage door. He gave a brief knock before yanking it open. His broad face, ruddy with cold and gleaming with moisture from the swirling mist, peered in at them.


“’Tis wicked weather, we’re ’aving, yer Grace.”


Aldridge smiled slightly. “Yes, I can see it is, Benjamin. Yet somehow I don’t think you stopped the carriage to impart your keen observation. Are you about to suggest a course of action? Shall we wait here until it lifts?”


“Nay. We’d most likely be ’ere till mornin’. And the ’orses are getting skittish, even with their blinders on. Oi thought me and Dylan’ll walk the poor beasts. We got lanterns.” Benjamin hesitated. “Oi’m afraid we ain’t gonna make it far before evening sets in, sir. It’s about five now. But if Oi recollect properly, there’s a village down the road with a good-sized ’ostelry.”


The Duke nodded. “Let us hope it is not too far down the road.”


“Aye, sir.”


Benjamin stepped back, but Kendra scooted forward before he could close the door. “Wait. I’ll walk with you.” She needed to move. Her ass had gone numb from sitting for so long.


The coachman eyed her the same way that most of the servants who worked at Aldridge Castle did. Like she was a freak. Ironically, that was the one thing familiar to her in this era of horse-drawn carriages and homespun clothing. She’d been viewed in a similar fashion by many people in her own time. Her parents had believed that humanity could be improved if intellectually gifted people would marry and procreate, and she had been the result of their personal test of their hypothesis.


Here, though, she had to deal with another layer of suspicion. When she’d first arrived in the nineteenth century, she’d been mistaken as a servant. Now she was the Duke’s ward. That kind of meteoric rise in status was often met with disapproval and distrust by every level of this society, including the servant class.


Benjamin scowled at her. “’Tis not a day for walkin’, miss.”


Kendra could have pointed out that he would be walking. Instead, she said, “I can carry a lantern.”


The coachman’s jaw jutted out. “’Tis cold outside, miss.”


“It’s cold inside too.”


“Actually, walking is an excellent notion,” the Duke said, effectively ending the argument. He set aside the book on his lap and picked up his gloves. “I could use the exercise myself.”


Benjamin glared at Kendra, obviously holding her responsible for the Duke’s decision. “But it ain’t safe, yer Grace,” he protested, his hand going to the blunderbuss tucked into his belt, nearly hidden by his greatcoat.


“In that case . . .” Kendra lifted the silk embroidered reticule off the seat beside her, and fished out the muff pistol that Alec had given her two weeks ago. It was a far cry from the Glock that she’d used as an FBI agent, but she knew the dainty weapon, with its polished walnut stock and engraved gold plate, could do some damage—as long as she was within fifteen feet of her target.


She caught the Duke’s eye, and grinned. “Don’t worry. I know how to use it.”


“I have no fear on that score, Miss Donovan.” He tugged on his gloves. “This is what you and my nephew have been sneaking off to do in the woods, is it not?”


Kendra wasn’t given to blushing, but she felt her face grow hot under the Duke’s scrutiny. She and Alec had done more in the woods than perfect her shooting skills with the archaic weapon. Against her better judgment, they had become involved. Just thinking about the marquis made her heart rate increase. Talk about insanity. She didn’t belong in this world with Alec, any more than Alec belonged with her. He belonged with one of the pretty debutantes that the London social season churned out annually. He needed a young lady who knew how to dance a cotillion, ride a horse sidesaddle, and embroider or play the pianoforte, someone who had pretty manners and would never think to utter an expletive.


Someone who could give him a boatload of kids.


That, more than anything, was the prerequisite to marriage among the Beau Monde. A young lady must be able to provide a male heir, preferably an heir and then several spares. Infant and childhood mortality were frighteningly high in this pre-inoculation age. Kendra knew she couldn’t promise anything in that regard. One of the injuries that she’d sustained on her last mission had drastically cut down on her odds of conceiving and carrying children.


In truth, she’d never thought about having kids. She’d been too busy with her career. Now, the possibility of not having children was like a shadow on her heart.


She shook herself free of such musings. She hadn’t given up hope of returning to her own time, even if she didn’t have a clue how to accomplish that. She was an FBI profiler, not a quantum physicist. But she clung to the hope that something would present itself.


“I’ve become a very good shot,” she said carefully.


The way the Duke looked at her, she had a feeling that he was aware of just how involved she’d become with his nephew, but he was at a loss as to how to handle it.


Benjamin shook his head and mumbled something under his breath about improper females as he withdrew, trudging back to the horses.


In the corner, Molly stirred. Her eyes fluttered open, and she yawned widely as she sat up. “W’ot’s ’appening?” Her hand flew to her mouth. “Oh, beggin’ yer pardon, yer Grace. Oi didn’t mean ter nod off on ye!”


Aldridge smiled at the maid. “Do not concern yourself. ’Tis an exhausting journey.”


Molly rubbed her nose, red from cold, and looked around. “Are we done fer the night?” Her gaze fell on the gun in Kendra’s hand and she gave a frightened squeak. “’Ave we been ’eld up by ’ighwaymen?”


“No,” Kendra assured the girl, “we just ran into fog. Benjamin is going to walk the horses, and the Duke and I are joining him.”


The maid blinked. “Yer goin’ ter walk?”


“Yes.”


“Oi’ll come with ye, then.” She began folding her blanket into a tidy bundle.


Kendra said, “That’s not necessary, Molly. You can stay inside.”


The maid looked horrified at the suggestion. “Oh, but it ain’t proper. Oi’m yer lady’s maid, miss. Oi can’t sit while ye walk.”


Kendra stifled a sigh. Molly had been a tweeny at the castle, basically a maid-of-all-trades. But circumstances—and Kendra’s own preference—had elevated the fifteen-year-old to lady’s maid. While Kendra would have preferred not to have one, it was damn near impossible for any woman in the upper levels of society to dress without assistance. Molly had been the best choice, though she tended to guard her new rank by being overzealous in her duties.


“Okay,” Kendra finally said with a shrug. “Suit yourself.”


They climbed out of the carriage. Benjamin had already lit two lanterns, which he passed to the stable boy, Dylan, and another man, a groom named Stanley. Kendra suspected Stanley didn’t just help Benjamin with the horses, but acted as a bodyguard as well. He had his own blunderbuss pushed through his wide leather belt. Traveling in this era wasn’t just slow, it was fraught with peril, with gentry and mail coaches targeted by highwaymen.


The Duke’s valet, Wilson, stood nearby, viewing the proceedings with the standoffish attitude prevalent among the upstairs servants. But when he saw the Duke, his eyebrows flew up and he hurried over. “Your Grace, may I be of assistance?”


Aldridge waved away his solicitation. “Thank you, no. Miss Donovan and I shall be walking—and carrying lanterns, if Benjamin needs assistance.”


“But, sir . . .” The manservant’s face twisted with horror. “Benjamin said the nearest village is three miles. Your hessians, your Grace. Think of your hessians!”


Aldridge cast a rueful glance at his gleaming black boots. “Yes, well, it can’t be helped. If I had known we would be walking, I would have worn my older boots. As it is, they’re at Monksgrey, along with the staff.”


