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PROLOGUE


The woman fought a shiver as she scampered down the dark back alley, her footfalls echoing hollowly on the cobblestone. She grimaced, wishing for a more silent approach. But there was no way around it. Get in, get out, she reminded herself. Her fingers curled around the collar of her serviceable wool coat, clutching it close to her throat in a vain attempt to ward off the night air. It was uncomfortably moist, thanks to the dirty brown fog that had rolled in earlier from the Thames.


God willing, her brief return would not be noted by her mistress. Soon she’d be back at her sister’s flat, safely tucked in the trestle bed with a hot brick to warm her feet for the rest of the night.


As she approached the servants’ entrance at the back of the Grosvenor Square town house, she withdrew the heavy iron key from her reticule. From the nearby mews stables, the snuffle and snort and shuffling of horses drifted across the alley. In the distance, a night watchman’s voice was a lonely warble as he called out the hour: “Eleven o’clock . . . and all’s well.”


Squinting—it was so bloody dark here with no torch or lantern to light the way—she inserted the key into the lock, and had to bite back a gasp of surprise when the door immediately creaked inward a few inches. She could’ve sworn they’d locked the door when they’d been told to leave earlier. She vowed that her mistress would also never hear about the shoddy security.


Hurriedly, heart thumping, she slipped into the hall and shut the door behind her. For good measure, she threw the thick bolt. Only then did some of her anxiety ease. Even though it was as dark in the hallway as it had been in the alley, she wasn’t concerned. She knew every inch of this place, and so didn’t bother to light the tallow candles stored in the mahogany cabinet next to the wall.


She moved quickly now down the shadowed corridor. Only when she reached the foyer, well-lit from the many candles flickering in the two-tiered crystal chandelier, did she pause. The light that dispelled the gloom should have been comforting, but she felt exposed.


If my mistress should see me . . .


Her heart, which had calmed since entering the townhouse, began again to beat painfully against her breastbone.


Get in, get out.


Caution slowed her footsteps as she crept to the bottom of the staircase. There, she stopped and held her breath, straining to hear any noise. Nothing. They were most likely already in the bedchamber, she decided. She only needed to be quick about her task. Letting out her breath, she lifted her skirts and scurried up the stairs, no longer afraid about making noise—the thick woven rug that ran the length of the steps would absorb her footfalls.


She hesitated again when she reached the top of the stairs. Like a woodland creature scenting danger, she glanced in the direction of the drawing room. The door was open, allowing amber light to pierce the shadows of the hall.


She pivoted in the opposite direction, toward the narrow stairs that would lead her to the servants’ quarters on the third floor. Get in; get out.


She would never be able to explain why she didn’t go about her business, why the light from the drawing room seemed to beckon her. For a moment, she swayed in indecision, her gaze darting back and forth from the servants’ stairs to the drawing room door. If her mistress caught her spying, she’d be dismissed without references for certain. Against her better judgment, she picked up her skirts and stole down the hallway to the doorway.


Silently cursing herself for her foolishness, she held her breath and inched forward. Her heart thudded harder. Just a quick peek . . .


The next second, her breath whooshed out of her lungs. She stumbled back, her heel catching on her skirt. As she fell, she was already screaming.
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Sam Kelly did not consider himself a particularly superstitious man. However, as he sat in the Pig & Sail, a popular tavern with Bow Street Runners such as himself, thanks to its short distance to Bow Street Magistrates Court rather than the quality of its whiskey, the back of his neck prickled with an eerie sense of impending doom.


London Town had always been a brutal city, but tensions had been rising ever higher since England had won the war with Boney, finally exiling the little tyrant to Saint Helena. Sam would’ve rather seen Napoleon hang—or his head roll from la guillotine, like so many French aristocrats had during their bloody revolution twenty years ago. It didn’t seem fair that the bastard had been sent to live out the rest of his days on a tropical island, while honorable Brits shivered in late September’s cool climate.


In England, it should’ve been a time of jubilation. But there were too many returning soldiers, and the scarcity of work had put the entire country on edge. The recently passed Corn Laws didn’t help matters either, sending the grain price soaring beyond the means of honest, hardworking folk.


Sam stared morosely into the glass of hot whiskey he cupped in his hands, enjoying the warmth from the glass seeping into his fingertips, and ignoring the laughter and talk of those crowded around him in the smoke-filled room. Times were changing, he thought. Every day seemed to introduce some new machinery that could do the work of ten men. He didn’t side with the Luddites—a bunch of ruffians, if you asked him, smashing the new power looms and weaving machines, burning down factories, and causing general mayhem—but he sympathized with their plight, with their frustration and fear that the machines were taking away their ability to earn a decent living.


He’d read that some handcrafters had even ended up in the workhouse—if they were lucky. Otherwise, it was debtors’ prison. London was a powder keg, he knew, waiting only for a flint spark to set it off. Where would it all lead? How would people survive if machines took over?


“Oy, gov’ner! Are ye Sam Kelly?”


Sam lifted his gaze to the small urchin who’d materialized next to his table. He thought the lad looked familiar, but he couldn’t be sure. The city was fair to bursting with smudge-faced urchins. “Who wants ter know?”


“William Drake sent me fer ye. ’E wants ter see ye.”


Sam raised his eyebrows. “Will Drake?”


“Aye. ’E’s a night watchman.”


“I know who he is. What does he want?”


“Yer the thief-taker Sam Kelly?”


“I’m the Bow Street man Sam Kelly,” Sam corrected coldly, having always disliked the old-fashioned nickname. It carried the taint of corruption, from the days when a few unscrupulous Runners had been caught working in collusion with the criminal class, assisting thieves to rob the gentry so they could later return the stolen goods for the reward.


The lad sidled closer, almost furtive in his manner, though no one paid him any particular attention. “Mr. Drake wants me ter bring ye ter ’im, if ye don’t mind, sir,” he said. “Ye see . . . there’s been a murder. A Lady. Real vicious-like.”


“You saw the body?”


“Nay. Oi was called ter the door. But oi ’eard a mort inside blubberin’. She was carryin’ on somethin’ awful.”


“All right.” Sam hastily tossed back his drink—he wasn’t about to waste whiskey, even if it came from the Pig & Sail—and pushed himself to his feet, ignoring the twinge in his knees. Shrugging into his greatcoat, he retrieved his Bow Street baton with its distinctive gold tip from the scarred table, and used it to point toward the door. “Let’s go.”
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The Lady had been murdered in Grosvenor Square, which actually wasn’t a bad place to cock up your toes, Sam reflected. It was considered one of London’s more fashionable neighborhoods, with its stretch of elegant homes, three, four, and sometimes even five stories, house and terraces made of limestone or sandstone.


Not that he could appreciate much of the architecture or the enormous park across the wide street at the moment. At near midnight, the darkness and fog, the latter as thick as porridge, made it impossible to see beyond a dozen paces. Unlike the gas lighting craze sweeping the city, Grosvenor Square residents kept to the tradition of lighting oil lamps, which were legally required to be hung out of each household at night, or risk being fined a shilling.


As uncomfortable as he was about some of the changes he saw happening throughout the country, Sam had to admit that gas lighting on the street would’ve been helpful. At least he’d be able to do a proper scan of the neighborhood, he thought, as he and the lad scrambled down from the hackney he’d hired to bring them to the address. He dug out a coin and tossed it to the jarvey. The impenetrable blackness beyond the weak yellow glow of the oil lamps was giving him an itchy sensation that he was being watched—not an uncommon feeling in London Town, considering the number of criminals who often lurked in the shadows.


Sam hurried toward the one townhouse that had both an oil lamp burning outside and light spilling from most of the windows. The windows in the adjacent houses were either shuttered or dark, the occupants already in bed or still out for the evening. It almost appeared as though the elegant neighboring buildings disapproved of the unseemly activity taking place at Number 8.


