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Edward Price almost caught the bugger, could actually feel the coarse wool of the boy’s raggedy coat skim across his fingertips as he reached out to snag a bone-thin arm. But the urchin evaded him with a twist of his narrow shoulders, and in a spurt of youthful energy, he sprinted across the cobblestone street, slick with sleet and snow, leaving Edward clutching only cold air.


“Oy!” he shouted. “Halt, thief!”


Even though his watchman duties wouldn’t begin for another eight hours, Edward pelted after the young criminal, annoyed that the boy had gained a sizeable lead already. A more seasoned watchman would most likely have let the brat go, he knew. But he was only two nights into his job—tonight would be his third—and Edward was still filled with the bright earnestness of a new recruit called upon to keep the peace in London Town. He could hardly look the other way when the bold little napper snatched an apple—never mind that it was shriveled and wormy—off the costermonger’s cart right in front of his very own peepers. And certainly not when the costermonger himself and at least a dozen witnesses had turned to fix their eyes on him, expecting him to do something.


“Stop! Stop, I say!” Edward bellowed, his gaze locked on the small figure running ahead. The thief dodged pedestrians and peddlers’ carts with the agility of someone who belonged in the city’s criminal class.


Even though he hadn’t yet reached his nineteenth year, Edward was less nimble. As he raced after the boy, he crashed into three wooden crates stacked on the pavement, having just been hauled off a wagon. He winced when they toppled and the slats cracked, and he had to dodge the potatoes, onions, and turnips spilling underfoot. The two burly men who’d been unloading the wagon stopped long enough to hurl curses after him. Edward gritted his teeth and ignored them—as well as the stitch that had begun to pulse in his side—and plowed on.


He was pretty sure that he was gaining on his quarry. Elation gave him a burst of speed. Edward smiled grimly when the thief tossed him a quick look over his shoulder, his eyes going wide. You’d better be afraid, brat.


As quick as a fox, the boy darted to the right, vanishing from the wider street into a narrow, twisting lane. Edward didn’t waste his breath—he didn’t have any to spare—on ordering the two men loitering outside a candlestick shop to try to capture the urchin, or on again demanding that the boy halt. Instead, he barreled after him, gasping when his boots hit a patch of ice crusted over the dirt road. Arms flapping, he managed to right himself before he fell on his arse.


Bleeding hell. He heard the two men laughing behind him, but he tightened his jaw and renewed his pursuit. The stitch in his side was beginning to feel like someone was jabbing him with a red-hot fire poker. Despite the temperature hovering near freezing, the exertion made him sweat. He could feel perspiration pool in the pits of his arms and slink uncomfortably down the base of his spine.


Still, he ran on. His gaze was fixed on the thief, a small shadow against the area’s crumbling buildings and broken cobblestones. Edward wasn’t sure exactly when it began to dawn on him that no one else seemed to be about. He’d chased the boy into one of London’s more derelict sections. A narrow, unkempt park of dead trees was in the center of the street, creating a poor man’s version of a square. Four- and five-story buildings rose up on either side of the street, the windows either boarded up or the windowpanes broken, the glass like jagged teeth. Snow drifted across steps and stoops, piled in shadowy corners, stained revolting yellows and browns. Even though it was still morning hours, the abandoned buildings cast deep bluish-gray shadows across the square. The back of Edward’s neck prickled with unease.


Bugger it. Edward slowed to an unsteady stop as he sucked in great gulps of cold air, ready to abandon the chase. He swallowed hard, his eyes flitting this way and that. You couldn’t swing a cat without hitting someone in London, so it was peculiar to be in a section of the city that was as desolate and silent as this. The only sounds came from pigeons cooing from rooftop ledges, and curtains that fluttered and snapped in the breeze against empty window frames. And his own pounding footsteps and ragged breathing.


The thief glanced back at him, flashing a cocky grin before scampering up the steps of a building across the square and ducking through an open doorway.


Anger surged through Edward. The thief’s blatant insolence renewed his flagging spirits. His lungs were still burning something fierce and the stitch in his side had yet to subside, but he pushed himself forward into a half-running, half-loping gait. A moment later, he was up the short flight of stairs and clearing the doorway. Only when he was through the door did he register that the building was a Catholic church, long since abandoned. The vestibule was barren, with two water fonts carved into the granite walls left dry and filled with spider webs. Puddles, now iced over, spread across the entrance’s flagstone floor.


Chest heaving, Edward slammed through the swinging doors, hinges shrieking, into the nave of the church. Like the vestibule, the nave was empty of its popery trappings. The pews and wall plaques had been removed, the sanctuary stripped bare. A chorus of pigeons cooed from up high, where the birds had made nests in the vaulted ceiling niches. Weak light came through the stained-glass lancet windows, and rainbows fell across the stone tiles of the floor, which was crusted white in places with dried pigeon droppings.


Edward only glanced at the surroundings, as his attention was on the thief. Surprise and triumph flitted through him when he approached his quarry, and saw that the boy had come to a standstill in the middle of the room. The boy looked around, and Edward noticed that the bold smile was gone. Now his small face was pinched, his eyes round with something approaching horror. Still, it never occurred to Edward that the boy’s horror wasn’t about his imminent capture until his gaze dropped to where the scamp stood.