A day before they’d left Aldridge Castle, the senior staff, including the butler, Mr. Harding, the housekeeper, Mrs. Danbury, and the Duke’s temperamental French chef, Monsieur Anton, had departed for Monksgrey to assist the skeleton staff that lived at the manor year-round to prepare for the Duke’s arrival. At this moment, Kendra imagined Mrs. Danbury was whipping everyone into shape, sort of like a drill sergeant during basic training. Even though they traveled with a lady’s maid and valet, several trunks of clothing, and their own bed linens and necessities for staying in the public hostelries en route, Kendra was aware that this was actually considered traveling light by aristocratic standards. She’d never get used to it.


“’Ere. Ye can carry a lantern, Mr. Wilson.” Before the valet could protest, Benjamin thrust a lamp into his gloved hands. Kendra caught the thin smile on the coachman’s face as he turned away from Wilson to march back to the horses. The rivalries and petty jealousies between the upper and lower servants cut both ways.


They formed a ragged procession as they moved forward. Despite the lanterns, the fog was at times so thick that Kendra could barely make out the landscape ten feet in front of her. It created a strange sort of isolation, as if they were the last survivors in an apocalyptic world. Even the sounds—the rumble of wooden carriage wheels, the clomping of the horses’ hooves, the jingling of bridles as the beasts periodically shook their heads and snorted, and the shuffling of human feet—were strangely muted.


Kendra had to strain to hear noises beyond their immediate group. It took a moment, but eventually she made out the whispering grass from the surrounding moorlands. The shriek of a bird circling high above them broke through the odd atmospheric bubble they were in.


“’Ow long will it be till we meet other folks?” Molly asked nervously. She was walking so close to Kendra that their skirts brushed. “’May’ap this place is cursed.”


“There are no such things as curses, my dear,” the Duke said. “Do not fall prey to superstitious nonsense. Fog is a natural phenomenon produced by moisture in the air. You’ve seen it often enough at Aldridge Castle. Quite frankly, I find this fog preferable to the miserable brown muck in London.”


“Oi’ve never seen anythin’ like this, yer Grace,” Molly whispered.


Kendra swiped at the cold moisture forming on her face. “Why don’t you go back in the carriage, Molly? I can hear your teeth chattering. You can keep warm if you cover yourself with all the blankets.”


“Are ye goin’ inside, miss?”


“Not yet.”


“Then Oi’ll walk for a bit too.”


Kendra wanted to insist, but she knew that it wouldn’t do any good. She decided to give herself another fifteen minutes, then she’d go inside the carriage, for the girl’s sake. Everyone fell silent again, seemingly disinclined to talk in this peculiar gray world.


After about twenty minutes, Benjamin broke the oppressive silence. “We’re losin’ daylight, sir.”


“We only need to keep to the road,” Aldridge said, forcing a note of joviality into his voice. The Duke considered himself a man of science—a natural philosopher—but Kendra suspected the atmosphere was getting to him too. “We ought to be in the village soon enough. And the inn. I must say, I am famished. I am imagining a nice bowl of leek soup, and a warm brandy or hot buttered rum to take the chill out of my bones. What say you, Miss Donovan?”


“I wouldn’t mind a hot drink,” Kendra agreed.


“Ooh, do ye think they ’ave pigeon pie?” Molly wondered wistfully.


“I am certain they do. Any innkeeper worth their salt—” The Duke broke off abruptly, and came to a halt.


Kendra stopped, as well, which caused Molly to plow into her. “W’ot?” Molly demanded, straightening the bonnet that had slipped over her eyes.


The procession had stopped, their gazes transfixed by the shadows flickering in the gray fog ahead. Like shapeshifters from ancient tales, the images seemed to twist and lengthen until they took human form.


Molly shrieked, and grabbed Kendra’s coat.


Kendra ignored the maid, keeping her gaze focused on the apparitions ahead. Her ears picked up the sound of running feet just before the men burst through the mist. There were at least a dozen in rough clothes, their faces blackened by what looked to be soot. Clutched in their hands were axes and sledgehammers.


“’Old on ter the ’orses!” Benjamin shouted at Stanley and Dylan, as the beasts began to sidle nervously. “Keep their ’eads down!”


Grim-faced, the coachman yanked out his blunderbuss, and held it at the ready as the men ran toward them. Kendra’s own pulse leaped in her throat, but her hand was steady as she lifted the muff pistol. She shook off the cowering Molly, and grabbed the Duke’s arm, shoving him behind her.


“Get into the carriage,” Kendra hissed.


“’Ere now, w’ot’s you lot about?” Benjamin cried out at the men.


Kendra braced herself, her finger curling around the trigger of the elegant gun. If it wasn’t for the smeared faces and the air of violence that clung to the mob, the men would have reminded Kendra of marathon runners, their expressions intent on some finish line that only they could see. The lead runner, a burly man carrying a pickaxe, his blue eyes startlingly pale against his blackened face, saw them. He didn’t stop, or even slow. But as she watched, he veered off the road. The rest of the men followed his lead—and one by one, they were swallowed up by the dense fog, vanishing into the countryside. For a few seconds, the sound of their feet could be heard thundering across the moor. Then that, too, faded away, and the only thing that pierced the silence was a bird’s plaintive caw high above them.


“Holy crap,” Kendra breathed. Her heart thumped against her chest. Carefully, she eased her finger off the trigger, and lowered the muff pistol. She glanced around. Only then did she realize that the Duke hadn’t retreated into the safety of the carriage, but had taken up a defensive position beside her. She decided not to waste her breath on a lecture.


“What the hell was that?” she asked. “Some sort of militia?”


The Duke shook his head. Even in the diminished light, Kendra could see the uneasy expression in his eyes. “Not exactly,” he said. “But let us make haste to the village. These roads are more treacherous than I realized.”
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By the time they reached the outskirts of the village thirty-five minutes later, darkness had fallen completely, the lanterns barely penetrating the vapor pressing against them. Kendra didn’t realize how tense she’d become until she saw the blurred glow from the lampposts, which marked the boundary of the village, and released a sigh.


“At last,” Kendra heard the Duke breathe softly. He glanced at her, relief softening his mouth into a smile. “You ought to be able to put away your weapon now, my dear.”


Kendra hesitated, but then shrugged and slid the muff pistol back into the pouch that dangled from her wrist. She knew the Duke was concerned about her reputation. A wasted worry, as far as she was concerned. Her reputation had been damaged beyond repair a month ago, when she’d scandalized London while saving Alec from a murder charge.


“Blessed be—’tis a lovely ’ostelry, it is,” Molly cried, staring at the large building looming ahead.


The inn was, smartly, located near the public road. The structure had a cobbled-together appearance, with the main building a half-timbered Tudor style that most likely dated back to the fifteen or sixteenth century. Two wings of red brick had apparently been added on during a later period, and bespoke a certain prosperity. The roof was steeply pitched and thatched. The windows were set back, small and perfectly square. A good many were dark, but a few flickered with a warm, buttery light.