It was a fanciful notion, one which had Sam shaking his head as he approached the two men standing in front of the partially opened door, smoking. He recognized them as members of the Night Watch, Henry Greely and Jack Norton.


“Good evenin’.” He nodded at them.


“’Tis evenin’. Nothin’ good about it,” Jack grumbled and shifted his body so Sam could enter the townhouse. “The devil is surely out and causin’ mischief.”


Sam merely grunted a response.


“Oy, where’d ye think ye’re going?”


Sam glanced over his shoulder to see that Henry had grabbed his young companion by the scruff of his neck, halting his entrance into the townhouse.


The urchin squirmed and glared at the night watchman. “Oi brought the thief-taker, didn’t oi? Oi want me bread promised by Mr. Drake!”


“’Ow much did Mr. Drake promise ye?” Jack asked, digging into his pocket.


A crafty gleam came into the child’s eyes. “A guinea.”


Jack snorted. “Do ye take me for a sapscull? Give us the truth, boy, or go hungry!”


“A quid.”


“And Oi’m the King of England. Try again!”


With a half smile at the lad’s boldness, Sam left the two watchmen to haggle with the scamp. He strode down the long, narrow hall to the stairs, his gaze taking in the black-and-white marble tiles and high ceiling with its white-plaster decorative molding. A chandelier hung in the center, its dozen candles melted down to short stubs, the flames flickering erratically.


Upstairs, another watchman was stationed outside an open door, his attention fixed on whatever activity was going on inside the room. The man started visibly when Sam came up next to him. Without a word, Sam thrust his baton under the young man’s nose and moved into the room.


The smell hit him first, that raw meaty odor that signaled fresh death.


Half a dozen men were inside. Sam spotted William Drake immediately. Not only because he’d known him for almost twenty years. But because he was an imposing figure at six-foot-three, easily towering above the other men.


“Drake,” Sam said in greeting.


The night watchman glanced around. “Ah, Kelly. Wasn’t sure if the lad was going to find you. Told him to look in the Brown Bear or the Pig and Sail. Damn brutal business, this.”


“Aye. Murder usually is,” Sam remarked, his attention already focusing on the victim.


She’d been left sitting on a sofa designed in the Grecian style, its flowing lines and scrolled feet so popular with the gentry. The velvet upholstery was a soft blue, like a robin’s egg, nearly matching the color of the frothy silk and organza gown she wore. Her bosom, revealed by the dress’s low, square neckline, looked like it had been tattooed, dark angry wounds puncturing the pale skin. The bodice had also been torn up by the blade, the victim’s blood staining the delicate material.


The woman’s gently curved white arms, revealed by the tiny cap sleeves of the gown, hung limply at her sides, the small hands resting on the sofa cushions, palms up as though she’d been supplicating her killer. Cuts marred the delicate flesh here, too, he noticed. She’d either tried to fight back, or put up her hands in a futile attempt to protect herself.


Probably fight, he decided, his gaze traveling over the golden blond hair that had tumbled down in wild disarray around her shoulders, hairpins still clinging to the bright strands. Her head had lolled back against the sofa’s cushions, her long neck curved like a swan’s, her face tilted toward the ceiling. Her eyes were open, and glassy with death.


Distaste tightened Sam’s features as he examined the victim’s face. It hadn’t been enough for the fiend to stab the lass to death—he’d cut her here too. There were two slashes on the right side of her face, one short laceration, no bigger than half an inch, and faint. A scratch, really. The other was a little deeper and longer, running from her outer eye to her mouth.


The left side of her face, however, was far more gruesome. The fiend had actually cut—no, that word implied some skill. The fiend had hacked away at the skin, filleting it in a ragged manner so that it flapped down against her jaw, leaving the bloody pulp, bone, and even a few teeth beneath exposed.


Sam’s mind immediately flashed to Kendra Donovan, the lass he’d worked with a month ago at Aldridge Castle to solve a series of grisly murders. The American had been a puzzle, both in her behavior and in her peculiar expertise in criminality. What would she make of this?


“I’ve sent for the sawbones, but the Lady was stabbed, obviously,” William said, interrupting Sam’s thoughts. “Looks like a dozen times, at least. I only hope to God she was dead before he did that to her face.”


Sam asked, “What sawbones?”


“Dr. Munroe. He’s the best.”


“Aye. That he is.” Sam dragged his gaze away from the woman’s shocking visage. Immediately his eyes were drawn to the large portrait above the fireplace.


“She was a diamond of the first water, wasn’t she?” William said, eyeing the portrait as well.


She’d indeed been a beauty. The artist had painted her fancifully, sitting on a swing in a lush garden setting. Her face was a creamy oval, framed by waves of golden hair. Her eyes, a striking violet shade, stared down at them. The rosebud mouth was curved into a small, provocative smile. A temptress, Sam recognized. Eve in the Garden of Eden. He wondered if that had been the artist’s intention, or if he was imagining the connection.


He forced himself to turn away from the painting to survey the room. The décor was too feminine for his tastes, with lots of gilt, ornate moldings, and soft pastel colors. The carpet was woven in blue, purple, and gold. The rest of the furniture matched the sofa in its Grecian style. There was a small writing desk in the corner, a side table that sparkled with decanters and glasses, and a painted pianoforte positioned in front of the Palladian windows.


“What’s this?” he asked, moving over to one of the chairs. It held precisely three items: an ivory fan, painted gold and light blue, its spokes broken and bent; an ornate hair comb that glittered with rubies and moonstones; and a heavy roemer.


“We found them under the sofa,” William said, coming to stand beside him. “Most likely they fell in the attack and got kicked underfoot.”


Sam picked up the roemer, and sniffed it. Whiskey. Frowning, he did another slow scan of the room. Like the entrance hall, the tapers were nearly gone in the chandelier and wall sconces. The log in the carved marble fireplace had been reduced to a pile of fiercely burning embers. But he could imagine how the scene had looked hours earlier, the fire and candles bathing the room in its radiance while the Lady sat facing her killer.


She’d dressed up for him in the low-cut gown, he thought; styled her hair with this jeweled comb. The fan was a tool of flirtation, and he could envisage the woman in the oil painting using it with considerable expertise. Had she also held the glass, sipping the whiskey? Doubtful. It wasn’t a lady’s drink. So had she prepared it for her killer?


“She had ter have invited the bastard inside. What’s the poor lass’s name?” Sam asked.


“Lady Dover—Lady Cordelia Dover.”


Sam’s eyes widened. “The devil, you say!”


“You know her?”


Sam hesitated. “Nay,” he finally said. “I’ve never actually had dealings with her. But she was a guest at the Duke of Aldridge’s house party a month ago.”


“I heard you did some work for His Grace.” William gave Sam a speculative look. “Also heard a tale of a monster on the loose, strangling whores.”


“’Tis true enough,” Sam remarked. There was a lot more to the story, of course. None of which he could share with the night watchman.


“You caught the fiend then?”


“Aye,” Sam replied simply. Kendra Donovan had actually been responsible for catching and killing the bastard, but Sam had promised the Duke to keep quiet about her involvement in the investigation, as well as the identity of the real killer. He was dead. Justice had been done.


Frowning, he glanced at the body of Lady Dover and vowed to get justice for her too.


“Who found the body, and when?” he asked.


“The housekeeper, Mrs. Pierson. She returned an hour ago. When she saw the body, she ran out, screaming for the Watch.”


“I guess it was your luck ter be on duty.”


“Jack Norton was the one patrolling the area,” William said, “but he summoned me.”


“Where are the other servants?”


“Lady Dover sent everyone away until the morrow. Mrs. Pierson only returned because she’d forgot her medicine. Thought she’d sneak in—the back door was open—and found her mistress like that.”


“The back door was open? This ain’t the work of a housebreaker.” Sam’s gaze drifted back to the mutilated face.


“No,” agreed William.