“Good God . . .” Edward came to a stumbling halt, his breath catching painfully in his throat.


For just a moment, he thought that maybe the wretch lying on the floor was a wax sculpture, like the ones Marie Tussaud used in her traveling exhibits, maybe placed here by schoolboy pranksters. Except who was around to fool?


The man was naked, his flesh nearly blue, his body hair shimmering silver with frost. Edward was no stranger to death. Two nights ago, his first night as a watchman, he’d been the one to discover a poor sod who’d frozen to death huddled outside a coffee shop, across the street from St. Paul’s.


But this . . . this . . .


Edward’s shocked gaze traveled across the dead man’s face, which was swollen and appeared to be twisted into a silent scream. The watchman tried and failed to suppress a shudder.


Someone had cut out the old man’s tongue.
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The church had probably been beautiful at one time, with its flowing arches, marble columns, and delicate workmanship. But now it had a hollowed-out feeling, Sam Kelly thought, like someone had scooped out its guts, the pews, altar, religious statues, and candles all gone. The church and its congregation had most likely fled these bleak streets for the more prosperous sections of London. Or, rather, for neighborhoods that were more Irish, and, therefore, more Catholic. Sam understood. As the son of Irish immigrants, he’d spent his childhood in those streets and squares that echoed with cheerful brogue and drunken bellows, the latter of which could either end in violent fisticuffs or laughter and friendly backslaps.


“By God, I think it’s colder in here than outside,” complained his companion, Dr. Ethan Munroe, as he blew a warm puff of air into his cupped hands. Though they should have been warm enough, encased as they were in brown kid leather gloves.


Sam shot a sideways glance at Munroe as they entered the space. He was a big man, although anyone above five feet, ten inches seemed big to Sam, who barely scraped the five-six mark. At least a decade older than Sam’s forty-one years, the doctor was blessed with a thick silvery mane that he wore tied back into a queue, a style more suited to the turn of the century than the more modern age of 1816. Sam had always thought it was an odd, old-fashioned quirk for an enlightened man like Munroe, who’d been trained in the prestigious schools of Edinburgh to become a doctor. Why he’d abandoned that respected profession to work as a lowly sawbones and then an anatomist—a profession not even acknowledged by Polite Society—Sam would never understand. But he was grateful. As a Bow Street Runner, Sam had called upon the doctor’s services in more than one murder investigation.


Like now. Sam’s gaze skimmed across the dead man lying on the floor to fasten on the four men huddled together about five paces away from the body. Sam recognized three of the men as constables. The fourth man—tall, chubby, and ridiculously young, with a mop of carrot-colored hair—was a stranger. But it was his gaze that swung toward Sam and Munroe, and he was the one who stepped forward, raising his hand with the puffed-up authority of a new recruit. He ordered, “Hold!”


Sam was already yanking out his baton, with its distinctive gold tip, which identified him as a Bow Street man. “Sam Kelly. This is Dr. Munroe,” he said, thrusting the baton back into the deep pockets of his greatcoat as they approached the circle of men.


“Kelly,” said Dick Carter with a nod. He was as short as Sam, but round, and as dark as a Spaniard. His black eyes glinted with amusement. “Ye’re bringin’ yer own sawbones ter crime scenes these days?”


“Dr. Munroe and I were at the Pig & Sail breaking our fast when I got word. Who found the body?”


Sam wasn’t surprised when the redheaded lad spoke up.


“I did,” he said.


Sam eyed him. “And who are you?”


“Edward Price.” His chest swelled slightly. “Watchman.”


“You’re a bit early for your duties, ain’t you?”


Edward frowned. “I was chasing a thief. Swiped an apple in front of me, as bold as you please.”


“Where is he?” asked Sam. He didn’t bother looking around. He knew the church was empty except for the six of them. And the dead man.


“The little guttersnipe got away when I was flaggin’ down help. But I’ve seen him about. Snake’s his name—”


Sam couldn’t control his start of surprise. “Snake.”


“Aye. Not his real name, mind you—”


“I know who Snake is,” Sam said, cutting off the watchman. In fact, the Bow Street Runner had come into contact with the young scamp the previous year, when Alec Morgan, the Marquis of Sutcliffe, had been accused of murdering his former mistress, Lady Dover.


“You didn’t see nothin’?” asked Sam. He had light brown eyes, so light that they appeared gold, but there was nothing soft about them as he fixed his gaze on Edward Price.


“Nay.” Edward swallowed hard enough to cause his Adam’s apple to click. As though he couldn’t stop himself, he slid his gaze back to the body. “I found him just like that. Why’d anyone want to do that ter his tongue?”


Sam grunted, but ignored the question. He was going on twenty years as a Bow Street Runner, and the profession had given him a decidedly jaundiced view of humanity. Cutting out someone’s tongue was odd, but not the strangest thing he’d witnessed.


He shifted his attention back to the corpse, studying the naked body. He wondered if some scavenger had stolen his clothes after the man was dead, or if the fiend who’d killed him had wanted the victim to be found naked as the day he was born. And if the killer had stripped him—or forced the man to strip before death—why? What was the point of his nakedness?