Oil lamps hung on poles outside, casting a soft amber glow across the courtyard. Off to the right was a stable yard. The eerie atmosphere created by the cocoon of fog was suddenly broken by normal activities. A handful of stable hands were busy brushing and feeding the horses, vigorously shoveling up the dung their four-legged guests left behind.


The youths abandoned their work as soon as they noticed the newcomers, rushing forward to assist Benjamin and the others as they guided the team of horses into the courtyard. Kendra had a feeling that their enthusiastic greeting had a lot to do with the Duke’s crest on the carriage door rather than being particularly happy to have more work to do on a bleak night.


Leaving Benjamin to deal with the stable hands, Aldridge ushered Kendra to the inn’s entrance. Molly and Wilson followed.


“Let us pray no other travelers have been stranded by the fog, making rooms scarce,” murmured Aldridge as he opened the door.


Inside, the foyer appeared smaller than it really was because of the low ceiling, which was bisected by ancient, gnarled beams. The walls had been painted white, a stark contrast from the dark wood floor and staircase. Voices drew Kendra to the open doorway on the right. It was a public dining room, families and single men occupying half the tables. No lone women, Kendra observed. But she knew that even married ladies and widows, who had more independence in this era, would balk at dining alone in public.


More voices—low and obviously male—came from the door on the left, which opened to the tavern. A quick glance revealed men crowded around sturdy wood tables and lined up along the tap, smoking pipes and drinking. Kendra noticed a few of the men were well-dressed, probably guests of the inn. The rest, she assumed, were locals. Given their work attire, she thought this was a familiar routine, the men ending their day with a few pints, catching up on whatever passed as news in the village. The orange-yellow light from the fire in the stone hearth and lanterns on the walls limned the men’s faces, young and old. The only woman in the room was a dark-haired barmaid, her hands nimble as she pulled the taps, replenishing the mugs and laughing with easy camaraderie as she moved around the bar.


“Good evening. Good evening!”


Kendra turned around to see an older man trotting down the hall toward them, smiling. She judged him to be in his late sixties or early seventies, but still robust, with a florid, round face framed by bushy gray side whiskers that were only slightly darker than the thinning strands on top of his head.


His blue eyes were bright, and quick to size up the cut and quality of the Duke and Kendra’s clothes. “Welcome ter the Green Maiden.” He bowed, and his smile widened. “I am the proprietor here, Mr. Bolton. How may I serve ye, good sir?”


“Good evening,” Aldridge returned. “I am the Duke of Aldridge, and this is my ward, Miss Donovan. We are journeying to my estate in Lancashire, but unfortunately the fog has forced us to seek shelter for the evening. Do you have rooms available . . . and a meal, preferably served in a private parlor?”


Mr. Bolton’s eyes gleamed at the mention of the Duke’s title. Kendra had a feeling that even if all the rooms were taken, Mr. Bolton would have evicted someone in favor of having a duke as a guest.


The innkeeper bowed again. “Of course, yer Grace. ’Tis an honor ter serve ye! Rest easy, we shall prepare two of our best rooms for ye and yer ward. The servants will even change the linens for ye, if ye want. The Green Maiden boasts the highest standards of cleanliness.”


“Thank you, Mr. Bolton, but we have brought our own linens. Our servants will see to preparing our rooms.”


“Certainly, sir,” Bolton said, nodding. It was common practice for the gentry to supply their own linens, so he didn’t view it as an insult. He glanced over his shoulder at a woman hurrying down the hall toward them. “Madam wife, we have guests—the Duke of Aldridge and his ward, Miss Donovan.”


Mrs. Bolton was probably near her husband’s age. Years had carved lines into her face and softened her jawline, but Kendra imagined she’d been beautiful in her youth, given her excellent bone structure. A mop cap covered her head, allowing only the smallest glimpse of hair, which in the dim light could have been an ash blonde, but Kendra imagined was a silvery-gray in the strong light of day. Her eyes were a dark gray. Her figure was petite, barely hitting the five-foot mark, and spritely. She had no difficulty dipping into a deep curtsy for the Duke.


“Oh, this is indeed an honor, your Grace,” she said, her speech surprisingly cultured. “Pray tell, what brings you to East Dingleford, sir?”


Aldridge said, “Wicked weather, I fear.”


“The Duke was travelin’ ter his estate in Lancashire, but the fog has waylaid him,” the innkeeper told his wife.


She clucked her tongue in sympathy. “Yorkshire has the most unpredictable weather in all the kingdom, I fancy.”


“We must see ter our guests’ comfort,” Bolton said, and looked at the Duke. “Mrs. Bolton will take ye ter our private parlor. Ye can warm yerself by the fire and have a glass of sherry or brandy—my wife makes an excellent apricot brandy . . .” His gaze traveled to Molly and Wilson. “Yer servants can ready yer bedchambers, and are welcome in the kitchen for a meal there or in the public rooms. I caught a couple of hares this very day, so we have fresh meat on hand. Our cook, Mrs. Platt, makes a most excellent rabbit stew.”


Kendra didn’t know what was worse, eating rabbit or pigeon, but the tantalizing aromas wafting out of the public dining room were beginning to make her stomach growl.


“Thank you. You are a most gracious host.” The Duke hesitated, then asked, “If I may inquire, do you happen to have a textile mill in the near vicinity?”


The innkeeper’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “Aye, that we do. Bancroft Mills. ’Tis a cotton mill owned by the Lord Bancroft—Lord Nathan Bancroft—the Earl of Langfrey. His lordship’s estate, Falcon Court, is nearby. Why do ye ask?”


Aldridge pursed his lips. The uneasiness returned to his eyes. “I think I shall need to have words with the village magistrate and constable.”


“Our magistrate and constable?” Mrs. Bolton’s gray eyes widened. “Good heavens. Whatever for?”


“I’m afraid there has been mischief tonight.” The Duke looked like he was going to say something more, but then reconsidered. “Miss Donovan and I shall await the magistrate and constable’s arrival in the parlor.”


[image: images]


It was almost twenty minutes before the innkeeper escorted two men, their hats in their hands, into the private parlor. Kendra and the Duke were sitting in front of the fireplace, sipping from glasses filled with Mrs. Bolton’s apricot brandy as they waited for their dinner to be served.


Mr. Bolton introduced Constable Jameson, a tall, barrel-chested, brawny man in his mid-thirties. His hair was dark, with a hint of red, and curly, and he wore it a little longer than was fashionable. He had thick brows that formed a ledge over deep-set brown eyes. Kendra was a little disconcerted to learn during the introductions that Jameson had a full-time job as one of the village’s three blacksmiths, although that explained the leather apron she noticed beneath his tattered wool outer coat. Apparently, there was more of a need in East Dingleford for blacksmiths than constables.


The other man was Mr. Oliver Matthews, the son of the local squire, who was also the village’s magistrate. According to the innkeeper, Squire Matthews was laid up with a terrible case of gout, and had sent his son to act as magistrate in his stead.