Sam thought he knew the answer, but had to ask anyway. “Why’d Lady Dover send her servants away?” 


“She was expecting someone and wanted their meeting to be private.”


Sam nodded. It was as he suspected. The room had all the fixings of a romantic rendezvous. “What’s his name? The servants must know.”


“Aye.” 


Sam became aware of a certain anxiousness in the other man’s manner. “Well? Who is he then?”


“I’d rather you talk to Mrs. Pierson.”


Sam frowned. Now what’s this about? he wondered.


William gestured for Sam to follow him out of the drawing room. They were silent as they descended the two flights of stairs to the kitchen. A night watchman stood inside, and looked visibly relieved at their entrance. Sam suspected that had to do with the woman sitting at the round wooden table, sobbing uncontrollably. She was still wearing her sturdy wool coat and plain bonnet, which partially obscured her face. The rest was concealed by the handkerchief she was sniveling into.


“Oi got Mrs. Pierson a cuppa tea, like ye asked, gov’ner, but she ’asn’t ’ad a drop,” the young man informed them.


William nodded and moved forward to lay a hand on the woman’s shoulder. She jerked slightly and glanced up with watery blue eyes. Sam estimated her to be in her mid-thirties. She might’ve even been attractive, if her features hadn’t been so red and swollen from her crying jag.


William spoke gently. “Mrs. Pierson . . . a Bow Street Runner is here to ask you questions.”


The drenched eyes swiveled in Sam’s direction. “Oh, it was horrible, sir! I’ve never seen anything . . . a-anything like it! Her face . . .” The woman shuddered. “Lady Dover was ever so beautiful. Why would he do that?”


“Your mistress was meeting a man tonight.” Sam decided to get right to the point. “Do you know his name?”


“Oh, aye.” Mrs. Pierson blew her nose. “He killed her. He killed her and . . . and b-butchered her face, he did. He’s a murderer, but he’ll never hang. He’s Quality. They’re treated different than the rest of us lot.” She gave Sam an accusing look, as if he were to blame for England’s class system. “You know they are.”


Sam flicked a look at William, now understanding his odd behavior. The fiend responsible for this heinous crime was a gentleman. Again, he remembered the investigation he’d been involved in last month at Aldridge Castle. Those crimes, too, had been committed by a gentleman. Had all the nobility in England gone mad?


“Gentry or not, he’ll hang,” Sam promised grimly, catching the housekeeper’s eye. “But first you’ve got ter speak his name. Who was your mistress waiting for tonight, Mrs. Pierson? Who is the fiend who done that ter her?”


She gave him a doubtful look, but whatever she saw in Sam’s eyes made her firm her chin with resolve. “He’s a marquis, he is,” she whispered. “A duke’s nephew. The Marquis of Sutcliffe—he’s the murderer.”
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I believe I have a solution to your dilemma, my dear.”


Kendra Donovan was sitting in the Duke of Aldridge’s study. The early-morning sunlight that slanted into the room from the windows hurt her eyes, which were gritty from lack of sleep. She wondered if that had also affected her hearing.


“You’ve figured out how I can go home?” she asked, incredulous.


Aldridge frowned. He was a man in his mid-fifties with a longish face and rather bold nose. His pale blue-gray eyes stared out at the world with the kind of gentle regard that Kendra had rarely seen in her lifetime. Yet she knew that gentleness should never be mistaken for weakness. In his own way, Albert Rutherford, the seventh Duke of Aldridge, was one of the strongest men Kendra had ever known.


He admitted, “Well, no . . .”


Kendra wasn’t surprised. The Duke was a brilliant man, but she seriously doubted that he’d found a solution to her problem. After all, her dilemma was being here at Aldridge Castle, in the early nineteenth century. 


Which wouldn’t be a problem at all if I’d been born in the freaking nineteenth century. Or, more accurately, since she was twenty-six years old and it was currently 1815, in the latter half of the eighteenth century. But since she’d been born a couple of centuries later . . . well, it was hard to imagine a dilemma that would be harder to solve.


Kendra shifted her gaze to the ancient tapestry that decorated the wall behind the Duke’s desk. The heavy material concealed a secret panel that opened to reveal the stairwell that led to the room that Aldridge used as his laboratory. In the castle’s long and bloody history, the passage had been used by the fortress’s occupants to flee from religious prosecution and invading armies. A month ago, she’d made use of those stairs, fleeing from an assassin in the twenty-first century. She didn’t know exactly what had happened then, except, physically, it had been a nightmare. Later, she could only assume she’d gone through some sort of wormhole or closed time-like curve, which had essentially transported her from her own era to this one.


And how crazy is that?


Of course, that’s what she’d thought initially: that she’d gone insane. Even now, she had to suppress a shudder at the memory of the icy terror that her mind had somehow shattered.


It hadn’t been easy for her to accept the truth, but she’d finally adjusted to her bizarre circumstance. Adjusted, but not fit in. She didn’t belong here. Her one hope of returning to her own time line had been entering the passageway during the next full moon—a month from the time she’d entered the stairwell and arrived in the early nineteenth century. She’d wanted to believe that there was a link between the full moon and its gravitational pull on the wormhole, similar to the effect that the moon had on the earth’s tides, and that the vortex would open again.


It had been a long shot. But she hadn’t been willing to accept what the fates, the universe, or God had thrown at her.


So last night, she’d tried.


She’d taken the spiral stairs to the halfway point and sat down to wait. She’d waited for the unnatural darkness to wrap itself around her like wet wool, for the temperature to plunge and the nauseating vertigo to hit. She’d braced herself for all that, as well as the pain—excruciating, unimaginable, like she was being dissolved in a vat of acid, shot through an endless tube, and then reformed in another location.


She’d waited. And waited. And . . .


Nothing.


There’d been no vortex. No wormhole. No paranormal activity. She’d sat on the clammy stone steps until her ass had grown cold and numb. She’d sat for hours, until the Duke had finally come and coaxed her back down to the study. He’d pushed her gently down on the sofa and pressed a glass of brandy in her hands. His blue-gray eyes had been alight with sympathy. Much like now.


She wanted to scream. 


“Your explanation of a space-time vortex is fascinating, but I am at a loss as to how to create one,” the Duke continued.


“Damn it. I have to go home.” Frustration knotted her stomach and drove her to her feet. She crossed her arms and paced the room.


Aldridge gave her a helpless look. “My dear, you do not appear to have any choice in the matter. You have no recourse but to accept this as your home—at least for the foreseeable future.”


For how long? Kendra wondered. How long will I be forced to stay here?


That was followed instantly by the question every human being has probably asked themselves during a dark time in their lives: Why me?


A month ago, she thought she’d known the answer to that question, when a young girl had been found floating in a nearby lake, butchered by a serial killer. In the twenty-first century, she was the youngest FBI criminal profiler at Quantico, so it had seemed that fate—or whatever—had brought her here to apply those skills. When the murderer had eventually perished at her hand, she’d believed that she’d done her job.


I should be able to go home.


Kendra met the Duke’s sympathetic gaze. He understood, she knew. She’d finally confessed her unusual situation to him, and though the Duke considered himself a Man of Science, she hadn’t been entirely sure how he’d handle such a revelation. He could’ve easily considered her insane and had her locked up in a mental hospital, a thought that made her shudder. It had been a risk to tell him, but given her status at the castle as neither servant nor nobility, she really had no choice.


She’d gotten lucky—if you could call being stranded in a different era lucky. The Duke of Aldridge was one of those Renaissance men written about in history, like da Vinci or Voltaire, a philosopher and a scientist rolled into one. A nimble thinker, he’d happily embraced the unknown, and spent hours engaging in theoretical discussions on time travel, even as he probed for answers to scientific, political, and moral questions that he hoped had been resolved in the twenty-first century.


What to say, what not to say? Time travel was only a theory in the twenty-first century’s scientific community, but there was no shortage of dire warnings about the unintended consequences of changing the future. She was forced to treat every discussion that they’d had with extreme delicacy.


“Which dilemma are you referring to, then, if not mine?” Kendra said, bringing them back to the Duke’s earlier pronouncement.


Aldridge picked the pipe up off his desk and studied it like a new plant species he’d found growing in the woods. “I was considering the situation of your being an unchaperoned female living under my roof, Miss Donovan.”


Ah. If there was one thing she’d learned about Regency England, it was that there were rules. Lots and lots of rules. Most of them, she thought, ridiculous. And most of them targeted at women.


“You have a lot of unchaperoned females living under your roof,” she pointed out drily.


Aldridge Castle was, quite frankly, enormous. The main section dated back to William the Conqueror, and as the Duke of Aldridge’s ancestors became more affluent and powerful, they’d built wings onto the central tower—and then wings onto those wings. And because the Industrial Revolution was only beginning in the north of England, vast numbers of men and women were required to maintain the ancient fortress, keeping it from tumbling into a pile of rubble.


“My dear, you are well aware that I am not referring to the staff,” the Duke replied. “You are not a servant, Miss Donovan. Nor are you a relative.” His gaze flitted to the oil painting of a woman and child that held a position of honor above the fireplace.


Kendra followed his gaze to the portrait. The dark-haired, dark-eyed beauty was Aldridge’s late wife, and the young girl she held his late daughter. Both had died tragically in a boating accident twenty years before. While the Duke had recovered his wife’s body, his little girl had never been found.


His eyes were shadowed when he finally shifted his attention back to Kendra. “I would not want your reputation to suffer unduly, Miss Donovan.”


“There are hundreds of rooms in the castle. We could live here together for a year without even seeing each other.”


“That is not how such things are judged.” He gave a slight smile, well aware that Kendra Donovan came from a time when social mores were much more lax. Women had not only gained the right to vote, but Great Britain had even had a female prime minister—it had fascinated him when they’d spoken of it. “You are not living in your future, my dear; you are living in my present. You must fully adapt to the customs and expectations here—for your own sake.”


Kendra was already considered an eccentric around the castle because of what many deemed her brazen behavior. Even her looks had caused comment when she’d first arrived, with her raven hair cut short in a pudding-basin style reminiscent of a medieval page. The style, while odd, was becoming on her, emphasizing her long-lashed, onyx eyes that glowed with intelligence. Yet in matters of fashion, the Duke’s opinion mattered naught, and someone—perhaps his goddaughter, Lady Rebecca—had convinced her to grow out her hair and pin it up in the style that was the custom of ladies.


All for the best, he supposed. It was one thing to be considered an Original, and another to be regarded as an oddity and ostracized completely. 


He tapped his pipe bowl with his forefinger. “However, as I mentioned, I believe I have come upon the solution.”


“Great. You’re going to rewrite the antiquated rules of society?”


He smiled, his blue-gray eyes twinkling. “I would if I could, Miss Donovan. Rather than take on such a formidable task, I shall do something much simpler—I shall make you my ward.”


Kendra stared at him, puzzled. “I don’t understand. You’d be my legal guardian?”


“You would be under my protection, yes.”


“I’m too old to be anyone’s ward.”


“It is slightly unconventional, but I have given this a great deal of thought. We shall put it out that you are, in fact, the daughter of an old friend, who immigrated to America before you were born. Arrangements were made that I would become your legal guardian should anything happen to your parents. When they perished, and you found yourself alone on these shores, I fulfilled my duty, and took you in.” He grinned at her, clearly delighted by the tale he’d spun. “By proxy, you would be my daughter.”


As cover stories went, it was inventive. Still . . .


She shook her head. “It won’t work. Everyone here will know it’s not true.”


“The staff will take their direction from me.”


“It’s not just the staff. Everyone who attended the house party knows that I was working as a servant before Lady Rebecca hired me to be her companion.”


“My dear, I am the Duke of Aldridge. No one who attended the house party would have the temerity to question my account.”


She raised her eyebrows. “Do you really have that kind of power?”


Kendra knew that the Duke lived in the top echelons of this world of rank and privilege, and few people would want to make an enemy out of him. Yet it was difficult to believe that he could simply rewrite history by putting out another version of that history.


Then again, people did it all the time in her own era, she thought. It was called public relations. Spin.


The Duke smiled at her. “Let us just say that I could make life uncomfortable for anyone who disputed my claim. Do not fret, my dear. ’Tis a mere formality. I do not want you to be gossiped about while you are living under my roof.”


It was too late for that, Kendra knew. The servants had been gossiping about her since the moment she’d arrived.


But she thought of something—or, rather, someone—else. “It’s not the servants you’ll have to convince. Lady Atwood is not going to like your idea at all.”


“Nonsense! My sister will not only like it, but she will approve,” he said confidently. “If there is one thing Caro does best, it’s adhering to the proprieties.”
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The Countess shared the same coloring as her brother—blue-gray eyes and blond hair that, now that they were both past fifty, had taken on a silvery sheen. And, in the Duke’s case, thinning considerably on top.


“’Tis madness, Aldridge.”


“Caro, be reasonable—”


“Reasonable? How in heaven’s name is making Kendra Donovan your ward reasonable? It was outrageous enough when Lady Rebecca hired her as a companion! And why the devil didn’t Lady Rebecca take the creature with her when she returned to her home?”


Kendra pressed her lips together to keep herself from arguing in her own defense. Lady Atwood paced agitated circles into the study’s rug, and she wouldn’t want to hear it. The fact that the woman had actually said “devil” showed her distress—it was a vulgar curse word in this era, which should never be uttered by a lady or in the presence of one.


“She has bewitched you, Aldridge, to even consider such a . . . such a cracked-brained notion!” Lady Atwood continued furiously. “Think of your title, our family’s lineage!”


“My dear—”


The Countess spun around to glare at Kendra. “Miss Donovan, it is past time that we had frank words. Pray tell, how did you put this ridiculous idea into my brother’s head?”


The Duke sighed. “’Tis my idea, Caro.”


“I tell you, she has cast some sort of spell upon you.”


“Do not be stupid. There is no such thing as spells or any other such nonsense. Miss Donovan’s presence at the castle is bound to cause talk. This shall stop any more vicious gossip before it begins.”


“Packing her off ought to accomplish the same thing. Send her to one of your other proprieties. Or put her back on staff.”


“I’ve need of Miss Donovan’s assistance in my laboratory, and I do not wish her reputation to be in tatters. Now, enough of this discussion.” A rare note of steel came into the Duke’s voice, reminding Kendra yet again of the strength that he often kept hidden. “I have made my decision.”


Lady Atwood slid another glaring look at Kendra. Then she gave a put-upon sigh. “You always were an eccentric, Bertie.”


“And you are gracious, as always, my dear.”


The Countess ignored his sarcasm. “If you insist on turning this . . . this American into a family connection, I shall do what I can to assist.”


That roused Kendra enough to break her silence. “What do you mean?”


“What I mean, Miss Donovan, is that I can no longer overlook your shocking lack of social graces. I shall do my duty to my family by giving you Town polish. In fact, I shall polish you until you shine. Do you even know how to dance? I do not recall seeing you on the dance floor during the house party.”


Kendra thought of the intricate steps required of dancers during this time, the elegantly formed configurations, bows, and curtseys. “No, but—”


“Then you shall learn. I will engage a dancing master for you.”


“Oh, my God—”


“And you shall stop this profanity at once. Do not think I have failed to notice your blasphemy—and your utter lack of decorum!”


“I’m not Eliza Doolittle,” Kendra snapped, and shot a desperate look at the Duke. But he wasn’t looking at her; he was studying his pipe again with abnormal interest.