Matthews looked to be the same age as the constable, but that was the only thing the two men had in common. The squire’s son was the opposite of the burly Jameson in every way. He was short—barely five-foot-five, Kendra estimated—and as thin as a stalk of wheat. His face was pale, and his flaxen hair was cut into the fashionable Brutus style popular among gentlemen, though his hair was too thin and his hairline too receded to really carry it off. Unlike the constable, he was dressed fashionably in a dark umber multi-caped greatcoat layered over a well-cut, bottle-green coat, ivory embroidered waistcoat, and snug tan trousers tucked into gleaming boots. The points of his shirt were sharp and high, his cravat exquisitely tied. Since arriving, he’d pulled out a lace-trimmed hanky, which he clutched like some sort of talisman.


Matthews’s watery blue eyes were fixed on the Duke, listening as he told them about their encounter with the band of men on the road, but the constable was the first to react.


“Luddites!” There was no mistaking the anger in Jameson’s voice. “By God, they’re the scourge of England!”


“Are you absolutely certain, your Grace?” Matthews asked, in such a way that Kendra felt like he was hoping the Duke would change his story. “The fog has a tendency to play tricks on one’s eyes, you know.”


Aldridge shook his head. “This was no illusion, sir. I’d say there were about a dozen men. Miss Donovan, what do you say?”


“Yes. They were carrying axes and hammers,” she added. “Their faces had been blackened in an attempt to disguise themselves.”


The Duke said, “I have read newspaper accounts about your troubles here in the north with men calling themselves Luddites.”


“Aye,” Constable Jameson acknowledged with a scowl. “But we ain’t had any of those troubles in East Dingleford.”


“There’s always a first time,” Kendra murmured. Both men shot her a brief look before turning back to the Duke.


Jameson scraped a beefy palm across his chin. “I suppose it’d be wise ter gather a couple of men and go take a look around the mill, see if any damage has been done.”


“The earl ought to be informed.” Matthews lifted his handkerchief to his nose, a worried frown creasing his brow. “And Mr. Stone, of course. They’ll not be pleased.”


“Nay. And why would they, eh?” Jameson’s mouth curled at the other man. “Havin’ their fine new machines smashed. No sense botherin’ his lordship or Mr. Stone until after we look around the mill first, ter see if there’s anything damaged.” He looked at the Duke again. “Thank you, your Grace, for bringin’ the matter ter our attention.” He didn’t look particularly thankful.


“Yes, thank you, sir,” Matthews put in, and gave an abbreviated bow.


The Duke inclined his head. “Certainly. I believe this movement is beginning to weaken, but England cannot be held hostage by those bent on destruction, regardless of the cause.”


Jameson and Matthews left the parlor, brushing past Mrs. Bolton as she arrived with bowls and silverware. She was followed by a serving girl juggling a large cast iron pot and a silver platter bearing thick brown bread and a dish of yellow butter.


“Would you like more brandy, sir? Miss?” Mrs. Bolton glanced at them as she set the table. “We also have wine, if you prefer that with your meal. Or ale.”


Aldridge smiled. “Do not trouble yourself, Mrs. Bolton. We shall serve ourselves.” He eyed the dishes that the girl had set on the table. “The stew smells delicious. Convey my deepest appreciation to your cook.”


“I shall, your Grace. Mrs. Platt will be most pleased. We have never had a Duke visit the Green Maiden before. This is my granddaughter, Tessa—she made the bread.”


The old woman smiled at her granddaughter, who looked to be about fifteen. Tessa exuded a wholesome prettiness, with her sandy blond hair and bright blue eyes.


“Tessa and her sister, Lizzie, live here now with us and help with the inn’s work. If you need anything, they will be happy to assist.”


The young girl gave a quick smile and curtsy.


Kendra returned the maid’s smile. Bread, made from scratch, had become her greatest weakness.


Mrs. Bolton retrieved the bottle of apricot brandy from the sideboard. “Your servants have finished preparing your rooms, and are taking their meal in the kitchen. Your coachman is having his dinner in the tavern.” She waited until they sat down at the table before refilling their glasses, then cut a sideways glance at the Duke. “Did Constable Jameson and Mr. Matthews help you, your Grace?”


“Yes.” The Duke lifted his glass, pausing. “I suggested that they inspect the mill. I believe we crossed paths with men involved in the Luddite movement.”


The hand holding the bottle of brandy gave a small jerk. Mrs. Bolton hurriedly set it on the table. “Forgive me, your Grace.” She rubbed her palms down her apron in a nervous gesture.


“You have nothing to fear, Mrs. Bolton,” the Duke assured the innkeeper’s wife in his most gentle tone. “I’m certain the ruffians are gone, regardless of what happened at the mill.”


Mrs. Bolton lowered her gaze. “Yes, of course. I’m being a silly old woman.”


The Duke said, “I cannot hold with their destruction of property, but I have not heard of any incident where the Luddites have targeted citizens specifically for violence.”


“You are right, of course,” she said, and curtsied. “Enjoy your supper, your Grace . . . Miss Donovan.”


Once alone, Aldridge looked across the table at Kendra and smiled, lifting his glass in a silent toast. “I imagine our excitement for the evening is over.”


Kendra would remember those words—and how wrong they were—thirty minutes later, when they heard a shout from the foyer, and raised voices. Surprised, the Duke lifted his brows. Kendra looked in the direction of the commotion.


“I wonder what’s amiss?” The Duke set down his fork and knife, and picked up his napkin to pat his lips quickly before rising from the table.


Kendra shoved herself to her feet and joined him as they left the private parlor, venturing down the hall to the foyer. Mr. and Mrs. Bolton and three other men had gathered around the new arrival, a skinny kid of about twelve. He was trying to talk and suck in great gulps of air at the same time.


As they came closer, Kendra heard him say, “. . .  smashed, they were. But Mr. Stone . . . Mr. Stone . . .” The kid lost his breath.


“Out with it!” snapped a lanky man wearing a knit cap. “What about the bleedin’ bastard? Did one of the Luddite’s draw his cork?”


“Nay.”


“Well? What about him then?”


The boy’s chest expanded as he drew in air before announcing, “’E’s dead!”


The news was met with a stunned silence. Mrs. Bolton’s hand flew to her throat, and she shot a glance at her husband.


“Dead?” she echoed. “Dead. But . . . how?”


“Probably had a seizure when the Luddites arrived,” a shorter man muttered, not looking too concerned about it. “Good riddance to bad rubbish, that’s what I say!”


“Nay!” The kid shook his head, even as his voice rose to a squeak. “Ain’t no seizure that stopped ’is claret. ’Twas murder! Somebody done beat ’is soddin’ ’ead in!”
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Aldridge took a step forward. “Murder? Are you absolutely certain?”


Everyone in the foyer swung around to stare at him, surprised by the interruption. Or more likely, Kendra thought, surprised that anyone who belonged in the higher circles of society would be interested in a conversation between common folk.


The innkeeper was the first to collect himself. “Oh, nay, sir. I’m certain it’s a mistake—”


“Ain’t no mistake,” the boy piped in. His nose had begun to run, and he wiped it with the sleeve of his threadbare wool coat. “Oi told ye. Mr. Stone got ’is ’ead walloped good. A right bleedin’ mess it is too! The constable and Mr. Matthews are at the mill. Matthews cast up ’is accounts. Constable Jameson wants me ter tell the menfolk ’ere so they can go after the Luddites!”


“How do you know that the Luddites killed this man, this Mr. Stone?” Kendra asked, drawing the boy’s attention.


“Gor! Oo else do ye think it would be? They smashed up the mill’s machinery jest like they done Mr. Stone’s ’ead! The constable says ter round up men ter find the fiends and we’ll ’ave a ’anging!”


“No!” Mrs. Bolton yelped. She frowned, her gaze darting to her husband, the boy, and the men. “No. I—I cannot countenance that the Luddites would have done such a thing.”


One of the men gave a contemptuous snort. He was tall, with a broad, rosy face and salt-and-pepper hair. “They’re a bunch of ruffians, Mrs. Bolton. Likely murder us all in our sleep, they will, if we don’t stop them.”


“Aye. They murdered that mill owner only a couple of years ago,” said the man wearing the knit cap.


“I read about that incident,” Aldridge put in, his expression concerned. “Three men, if I recall correctly. The authorities managed to capture and hang them.”


“The mill owner had cheated them out of their wage,” Mrs. Bolton protested. She looked as though she wanted to say more, but her husband pressed a hand on her arm.


“Laura,” he said, giving her a look, and his wife subsided.


Salt-and-Pepper’s eyes narrowed. “Your brother used ter work at the mill, didn’t he, Mrs. Bolton? Until he had a fallin’ out with Mr. Stone.”


Mrs. Bolton’s fingers nervously plucked at her apron. “That was ages ago.”


“Oye!” the boy cried impatiently, drawing everyone’s attention again. “Are ye gonna go after the Luddites, or not? Oi need ter get Dr. Poole and bring ’im ter the mill!”


“Aye, we will,” said Salt-and-Pepper. He glanced at the other men beside him. “Let’s round up some men ter go after the fiends!”


“Wait!” The word was out before Kendra could stop herself. But she was bothered by the lynch mob mentality thickening the air around her; she recognized too well the whiff of blind violence in the mix. “What about an investigation? There might not be any correlation between the murder and the Luddites other than bad timing.”


Salt-and-Pepper stared at her, eyebrows raised. “Don’t be daft. ’Course they killed ’im.”


“Ah, Freddie . . .” Mr. Bolton cleared his throat, and cast an uneasy glance at the Duke, probably trying to gauge his reaction to hearing his ward being called stupid. “This is Miss Donovan. She’s the Duke of Aldridge’s ward.”


Freddie’s lip curled as he studied Kendra. “Ye’re not from around these parts, Miss Donovan. And ye sound like a Yank. Ye don’t know who the Luddites are and w’ot they’re about.”


“I know exactly who the Luddites are, and what they’re about,” Kendra shot back, keeping her tone cool and measured even though she could feel her temper rise.


In the twenty-first century, it was common to call anyone who was against or unfamiliar with technology a Luddite. But those involved in this era’s Luddite movement weren’t against technology per se. Most were actually highly skilled men—craftsmen and machine operators—fighting against the technology that had begun taking away their jobs and depressing their wages.


Kendra had to shake off the sense of déjà vu that crept over her. It was impossible not to think about her own era’s protests and fights over stalled wages and lost jobs to technology and artificial intelligence. Economist Joseph Schumpeter called the cycle Creative Destruction. Industries were destroyed, but new ones were created. Autoworkers decried automation, but forgot that their industry had wiped out the livelihoods of blacksmiths, saddle makers, and stable hands. Progress was never easy, especially if you were the one losing your job.


She kept her gaze on Freddie. “There’s a big difference between destroying property and killing a human being.”


Mrs. Bolton spoke up. “They only desire a decent wage to feed their families.”


The old woman shot her a grateful look, but Kendra felt uncomfortable. Jumping to conclusions without any sort of examination was anathema to her, but she wasn’t a big fan of coincidences either. The Luddites being at a factory around the same time a man was murdered didn’t look good.


Freddie studied the old woman with suspicious eyes. “Ye sound like yer a sympathizer, Mrs. Bolton.”


“We don’t hold with the Luddites,” her husband put in quickly.


“I believe we ought to go to the mill, and assess the situation ourselves,” said the Duke. He hadn’t raised his voice, but Kendra saw the impact his announcement had on those in the foyer. Shock rippled across their faces. Even Mrs. Bolton appeared disconcerted.


“Why would ye be wantin’ ter do that, your Grace?” Mr. Bolton said. “Luddite or not, it is murder, sir. ’Tis unseemly fer a gentleman such as yerself ter become involved in such a dreadful thing.”


Aldridge smiled slightly. “I am aware that it’s unorthodox, Mr. Bolton. But it is not the first time my ward and I have become involved in such matters.”


“But yer a duke—” Mr. Bolton began, and then did a double-take as the Duke’s words hit home. His gaze cut over to Kendra. “Ye ward?” He appeared uncertain, as if he doubted he’d heard correctly. “Miss Donovan? Or do ye have another ward?”


And by that, Kendra knew, the innkeeper meant a ward who was male.


“I speak of Miss Donovan,” the Duke said firmly. “Her services are invaluable in these matters, I assure you.” He met their dubious eyes, and shrugged. “She’s an American. They have different sensibilities than we have here in England.”


Kendra managed to keep a straight face, even as she came under inspection. When no one said anything, she decided to move things along. Georgian police procedures were basically nonexistent, and God only knew what the constable was doing right now to destroy the crime scene.


“We’re wasting time,” she said firmly. “We need to go.”


The Duke nodded. “You are quite right, Miss Donovan.” His gaze traveled back to the innkeeper. “How far is the mill, Mr. Bolton?”


The innkeeper seemed a bit bewildered by what was happening, so his words came slowly. “Ah . . . half a mile, no more.”


Aldridge pointed at the child. “You, boy—what’s your name?”


The kid swiped at his nose again. “Andrew, sir!”


The Duke said, “I will hire you to escort us to the mill.”


“Ye will? Oi mean, aye, sir! But w’ot about Dr. Poole?”


Mr. Bolton recovered from his shock, and said, “I’ll have one of the stable hands fetch Dr. Poole.”


“Hold on! Yer goin’ ter the mill?” Freddie stared at the Duke. “Ye and the gentry mort?”


“We are,” the Duke said.


Mr. Bolton said, “I’d loan ye a gig, sir, but with the fog, ’tis best ter walk. I’ll send a couple of me stable lads ter accompany ye with torches.”


“Thank you, sir,” the Duke replied. “The torches will be most welcome. I shall have my own whip take the journey with us. Mrs. Bolton, please inform my servants that Miss Donovan and I will return in due time.”


“Yes, of course, your Grace.” She made a brief curtsy, the worried look still on her face as she hurried down the shadowed hall.


Kendra followed the Duke into the private parlor, where they put on their coats, gloves, and hats. Kendra picked up her reticule, automatically checking the muff pistol. Satisfied, she replaced the weapon inside the pouch, making sure the strings were loose enough for easy access. She looked up to find the Duke’s eyes on her.