Panic sent her pulse racing. She refused, absolutely refused, to be shaped, molded, pushed, or pummeled into someone she didn’t want to be. Christ, hadn’t she already been through that with her parents? Dr. Carl Donovan and Dr. Eleanor Jahnke had essentially conceived her only to advance their own philosophy of positive eugenics. The first fourteen years of her life had been a carefully choreographed routine of instruction, education, and testing. She had an excellent memory—not quite eidetic, but close—that allowed her to score well when it came to tests, but she’d fallen short of the level of genius, her parents’ goal. She’d managed to get into college at fourteen, but in a rare burst of courage, she’d told her parents that she wanted more independence and a chance to pursue her own interests, rather than their narrow ambition for her.


It had been a shock when they’d responded by cutting her loose and walking away.


The memory of how easily they’d abandoned her still knotted her stomach. It was a good reminder that she really only had herself to rely on.


“Who, pray tell, is Eliza Doolittle?” Lady Atwood gave her a suspicious look. “Another American?”


Kendra pinched the bridge of her nose in frustration. There was no way she could explain that Eliza Doolittle was a character in a play that would be written almost a century from now. “I don’t want to be here,” she muttered, more to herself than anyone else.


“Bertie, the creature wants to return to America,” the Countess said. “Book her passage on one of your ships, and be done with this madness.”


“Caro—”


Aldridge broke off, looking relieved when the door opened and the butler, Harding, approached with formal dignity, carrying a silver salver that held a single envelope.


He said, “Forgive me, Your Grace, but this letter was delivered with some urgency.”


“Thank you, Harding.” Aldridge picked up the creamy envelope. Frowning thoughtfully, he broke the crimson seal as the servant gave an abbreviated bow and left the study as silently as he’d entered.


“Good God.” Aldridge sat up a little straighter as he scanned, and then rescanned, the letter.


“What is it, Bertie?” his sister demanded.


He looked up at them, horror darkening his gaze. “We must leave for London at once.”


“What? Why? What’s happened?” Kendra asked, taking a step closer.


“Lady Dover was murdered last night.”


The Countess put a hand to her throat. “Dear heaven. How?”


“It does not say.”


His sister’s thin eyebrows pulled together as she eyed him in confusion. “’Tis terrible, of course . . . but what does this have to do with you, Bertie? You scarcely knew the creature.”


“I didn’t, no.” He hesitated, and his gaze shifted to meet Kendra’s. “But Alec did . . . and he’s been accused of her murder.”
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Aldridge Castle was a place of constant movement, but the announcement that they’d be traveling to London sent the entire household into an uproar. Lady Atwood took charge of organizing the servants who would be accompanying them, packing trunks with clothes and fresh linens and traveling cases with other necessities. Unwilling to wait for those tasks to be completed, the Duke called for his carriage so he and Kendra might set out for London immediately, to be followed later by his sister and staff.


The announcement didn’t sit well with the Countess, who pointed out the impropriety of her brother traveling alone in a carriage with an unmarried female.


“Tis a good thing that Miss Donovan is now my ward then,” the Duke responded.


“That arrangement has not yet been made official, Bertie—”


“For God’s sake, I’m hardly likely to molest a young lady in a carriage on our journey to London,” he snapped, as he paced his study. The Duke’s uncharacteristic anger revealed his worry for Alec—Alexander Morgan, the Marquis of Sutcliffe, and, perhaps more important, his nephew and heir more than anything else.


The Duke’s anger effectively ended the argument between the siblings. Half an hour later, Kendra found herself holding onto the thin leather strap near the door as her body swayed back and forth like the tick of a metronome, as the carriage barreled down the country road. At six miles an hour, the journey to London would take approximately four hours, plus time to rest and water the horses, or to rent four more to take them the remainder of the way into the city. A month ago, the same journey had taken her less than thirty minutes in traffic in her rented Volkswagen Golf. Everything in this era was so damn slow. 


“You must have patience, Miss Donovan.”


Surprised, Kendra wondered if she’d spoken out loud. Then she realized she was strumming her fingers impatiently on her knee. She forced herself to stop the telltale movement, her hand curling into a fist.


“Sorry.”


“Do not apologize. I, too, am anxious.” He leaned back against the cushioned seat and regarded her with interest. “Tell me, how do you travel in your time?”


“We’re a little beyond the horse-and-buggy stage.”


His eyes brightened. “There’s talk of building a contraption that uses steam, much like the newer ships.”


“That sounds promising.”


He gave her a vaguely disgruntled look, piqued as always by what she knew he considered her overly cautious nature. “Miss Donovan, this is a long journey. Surely you can tell me how you would accomplish the same journey in the future?”


Kendra lowered her eyes as she considered the matter. Finally, she said, “Well . . . I suppose I can tell you . . .”


He leaned forward eagerly. “Yes?”


She lifted her gaze. “We use a machine called a disintegrator-integrator. Basically it breaks down our atoms so we can be zapped from one place to another.”


His eyes widened. “You can instantly transport yourself to your destination? How extraordinary!”


“Yes, but you have to be careful not to have any flies in the chamber with you. You see, there have been instances where the atoms have mixed, and people have become a human-fly.”


“Good God! What do you do . . .” The blue-gray eyes narrowed suddenly. “Are you having sport with me, Miss Donovan?”


Kendra had to laugh. “Sorry, yes. But . . . oh, my God, you should see your face!”


“Hmm. Human-fly, indeed.”


“It was a good movie.”


“Movie—ah, yes, moving pictures.” Telling the Duke how people entertained themselves in the twenty-first century had seemed innocuous enough to Kendra.


“Come, Miss Donovan,” he continued, spreading his hands in an imploring gesture. “I understand your fear of changing the course of history, but surely no harm can come from discussing transportation?”


She gave him an ironic look. He was too intelligent not to understand that a nation’s progress and prosperity correlated directly to its transportation. History buffs liked to say the American West was won by the gun, but it was developed—economically, socially, politically—by the railroad. A nation that has the ability to move goods faster and more efficiently would always hold the advantage over a country that still operated by donkey and cart.


“The concept of traveling by machine is hardly new,” he continued. “When I was a boy, French inventor Nicolas-Joseph Cugnot designed a steam-driven vehicle to carry passengers. Why, only a few years ago, Richard Trevithick built his Puffing Devil that carried six men!”


“Hmm. Since we’re traveling in a horse-drawn carriage, I guess it wasn’t successful.”


“Unfortunately, no. The machine broke down several days later when it hit a ravine. And then burned up completely. Something to do with the water boiling out while it was left unattended, or some such nonsense. Despite these setbacks, I believe we are on the advent of new methods of transportation, much like the steam ships that are now replacing sail. Am I wrong?”


Kendra couldn’t resist the pleading look he gave her. “You’re not wrong. Mankind will see great advances in transportation.”


“And shall that include flight?”


Kendra had to smile. Did every generation dream of flying? “To the moon, and beyond.”


“My God.” Aldridge looked dazzled. “You are traveling to the moon? Has it been colonized?”


“No. And trips to the moon have been infrequent. More commonly, astronauts travel to the space station . . .” Realizing how easily information slipped out, Kendra pressed her lips together and shook her head.


“Space station? My God, what I wouldn’t give to see this future of yours, Miss Donovan. Tell me, what has mankind discovered about the planets? Are there other intelligent beings in the universe? Have we made contact? Can I not persuade you to tell me more, my dear?”


It was tempting. The Duke’s enthusiasm made Kendra feel like her own era was a beautifully carved sculpture, something to be held in awe, admired, and cherished. She’d taken so many things for granted.


She knew the Duke would be thrilled with the Internet, especially, and the speed at which information could travel. He corresponded with like-minded men of science and philosophy throughout Europe, sharing ideas and discussing theories, and she’d watched him dip his quill in ink and write long missives to be posted. It could take weeks, maybe even months, for a return letter. Slow, she thought again. For him to be able to pick up the phone, log on to Skype, or send an email, would seem wondrous, magical—even for a Man of Science.


“Miss Donovan?” he pressed, giving her a wheedling smile. “Surely no harm would come if you took me into your confidence?”


Jesus Christ. How did she know? “Can a butterfly flapping its wings in one part of the world cause a hurricane in another part of the world?”


Aldridge frowned. “I don’t see how that’s possible.”


“It’s a theory—the butterfly effect, also known as chaos theory. It purports that one seemingly inconsequential act can ripple out and create devastating consequences. Do you understand? I don’t know what your fellow scientists are working on. What if you shared something that I told you, and that information was the missing piece to a puzzle that one of your friends was working on? A puzzle that shouldn’t be solved for another decade or century? I could change history’s timeline.”


“But what if you shared something that would change the world for the better? Have you considered that, my dear?”


Kendra was silent for a long moment, then expelled a breath. “Fritz Haber,” she said.


“Pardon? Who is Fritz Haber?”


“He was a man who wanted to make lives better too.” She recalled an image of the man—balding, mustachioed, and round-faced, wearing Teddy Roosevelt–styled spectacles.


“And did he?”


“Yes. In the beginning. He invented a fertilizer that boosted crop production. He probably saved thousands from starvation.”


“That is extraordinary.”


“It was . . . until war broke out and his invention was weaponized.”


Kendra thought of the poisonous gas that the scientist had utilized for Germany during World War I, which had earned Fritz Haber a new moniker: the father of chemical warfare. In World War II, the Nazis would use his invention in their newly created gas chambers to kill millions of Jews, including some of Haber’s own relatives.


“I can’t predict how any knowledge that I share would affect history,” she said, “and mankind has enough problems without me messing around with it.”


Aldridge looked like he wanted to argue. Instead, he sighed. “Is everyone from the future so pessimistic?”


A laugh escaped her. “If you read the news, yeah. We’re a pretty doom-and-gloom group. And you know what I do—did.” She sobered. “I’m not pessimistic. I’m realistic.”


“Yes . . . I do know what you do.” He gazed at her thoughtfully. “Your butterfly theory suggests that random events, no matter how inconsequential, are connected. Have you considered that this may be, too?”


“What do you mean?”


“A month ago, I believed there was a purpose for your presence here,” the Duke reminded her. “You hunt society’s monsters. Don’t you see, my dear? My nephew did not kill Lady Dover. I know it—and now you must prove it. It would seem that we still have need of your services.”
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By the time the carriage rolled into London, around three P.M., the sinking sun cast the entire city in a sepia-toned haze. At least, that was Kendra’s first thought as she stared out the window. Then she realized that what she was actually seeing was nineteenth-century air pollution, a brownish miasma that hung low in the sky, the result of millions of coal- and wood-burning fireplaces, plus the flecks of drying manure that floated into the atmosphere.


As they moved into the city limits, Kendra was assaulted by the smell—like rotten eggs—and the noise—the clip-clop of horseshoes and the thunder of wagon wheels over the cobblestone streets, the cries of peddlers (Hot pies! Posies! Fresh oysters and cockles!) pitched above the rumble of voices punctuated with laughter and angry shouts, and an odd hammering and shrill clanging. People streamed along buildings, darted across busy thoroughfares, and spilled from skinny, winding walkways. Not unlike the hordes of pedestrians that went about their business in modern-day London, Kendra reflected, except these were no sophisticated urbanites.


Kendra observed beggars huddled in doorways and children dressed in rags running around—and, if she wasn’t mistaken, stealing whenever they got the chance from peddlers’ carts. There were workers of all stripes, some dirty and unkempt, others tidy in their homespun clothing. And it was, she realized with some surprise, an international mix. The majority were white, but there were also black, Asian, Middle Eastern, and Mediterranean faces in the crowd.


The countryside landscape fell away to reveal row after row of narrow, soot-stained, attached single- and multiple-story buildings. In the distance, she saw the familiar dome of St. Paul’s Cathedral and the spires of Parliament, but those landmarks were soon lost as they traveled along the narrow streets, the Duke’s coachman expertly weaving the carriage through traffic. The streets were congested with individuals on horseback, cattle being herded, hired hackneys, public and private coaches, and the never-ending queue of pedestrians. The sheer humanity was overwhelming.


The Duke was also affected. “’Tis worse than I remembered,” he murmured.


Kendra dragged her gaze away from the window. “When was the last time you were in London?”


“Three, perhaps four years ago. My family makes use of my residence here. Speaking of which, it will not yet be habitable. Caro will manage it with the servants, but since they are some hours behind us, we shall call upon Alec immediately.”


“He doesn’t stay at your place, then?”


“No, he has his own residence.”


Kendra barely heard him. Her eyes were once again drawn to the passing scenery. More than a month ago, she’d driven through this bright and vibrant city with its melding of ancient structures and modern skyscrapers. Understandably, those shiny steel-and-glass buildings had vanished, but a surprising number of the early edifices still stood.


Of course, many of the structures that she’d regarded as old in her era didn’t exist yet in this time. Victorian-styled pubs and iconic images, like Big Ben, were missing. In twenty years, fire would sweep through the halls of Westminster, destroying much of the palace. The famous clock tower would be part of its redesign, completed in 1858.


It was weird to be in a London without Big Ben. It felt wrong.


As the carriage rolled on, the streets became wider, the buildings on either side more elegant. The streams of traffic and people thinned to trickles, and vanished in some sections altogether. It was almost as though they were back in the country, with enormous swathes of greenery and woods breaking up the stone and pavement.


The carriage slowed and navigated a variety of turns, enough to make her lose her sense of direction. Her stomach contracted uncomfortably when they eventually came to a stop outside an elegant Georgian townhouse. The coachman leaped off his high perch and came around to unfold the steps and open the door.


Aldridge stepped down and turned to offer his hand. When she hesitated, he gave her an encouraging smile.


“Come, Miss Donovan. Alec will be delighted to see you again.”


Kendra didn’t say anything but slowly put her hand in the Duke’s, allowing him to help her down. Her nerves skittered as she thought about the last time she’d seen Alec, just yesterday morning.


The Duke seemed to think that she was fated to save Alec. But she knew differently. In fact, if she’d have given him a different answer to the question he’d asked her, he would never have left Aldridge Castle. He would never have made the journey to London. He wouldn’t, at this very moment, be accused of murdering his former mistress.


Kendra knew she wasn’t Alec’s savior. She was the one responsible for putting him into this situation in the first place.
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The Duke didn’t bother with the calling card ritual—presenting one’s card to determine if someone was receiving visitors—much to the chagrin of his coachman, who, Kendra knew, always took great pride in the duty. Seemingly oblivious to his servant’s crestfallen expression, Aldridge ushered Kendra up the short flight of stairs to the gleaming green door and gave the snarling brass lion’s head knocker three loud raps. He was about to give it another when the door swung open suddenly.


A tall, burly man with hair the color of wheat and stormy blue eyes surveyed them with a frown. “Yes?”


“I am the Duke of Aldridge. I’m here to see my nephew, the Marquis of Sutcliffe,” Aldridge said, and there was something in his normally affable tone that demanded deference.


Kendra wasn’t surprised when he got it. The man blinked and then nodded, shifting quickly to the side to let them enter. “Of course, sir, Your Grace . . . Miss. If you’ll come with me, please. I am William Drake, by the by.”


“And your connection to my nephew would be . . . ?” Aldridge asked as they followed the big man into the shadowy foyer. It was long and narrow, the walls divided starkly between the dark paneled wainscoting below and white plaster above. Ornately framed portraits hung from golden rods hooked near the crown molding. Kendra wondered if the faces staring back at her were blue-blooded ancestors of Alec and the Duke.


“Oh. I was called to the scene, sir,” William explained. “I’m a night watchman. Sam Kelly is with His Lordship in the morning room.”


“Sam Kelly is investigating?” the Duke asked, surprised, and exchanged a glance with Kendra.


“Aye. I believe you are acquainted with him?”