“Hopefully you shan’t be required to shoot anybody this evening, Miss Donovan,” he said, his mouth lifting into a small smile.


Kendra considered his words, then shrugged. “Hope is good. Being prepared is better.”
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Bancroft Mills rose up in the foggy night like an ancient dragon’s lair straight out of the pages of a Grimm fairy tale. In the flickering torchlight and swirling mist, Kendra got the impression of the mill’s massive size: almost as long as a football field, with its height staggered between four and six stories, and topped by a slate-covered, gambrel-styled roof. Two enormous smokestacks thrust upward from the center of the building, lost in darkness and fog. Nearby, she heard the rush of water—a river. They were essential sources of energy, she knew, feeding the factories during the early Industrial Revolution.


As they entered the mill’s graveled courtyard, their footsteps crunching on the tiny pebbles, Kendra paused to glance upward. Small bits of white fluff were spinning in the night air. Perfect . . .  snow, was her first thought. It certainly felt cold enough for snowfall. Only when she lifted one gloved hand and watched the white bits land on her outstretched palm without melting did she realize that she was actually seeing bits of cotton fiber floating on the night air.


Kendra caught the Duke’s frown as he stood regarding the mill. Benjamin’s eyes darted around uneasily, but his hand remained steady on his blunderbuss. Kendra understood his apprehension. The lanterns and hissing torches did little to combat the thick shadows and fog around them. Her own neck tingled with the sensation of watching eyes. She wished that she was holding one of the FBI’s kickass LED tactical flashlights instead of a sputtering oil lantern.


The kid—Andrew—was the only one who didn’t seem affected by the atmosphere, racing up the steps with youthful exuberance. The door must have been well oiled, because it only made a whispering sound as Andrew yanked it open and disappeared inside.


“’Ere now, wait fer us!” Freddie called out after the child, a quiver of nerves in his voice. He’d insisted on accompanying them to the mill instead of joining the band of men who were now pursuing the Luddites. If she had to guess, Kendra thought curiosity had motivated him over anything else. She wondered if he was regretting his choice now.


She hesitated, then gave in to instinct, dipping her hand into her reticule and closing it over the muff pistol’s small grip. It made her feel marginally better as they resumed walking, following in the boy’s wake.


The spooky vibe wasn’t any better inside the building. Their footsteps echoed in the cavernous space, and the scent of wood, dust, and linseed oil was thick in the air. The glow from their lanterns and torches bobbed through the darkness, touching briefly on the wreckage caused by the Luddites.


Kendra sighed quietly. I can’t believe I’m dealing with freaking Luddites.


They continued forward, down a short, wide hall and up a flight of stairs. A glass window ran along one side of the hallway, allowing anyone standing there to observe the workers in the factory below. On the other side of the wall were two open doorways.


Kendra ignored the first darkened room, hurrying to the one from which light spilled into the corridor. She caught the murmur of voices inside. Her stomach tightened as the distinctive meaty scent that marked fresh death hit her nostrils.


Kendra hung back near the threshold as the men moved inside. First impressions were crucial in investigations, and so she scanned the room carefully. Every wall sconce had been lit, including two lanterns on the desk, revealing an office larger and more luxurious than she’d have expected to find in a textile mill. In fact, it reminded her more of a gentleman’s study, with gleaming mahogany furniture, including a credenza with decanters and crystal tumblers arranged on top of it. A single hat dangled from one of the hooks of a rather ornate coat stand in the corner, next to the door. Bookshelves lined three walls. Here was her second surprise. Instead of books, the shelves were filled with porcelain figurines—all cats.


Kendra forced her gaze to move beyond the unusual display, surveying the two gold-and-brown damask-upholstered sofas that sat facing each other; the heavy leather club chairs; and the massive oak desk. Her mouth tightened as she studied the area. Blood was splattered on the desk, the ceiling, and the wall behind the desk. Her eyes lowered to the floor, where a chair was turned over; a man’s boot extended beyond the desk leg and overturned chair. Mr. Stone, she presumed.


Near the desk stood Constable Jameson and another man, the latter wearing a dirty coat and smock, and a hat that had lost its shape a long time ago. Matthews, Kendra noticed, was standing on the other side of the office, as far away from the corpse as he could get and still be in the room. His complexion had a greenish tinge, and he was pressing his lace-trimmed hankie to his nose. She caught the hint of vomit in the air, and traced it to another corner of the room, and what she assumed was left of Matthews’s dinner.


At their entrance, Jameson barreled forward, his hand raised like a police officer on traffic duty. “Wot—your Grace! Hold! Don’t come any closer, sir. There’s been a murder.”


“Yes,” Matthews spoke up from the back of the room. His voice quivered. “It is . . . it is quite dreadful.”


Kendra eyed him with concern. “Maybe you should stand out in the hall?”


“I am—I shall be fine . . . now.”


Still, he averted his eyes to stare at the collection of cats.


“Take deep breaths and bend over if you think you’re going to pass out,” Kendra advised, before crossing the room to get a closer look at the body.


Jameson stepped in front of her. “Miss Donovan, you don’t want ter come any nearer. ’Tis not for female eyes.” When Kendra simply walked around him, he puffed out his chest in indignation. “Now see here, yer Grace, I ain’t gonna be responsible for any female hysterics!”


“I shall take full responsibility for my ward if she should become hysterical, rest assured,” the Duke told him, and followed Kendra to look at the corpse.


Kendra focused on the body, sprawled on the floor face up. Mr. Stone had been a big man. Fat, not muscle, strained the seams of the pantaloons, coat, waistcoat, and shirt he was wearing. His stomach plumed over his breeches. He was also a lot older than Kendra had expected him to be. Late sixties, she deduced. His face was heavy and jowly. His eyes were open and filmed over. He still had a decent head of hair, once dark, but now silver. There were no marks on his forehead, but the left side of the head was matted with blood. His cravat, shirt, and coat were soaked in blood as well. A few blowflies were already buzzing around the body, crawling across the man’s face.


“You moved the body,” she said.


It wasn’t a question, but Jameson answered. “’Course we did! Me and Bernard here.” Jameson jerked a thumb at the man standing next to him. “Mr. Stone was flat on his face. Hard ter imagine that he’d be alive with his head caved in like that, but we had ter check. It wasn’t easy rollin’ him over either. He’s as fat as Prinny.”


“Nah, the Prince Regent’s fatter!” the man next to him chortled.


Kendra bit back a sigh. She would have liked to have seen the body in its original position. When it came to homicide investigations, the crime scene was vital, every detail important. Still, it wasn’t difficult to piece together what had happened here.


“What about the chair?” she asked. “Did you move that as well?”


“No reason ter do that,” said Jameson.


“So the chair was overturned. And you found him lying beside it, facedown?”


“Aye.” Jameson scowled. “Wot’s this about, anyways?”


Kendra didn’t say anything. Her gaze traveled across the pool of blood near the mill manager’s head to the telling splatter on the back of the chair, the desk, the wall behind the desk.


The desk was the most interesting, both because of the blood spatter and one particular item upon it—a bronze lion. It was roughly the size of a small toaster, and cast in the style of the famous lions, Patience and Fortitude, flanking the entrance of the New York Public Library. Even from where she was standing, Kendra could see the flecks of blood and brain matter on the lion’s base.


“And what about that?” She pointed at the bronze. “Was that on the desk?”


The constable shot her an exasperated look. “It was on the floor. ’Tis the weapon, you know. One of the Luddites used it ter bash Stone’s head in.”


“I don’t think so.”


Jameson stared at her. “Wot do you mean, you don’t think so? There’s blood on that statue, and a sodding hole in Mr. Stone’s head. Even a blind man can see that it’s the murder weapon!”


“It’s the murder weapon used to bludgeon Mr. Stone,” Kendra agreed calmly. “But the Luddites were not responsible for Mr. Stone’s murder.”


Jameson thrust out his chin, immediately aggressive. “’Course they were!” He looked to the Duke. “Sir!”


But the Duke was regarding Kendra intently. “What are you seeing, Miss Donovan?”


Kendra squatted down next to the victim. She wished that she had latex gloves, but pushed away her revulsion as she reached for the victim’s elbow. She lifted it, testing the tractability. She dropped the arm, then pressed her fingers against the neck and jaw.


“W’ot’s the gentry mort doin’?” whispered the man named Bernard.


“The victim is in the beginning stages of rigor mortis,” she told them, withdrawing her fingers. She turned her eyes to the blood around the man, and wanted to curse as she noticed the streaks caused by moving the body. She could even see footprints walking through the blood. Footprints that could be the killer’s—or could be the constable’s.


She pressed her fingers to the bridge of her nose in frustration. Unfortunately, saying something on the point wouldn’t change any minds. Christ. She dropped her hand and surveyed the body again. There was nothing stopping her from rolling the victim back to its original position, except that the man weighed a ton.


“I need help turning him over again.” She lifted her gaze to her audience.


“W’ot for?” demanded Jameson, not moving.


The Duke started forward, and was joined by Freddie and Benjamin. Grunting, they rolled the dead man until he was facedown again. The new position clearly revealed the mortal injury. Mr. Stone’s skull had been bludgeoned so savagely that it had shattered, caving in the back of his head. Blood and bits of brain matter clung to the back of his coat. The flies that had buzzed up when they rolled him over now swarmed onto the exposed wound.


Someone gasped. Matthews had braved a closer look, but the sight of the insects using the back of Stone’s head for their breeding ground made him gag again. Pressing his hankie against his lips, he fled the room.


“Dear God . . .” the Duke breathed, staring at the damaged head. “The poor wretch.”


“Wot’s this about?” Jameson repeated. His hostility hadn’t dissipated, but he now appeared more puzzled than angry. “Beggin’ your pardon, your Grace, but this ain’t your concern. Yours . . . or your ward’s.”


Kendra pushed herself to her feet. “It’s our concern if you’re going to hold the wrong person responsible for this man’s death. The Luddites didn’t kill him.”


“Oh?” the constable cocked his head, regarding her with an expression both smug and challenging. “And who do you think killed Mr. Stone, Miss Donovan, if the blasted Luddites didn’t do it?”


Kendra said nothing for a long moment. She allowed her gaze to sweep the room once more before returning to the pulverized skull of the victim. “I don’t know the killer’s identity—yet,” she said finally. “That will require a much more thorough investigation. But offhand? I’d say we’re dealing with a killer who didn’t intend to kill. But once he started, I don’t think he could stop.”
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Constable Jameson stared at her. Then he summarily dismissed her by turning to look at the Duke. “This is why ladies shouldn’t involve themselves in such weighty matters, your Grace,” he said. “They get fanciful notions.”


Kendra drew in a sharp breath. She’d dealt with plenty of assholes in her career, but this man was a moron. “Okay, then,” she snapped, “answer this: Was Mr. Stone deaf?”


Jameson grunted. “Wot kind of question is that? ‘Course he wasn’t!”


“Really? Because he’d have to be if he stayed at his desk while the Luddites were downstairs smashing the looms.”


The constable blinked.


Bernard shifted his cap to scratch behind his ear. “The gentry mort’s got a point. Oi reckon there’d ’ave ter been a godawful racket goin’ on with them Luddites breakin’ the frames.”


Kendra kept her gaze locked on Jameson. “So why didn’t Mr. Stone leave his office to investigate the noise? Unless you think he hid here while the Luddites vandalized the factory.”


Bernard shook his head. “Nay. Mr. Stone ain’t no bugaboo.”


“Coward,” Aldridge clarified, for Kendra’s sake.


“Aye.” Bernard nodded now. “He ain’t—wasn’t no coward.”


The Duke said, “I see what you are getting at, Miss Donovan. The noise would have been enough to draw him downstairs to investigate. And if such a thing had happened, the Luddites would have set upon the poor man in the factory. Thus, his body would have been discovered downstairs.”


Anger flared in the constable’s brown eyes. “Doesn’t mean one of those Luddites didn’t sneak up here before they started ter break the frames. They could’ve clouted the poor sod then.”


Kendra held onto her patience with an effort. “Mr. Stone was sitting here, behind his desk, when the unsub—when the killer picked up the bronze and struck the first blow. Has anyone been to Mr. Stone’s office before?”


The men shook their heads.


“I’m going to hypothesize that the bronze was on the desk. It’s the most reasonable assumption. Based on the angle of the head injury, the killer was standing on Mr. Stone’s left, slightly behind him when he reached over to grab the bronze, hitting the victim and striking the parietal bone.” She looked at Jameson. “Based on your theory, Constable, Mr. Stone continued to sit at his desk while a violent Luddite barged into his office. He didn’t stand up or do anything to fend off the intruder.”


Jameson’s brows lowered as he stared at her.


She went on, sarcasm thickening her voice. “No, Mr. Stone, being the helpful soul that he must have been, just continued to sit there while the intruder picked up the bronze and walked around the desk to hit him on the back of the head.”


Now Jameson’s mouth knotted. “Mr. Stone was known ter drink. He could’ve been drunk and unaware when the Luddite snuck in and struck him.”


Kendra eyed the man. He was stubborn. “The physical evidence doesn’t support that theory,” she said flatly. “If Mr. Stone had been drunk and passed out in his chair, with his head against the backrest, he would have been facing the killer. Mr. Stone would have been struck on the temple, crushing the frontal bone, not the parietal bone.”


Her gaze traveled back to the dead man. “That’s not what we have here. Mr. Stone was struck on the back of his head. And if the victim had been drunk, slumped over the desk when the first blow was struck, we’d be dealing with a different blood spatter pattern.”


“How so, Miss Donovan?” asked the Duke, intrigued.


“Blood is dense; its surface tension basically creates a perfect sphere. For instance, if you cut your finger and let the blood drip on the floor, each drop will form a circle,” she explained. “But do you see how the blood droplets on the desk are more oval—elongated, with what looks like a thin tail? The tail will point in the direction of the source of the blood spatter.”