“Yes, we had dealings with each other a month ago. He is an excellent Bow Street Runner.”


They passed the stairs and continued down the corridor to a pair of double doors, one of which was open. Respectfully, William stood to the side so they could precede him into the room. The Duke made a similar gesture to Kendra.


For just a moment, she hung back and wished the Duke wasn’t so damned chivalrous. She didn’t want to be the first person to enter the room. But a moment later, her cowardice shamed her, and she squared her shoulders. Ignoring the nerves fluttering in her stomach, she swept through the doorway. Never let them see you sweat.


It was a large room, done in masculine hues: browns, greens, golds. Beige canvas dust covers had been tossed on the floor, obviously having recently been draped across the furniture. Four enormous windows took up the wall opposite the neoclassical fireplace where a fire burned, the flames gnawing through the wood and offering a small bit of warmth.


She noticed this only vaguely, almost as if it were part of her peripheral vision, because her attention fixed immediately on the man sprawled lazily in one of the chairs. He held a stout glass in his hand, filled with whiskey or brandy, Kendra suspected. Her Georgian counterparts, she’d discovered, could drink Dionysus under the table.


He’d been gazing into the flames, but at their entrance, he looked around—just a cursory glance, as though used to unwanted guests entering the morning room. His eyes, deep forest green with flecks of gold around the pupil, were cool and distant between his spiky black lashes. But they blazed suddenly, and the detachment fell away when he saw her. The hand holding the heavy glass gave a tiny jerk and then, in a lithe movement, he was on his feet.


The Marquis of Sutcliffe was as dark as his uncle was fair, his olive skin and chiseled good looks inherited from his late mother, an Italian Countess who’d married into the English aristocracy. At six feet, he was tall for this era, and athletic (not unusual for this era). Still, exhaustion and worry had taken its toll. Shadows she didn’t remember were stamped beneath those staring eyes. A day’s growth of dark stubble gave him a rakish appearance.


“Miss Donovan! Your Grace!” That greeting came from Sam Kelly.


With some relief, Kendra looked away from Alec, pivoting to the familiar figure hurrying across the room toward them. The Bow Street Runner was a short, muscular man with elfin features, reddish-brown curls, and graying sideburns. His eyes were light brown, almost gold, like a Spanish doubloon. Right now, his smile reached those eyes, but Kendra knew from personal experience how quickly they could turn into “cop eyes”—expressionless and penetrating. They’d taken on that inscrutable look more than a few times a month ago, when she’d caught him studying her over the course of their hunt for a serial killer.


Initially, they hadn’t trusted each other. Kendra had dismissed him as a nineteenth-century detective with little forensic knowledge, while Sam had viewed her unusual proficiency in crime detection with a great deal of suspicion and skepticism. It didn’t help that he’d known she’d lied about her arrival in England. She could hardly tell him the truth; only Alec and the Duke were privy to her secret. But she’d come to trust Sam as a fellow investigator. As it turned out, basic police work was as much a part of this era as it was in her time, even if there was no true police force in England but rather a loose network of constables, magistrates, sheriffs, bailiffs, Bow Street Runners, and watchmen, like William Drake.


“’Tis good ter see you, Your Grace.” Sam gave a little bow. He turned to Kendra and grinned. “And Miss Donovan. You’re in fine looks, lass. Much better than the last time I laid me peepers on you.”


“Thank you.” Kendra had to smile. The last time she’d seen the Runner, she’d been stabbed and beaten. “I’m feeling a lot better too.”


“You chose not to leave, after all?” Alec cut in, his tone brusque.


She tensed, and glanced back at the Marquis. “It wasn’t my choice.”


“I see.”


Kendra heard the cold contempt in those two words and felt a rush of anger. How dare he take that tone with her? Like he was judging her for not accepting his proposal yesterday morning?


“Stay. Marry me.”


The words came back to her, along with the thrill and giddy fear. Damn him, he had no idea what he was asking of her, no idea what he was asking her to give up. The future, her future, was far from perfect, but at least she had the right to vote.


“Where is Lady Rebecca?” Sam asked suddenly, looking around him as though the Duke’s goddaughter would materialize next to the sofa.


“Lady Rebecca has returned to her family’s estates,” the Duke responded carefully. “Of course, as my ward, Miss Donovan does not require Lady Rebecca to act as a chaperone.”


Kendra had to give Sam credit for barely reacting. He gave only a quick bob of his eyebrows and then nodded. “I understand, sir.”


“Always a surprise, Miss Donovan,” Alec murmured in a low, mocking voice, in response to the Duke’s comment. Of course, he couldn’t yet know about the Duke’s plan to make Kendra his ward, and this was some way for him to find out.


Alec pivoted, sauntering toward the table that held a half a dozen cut-crystal decanters. “Forgive me. I’m being a poor host. Duke, would you and your ward like something to drink? Unfortunately, I cannot offer coffee or tea, as I am temporarily without servants. Would you care for some brandy? Madeira or sherry?”


“Brandy, thank you,” Aldridge accepted. “Miss Donovan?”


“Sure. And pen and paper—I’d like to take notes about the murder. That’s why we’re here,” she reminded the room, and winced a little at the nasty edge in her tone. But her nerves were scraped raw. It didn’t help when she caught the expression of surprise on William Drake’s face as he shot her a look.


Aldridge must have seen the night watchman’s expression as well, because he said, “I am here to investigate this crime that my nephew has been wrongly accused of, Mr. Drake. My ward shall be assisting me in my endeavor.”


William raised his eyebrows. “Your ward assists you in such matters?”


“Yes, much like Caroline Herschel aids her brother Sir William in his work with astronomy.”


The watchman considered that, then nodded. “She has helped Sir William discover several comets, hasn’t she?”


“Actually, Caroline Herschel discovered several comets by herself,” Kendra remarked drily, and gave the Duke a sidelong glance. She knew he was trying to protect her reputation, but it rankled to have her contributions reduced in such a way. She was now second chair in the string orchestra, not because of her talent, but because of her sex.


She turned to Sam. “Mr. Kelly, why don’t you tell . . . the Duke about the murder while I take notes?”


“Oh. Aye.” He coughed, and to Kendra’s ears, it sounded suspiciously like he was masking a laugh. The gleam in his eyes was definitely amused.


The levity vanished when he told her, “Her Ladyship was stuc—er, stabbed. And . . . cut . . .” He paused as Aldridge rifled through a nearby desk, producing foolscap and a graphite stick, which he handed to Kendra.


“Go on,” Kendra encouraged as she sat down at the desk.


“Her housekeeper, Mrs. Pierson, discovered her last night. Mr. Drake here was brought ter the scene, and sent for me. I arrived about ten minutes before midnight.”


“What time did the housekeeper find her?” she asked.


Sam raised a brow at the night watchman. “What time, would you say, Mr. Drake?”


“Eleven, or thereabouts. I arrived about fifteen minutes later.”


Kendra wrote that down. “The servants didn’t hear anything, see anyone?”


“Ah, well, no . . . Lady Dover sent her staff away for the evening,” said William.


“Why?”


William looked like his cravat had suddenly shrunk a size, choking him. “Ah, um. Well, as to that . . .”


“It looked like she was expectin’ someone,” Sam supplied slowly.


“I see.” And Kendra did. She shot Alec a cool look. “You?”


“No.” Alec met her gaze as he brought her the brandy-filled goblet.


“Then why are you a suspect?” she asked, keeping her eyes on his as she accepted the glass.


“A misunderstanding.”


“Aren’t they all?” Kendra murmured. Her throat was dry, so she indulged in one tiny sip before setting the brandy aside. She looked at Sam. “Why do you think Lady Dover was expecting Lord Sutcliffe?”


“Mrs. Pierson. She believed . . . she was under the impression . . .” Sam stuttered to a halt and glanced at Alec.


Kendra turned back to the Marquis. “I know you were involved with Lady Dover,” she said bluntly. “I’m assuming the housekeeper knew about your relationship?”


“Lady Dover and I had a special friendship,” he acknowledged dispassionately. “But our liaison was finished more than a month ago. Shall I tell you why?”


“No.” She knew why. It made her feel . . . she didn’t know what it made her feel. She cleared her throat. “If you broke up a month ago, why did Lady Dover’s housekeeper think you were the person she was meeting last night?”


“Broke up?” Alec looked briefly amused, his green eyes brightening. “A unique way to phrase it, implying something was shattered.”


“Was something shattered? Lady Dover’s heart, for instance?”


His mouth twisted into a small, humorless smile. “No. Cordelia’s heart had no room for anyone other than herself. She wasn’t in love with me. She was, however, a proud and beautiful woman. She refused to accept that our relationship was over. Or, perhaps, more accurately, that I was the one who ended it. She wrote me several letters, expressing a desire that we continue our . . . friendship.”


“I see.”


“Do you? Lady Dover was not an innocent maid, nor was our relationship what you would describe as exclusive.”


“Are you saying that she was involved with other men?”


“As I said, she was a beautiful woman. She collected admirers like other women collected fripperies.”


Kendra remembered the Lady from the house party, when the only admirer she seemed to want to collect was Alec. “Do you have the names of her other admirers?”


“No. Cordelia did not discuss her friendships with me.”


Given her romantic interest in Alec, her silence on the subject made sense. Kendra glanced at Sam, who gave a nod, anticipating her question. “’Tis something we’ve been askin’ in the course of our inquiry, Miss.”


“Any names come up?”


The Runner shook his head. “Nay, not yet. But sometimes it takes a bit of time ter get folks talking, especially when what they’re talking about has ter do with their betters.”


Kendra understood. Nothing silenced the general population like fear of reprisal from the wealthy and powerful, even in her era. “What time did she send her servants away?” she asked.


“Eight o’clock.”


“So she was alive at eight. Who was the last person to see her?”


“Mrs. Pierson and the butler, Mr. Sayers. They left together after seeing ter their mistress’s comfort. It was only later, when Mrs. Pierson realized she’d forgotten her medicine, that she returned and found her mistress dead.”


“She didn’t see anyone or hear anything?”


“Nay. But the back door was open.”


“You think the killer came in from the back door?”


Sam hesitated. “Maybe. Or he came in the front door and left by the back. Mrs. Pierson said the back door was ajar.”


Kendra stared at the Bow Street Runner. “Was the front door open as well?”


William Drake answered, “It was closed but unlocked.”


“Okay.” She decided to let that line of inquiry go for now. She’d get a better sense of it when she was actually at the crime scene, walking the perimeter. “What about the neighbors? Did they hear anything? See anyone around the house?”


“Nay.”


Kendra consulted her notes. “You said that she was cut. That wasn’t part of the stabbing?”


Sam shook his head. “She was cut on the face,” he said slowly. “It was . . . peculiar. I think it was done after she was stabbed. Leastwise, I hope so. Dr. Munroe will most likely be able ter tell us.”


Kendra raised her eyebrows. “Dr. Munroe is doing the autopsy?”


“Aye.”


“It would seem that we are coming together once again,” murmured the Duke, shooting Kendra a pointed look.


She ignored him, not wanting to contemplate just now if their reunion had a deeper meaning. It was too distracting. She shifted her gaze to Alec. “You know, it would really help if you had an alibi for last night, between eight and eleven.”


Alec’s mouth twitched, but Kendra couldn’t be sure if it was from amusement or annoyance. “I am aware of that, Miss Donovan. Unfortunately, I don’t have one, as Mr. Kelly and Mr. Drake can already attest. And my staff is not with me. Not even my valet. When I left Aldridge Castle yesterday morning, I rode to London—alone.”


“And came directly here?”


“I believe I had some vague notion of going to my club. When I arrived here, I decided to stay. I polished off an excellent comet vintage. I can show you the empty bottle.”


Aldridge eyed his nephew. “Brooding, Alec?”


The Marquis shrugged and said nothing.


Kendra caught the speculative look in Sam’s eyes and was annoyed when she felt her face heat up. This can’t be personal.


“Did Lady Dover try to contact you when you arrived in London?” she asked abruptly.


“Not that I am aware. I do not believe she even knew I was in Town.”


“Are you sure?”


“My journey here was impulsive. No one in Town knew I was arriving. And, as I said, I spent the evening alone.”


Kendra frowned, turning to Sam. “The housekeeper didn’t see the killer, and it’s only her belief that Lord Sutcliffe was the man Lady Dover was waiting for. That’s pretty flimsy evidence on which to charge the Marquis with murder.”


Sam raised his eyebrows, astonished. “His Lordship ain’t been charged with murder, lass. That would require an indictment by the House of Lords. Only they can charge the nobility with a crime.”


Kendra stared at the Bow Street Runner, not sure she’d heard him correctly. She’d known there was a class system here, but two justice systems?


“Don’t look so bloody appalled, Miss Donovan. With luck, mayhap I’ll be sent to Newgate once the House of Lords convenes,” Alec said sarcastically.


“That’s not the point,” she snapped, irritated. “It’s not about you. It’s about justice, regardless of class, gender, or race.”


“A noble sentiment, but we’re not in your America.”


She glared at him. “You don’t have to tell me that.”


Of course, if she were absolutely honest with herself, Kendra had to admit than even in her America, justice wasn’t always blind to race, gender, the political elite, or privilege. How many times did a celebrity get away with a crime because their face was known to millions? How many times did an average citizen get prosecuted for an offense that a politician walked away from, untouched?


“Alec may not be clapped in irons, Miss Donovan, but his future is by no means secure,” Aldridge intervened calmly. “If there is enough sentiment against him in the House of Lords, he could still find himself swinging or transported. We must find the real murderer.”


The familiar weight of responsibility settled on her shoulders. She met the Duke’s gaze and nodded. “Yes, sir. I’ll need to see the crime scene and the body myself.”


Aldridge frowned, uncertain. “The crime scene perhaps—”


“And the body,” she repeated firmly, and fixed her eyes on him. Damn the proprieties of this century. She wouldn’t back down on this, not if they wanted her to do her job properly.


“I don’t think Dr. Munroe will object, sir,” Sam put in carefully.


“’Tis not Dr. Munroe that I am concerned about,” the Duke said ruefully. “Oh, very well. Is it too late in the day, Mr. Kelly, to pay the doctor a visit?”


“Not at all. I shall bring you ter him, sir, Miss.”


As she rose, Kendra saw that William Drake was eyeing her oddly again. She hadn’t done a very good job pretending to be the Duke’s assistant. She decided not to worry about it.


“You can’t come to the morgue,” she told Alec when he stood as well.


“I understand that, Miss Donovan. I have no wish to see Cordelia in such a state,” he said quietly. “Regardless of our relationship, she didn’t deserve what was done to her.”


“I know. I understand.” Responding to his bleak gaze, Kendra reached over and gave his hand what she hoped was a reassuring squeeze. She’d known Lady Dover slightly, during Lady Atwood’s house party. She hadn’t liked her, but the woman was now a victim of a violent crime. She deserved justice. 


“I’ll do my best,” she told him. That was all she could promise.
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Covent Garden, where Dr. Munroe’s medical school was located, had once been a trading town called Lundenwic in the days when the Roman Empire had conquered half the world. It was still a trading center, but its commerce was slightly different from the time centuries before when farmers and merchants bartered over pigs and bags of barley. Since the eighteenth century, the largest trade in the area was prostitution. Kendra could easily pick out the working girls. They strolled the area boldly, their faces enhanced with rouge, powder, and lipstick, and wearing brightly colored gowns with plunging necklines that revealed more than they concealed, their skirts rucked above the knees or cut into slits to reveal a seductive flash of thigh.
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