She watched as the men’s eyes followed the invisible line across the desk to where Stone would have been sitting in the chair. “What we have here is a medium velocity impact,” she continued. “The force of the bludgeoning would have propelled the blood to travel outward from the injury until gravity brought the droplets down across the desk.”


The Duke nodded, and appeared to study the splatter of blood with fresh eyes. “’Tis basic physics. If Mr. Stone’s head was already resting on the desk, the blood droplets would have little distance to travel—”


“And we’d be dealing with a ninety-degree impact, which is basically a free fall,” Kendra cut in, nodding. “The splatter would be formed by round droplets, not oval.”


Aldridge glanced at the back wall and ceiling. “What about there? It follows the same principle, I assume?”


“Yes and no. That was created when the murderer swung the bronze, contaminated with Stone’s blood. It’s called a cast-off pattern, which is exactly what its name implies. The blood was cast off from the bronze onto the walls and ceiling.”


Jameson shifted impatiently, his brown eyes still regarding Kendra with skepticism.


“Look, it’s not just the blood pattern,” she said. “If Stone had been passed out with his head on his desk, you would also have found him in that position—not on the floor. Nor would the chair have been toppled over.”


The constable crossed his arms and glared at her. “That’s jest guesswork, Miss Donovan. You can’t know any of that.”


“It’s more than guesswork. I’m looking at the evidence. There’s other evidence that disproves Mr. Stone was drinking.”


“Like w’ot?” he demanded.


“Where’s the glass he was drinking from?” She flicked a glance at the sparkling crystal decanters and tumblers on the credenza that she’d noticed earlier. “I doubt the killer washed his glass and put it back.”


The Duke’s blue eyes brightened with admiration. “Yes. Yes, a brilliant observation, Miss Donovan. What you are saying is the most plausible explanation, with the fiend standing next to Mr. Stone, and using the bronze to strike him.”


“They were both looking at something on the desk—”


“How can you know where a dead man was lookin’?” the constable interrupted, his eyes narrowed.


She said, “Because blood tells a story. Do you see this area here?” She pointed at the center of the desk.


The Duke frowned, inspecting the area she’d pointed at. “Yes, but I do not see any blood, Miss Donovan.”


Kendra nodded. “Exactly. But there’s blood spatter elsewhere on the desk. It’s called a void pattern. It means something was on the desk, which protected that area from becoming contaminated.”


Bernard and Freddie had come forward to study the desk as well. “Aye,” Bernard said. “There’s no blood there.”


“Approximately twenty-six inches in length, sixteen inches in width,” calculated the Duke. “We can only assume the height—”


“Yes and no,” Kendra interrupted. “I’d say we’re dealing with something no more than four inches high. Anything higher would have interfered with the trajectory of the blood spatter. But there’s something more important represented by the void pattern.”


The Duke lifted his eyes from the desk to meet hers. “The killer took whatever had been on the desk after he murdered Mr. Stone,” he said softly.


“And in that, the unsub made his first mistake.” She scanned the area again. “The murder was disorganized, impulsive. The unsub took whatever was on the desk, so it means something.”


Jameson scowled at her. “W’ot’s this unsub you keep speaking of, eh?”


The Duke answered with a touch of pride. “Unknown subject—the perpetrator.”


Freddie spoke up for the first time, looking at her. “How’d ye know it was impulsive?”


“Because the killer didn’t bring a murder weapon with him. He acted rashly, using whatever was handy.” She swung her gaze to Jameson. “It’s another point against the killer being one of the Luddites, you know. The men that we ran into on the road were armed with axes and hammers. They brought potential murder weapons with them to the mill. Why not use them against Mr. Stone?”


Bernard gave a grunt of acknowledgement. “They’d ’ave used them, right enough.”


Kendra circled the desk, her gaze roving over the black dots and drips against the wall, the smears on the floor. “I think Mr. Stone invited his killer inside his office. The person was someone he knew, or someone he didn’t feel threatened by.”


The constable was still standing with his arms crossed, his attitude hostile as he regarded Kendra. “Wot witchery is this, for you ter know such a thing?”


“No witchery or any magical nonsense, Constable Jameson,” the Duke said, his voice hardening. “’Tis keen observation. Go on, Miss Donovan.”


The Duke’s defense of her hadn’t won her any favor, Kendra realized. The constable’s jaw tightened.


“I don’t see any defensive wounds on Mr. Stone’s hands,” she said. “He didn’t try to defend or protect himself. He had a level of trust with the unsub, allowing the killer to stand next to him, even slightly behind him.” She shrugged. “If he didn’t trust the killer, he was overly confident in his ability to fend off an attack.” She eyed the body. “The victim was advanced in his age, but he’s a big man. Men who are physically imposing like Mr. Stone often have a false sense of security.”


Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jameson straighten his spine, push his shoulders back, his chest out. The constable was a big man, too, though more muscle and less fat than the victim. Still, in this matter, he related to the victim, and he wasn’t even aware that he was adopting a don’t-mess-with-me stance.


As if adopting a swagger would allow him to avoid Stone’s fate, Kendra thought. But she didn’t let her lip curl with annoyance.


“The way I see it,” she said, “Mr. Stone was sitting in his chair, angled forward slightly, which exposed the back of his head to the unsub. His attention was on whatever was on the desk. The killer was standing over him, picked up the bronze, and hit Stone. But the first blow didn’t kill him immediately.” She was visualizing it now. “Mr. Stone attempted to stand. He would have been stunned by the blow. Maybe he put his hands on the armrests of his chair to push himself up, and the killer struck again. That second blow sent Mr. Stone falling sideways to the floor. His grip on the chair would have caused it to tip over. The killer then continued to bludgeon his victim.” She thought of the adrenaline pumping through the unsub, typical of high-stress situations. “It might have taken the killer a moment to even realize Mr. Stone was dead.”


“Bloody hell,” whispered Freddie, and made the sign of the cross.


“The killer then dropped the bronze.” Kendra didn’t want to think about the fingerprints from the unsub that were probably still on the murder weapon. She had no way to access the evidence. And even if she did, it wasn’t like she could run them through any database or begin fingerprinting potential suspects. “He took whatever had been on the desk before he left.”


She turned to the men and asked, “What was Mr. Stone like?”


Freddie spoke up. “He was a right bastard, that’s what he was.” His gaze settled on the body, his face twisting in distaste. “But I can’t hold with this, nay. This ain’t right.”


“The Earl’s gotta be informed,” Jameson said ominously. “About the attack on the mill and Mr. Stone being killed.”


“I shall send word to Falcon Court,” said Matthews, who’d apparently crept back into the room. He still looked ashen, his face sweaty, but Kendra gave him points for returning. “No sense in disturbing his lordship’s peace this evening though. Not like anything can be done about Mr. Stone now.”


Kendra had almost forgotten about the boy until Andrew piped up. “Aye,” he said, “’is Lordship’ll be terrible upset that ’is fancy new frames ’ave been smashed.”


She raised her eyebrows as she considered the boy. “More upset than to learn that his employee was murdered?”


“The frames are valuable,” the boy pointed out, his thin shoulder jerking in a shrug.
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