The body looked frozen. Probably was frozen, given the cold temperatures inside the church. Sam let his gaze travel from the dead man’s chest up to the throat, ghost-pale except for the nasty red abrasion that blazed across it. Obviously strangulation. Sam knew that would account for the man’s swollen, distorted face, and the broken capillaries around the eyes.


But it wouldn’t account for the mutilated mouth. Cutting out the poor wretch’s tongue would require a sharp blade. Christ. The lad asked the right question, he decided. Who would do that? What kind of madman were they dealing with?


Maybe it was that savagery that had been done to the dead man, or maybe it was the bloated features, but it took Sam a full minute to realize that he actually recognized the victim.


“God’s teeth.” Only years of experience kept him from giving a startled jolt. “Do you know who that is?”


“Yes.” Munroe was squatting down to examine the corpse more closely. His black brows, a distinctive contrast from his silver hair, collided in a deep frown. Slowly, he raised his gaze to meet Sam’s eyes. Sam realized the doctor had pinched his round gold wire spectacles onto the bridge of his hawklike nose. Behind the lenses, Sam could see that Munroe’s intelligent gray eyes reflected his own awareness. And wariness.


“Sir Giles Holbrooke,” Munroe identified.


“Shit,” one of the other men muttered.


Munroe nodded at the man who’d issued the profanity, his expression grim. “Former secretary of state of foreign affairs, one-time undersecretary for the Home Department. I believe he is—was—a member of the Privy Council advising the monarchy . . . and by all accounts, a close friend to our future king, the Prince Regent.”
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Sam couldn’t shake his sense of disquiet as he followed Munroe down the stairs to the autopsy chamber. That particular room was in the basement of the doctor’s anatomy school, which he’d opened more than two years ago in Covent Garden. Their boots thudded against the stone steps. Even though he’d descended these stairs to the subterranean chamber countless times before, Sam couldn’t control the spasm of distaste as cold air wafted up, brushing against his cheeks like spider webs. Around them, wall torches flickered, causing the thick ebony shadows in the passageway to weave and dodge on the walls, like a pugilist match from the underworld.


A grim atmosphere certainly, and yet it had nothing to do with why Sam’s gut was churning now. That, he knew, had everything to do with the man lying on the autopsy table, awaiting Munroe’s ministrations. Sir Giles’s murder would draw the attention of Polite Society, Whitehall, and possibly even the Prince Regent himself. The idea of presenting himself to the future king of England or one of his palace emissaries to explain that Sir Giles had cocked up his toes with his tongue cut out, naked in what had been a church—a Catholic church, for Christ’s sake—made Sam’s blood run cold.


Of course, it probably wouldn’t come to that. Sir Nathaniel Conant, the chief magistrate of Bow Street, would most likely become involved before any of that. Bow Street and the Home Office had a very close connection, often working in tandem on behalf of king and country. Sam would report his findings to Sir Nathaniel, and Sir Nathaniel would be the one to inform the home secretary, Lord Sidmouth, about the investigation. Lord Sidmouth would then be the liaison to the Prince Regent and his court.


Sam bit his lip to stifle the put-upon sigh that threatened to burst forth. The murder of a man like Sir Giles could easily become a political firestorm.


Munroe shot him a shrewd glance as they walked into the autopsy chamber. But he offered no commiserating words in response to Sam’s sigh; his attention was immediately claimed by the cadaver on his table. Mr. Barts, Munroe’s pallid, weak-chinned apprentice, was already inside the room, lighting lanterns and candles to chase away the gloom.


“’Tis an ignominious end for a man such as Sir Giles,” Munroe finally said, removing his gloves and unbuttoning his greatcoat.


“Perhaps that was the point,” Sam murmured. “Perhaps.”


The doctor tossed his greatcoat on one of the counters that ran the length of a wall, and peeled off his dark gray jacket, leaving him in white shirt, white cravat, and brown tweed waistcoat over black pantaloons and boots. He slipped on the leather apron that he always wore to protect his clothes from the unexpected sprays of bodily fluids. Across the room, Mr. Barts lit two more lanterns, carrying them over to the autopsy table. As Sam watched, he set one down, and lifted the other to attach it to the wheel-like structure centered above the autopsy table. It was a clever contraption that Munroe had designed himself, to infuse the area with light without having wax drip on the corpse below.


“I pray that such barbarism wasn’t committed until after the poor sod was dead,” Sam muttered, his gaze falling on the dead man’s face and mutilated tongue.


Munroe said nothing. Rolling up his sleeves, he walked back to the table. “We shall begin with the visual examination,” he informed them.


“One moment, sir.” Barts bent to retrieve the last lantern, but paused, frowning. “How very odd . . .”


Munroe asked, “What’s the matter, Mr. Barts?”


The apprentice continued to frown, obviously puzzled. “I’m not certain, sir. The cadaver appears to have a tattoo of some kind. . . . Ah, actually several tattoos . . .” Barts squatted down to examine the symbols on the dead man’s leg before glancing up at Munroe. “I do not recall the body being marked in such a way when he was brought in, Doctor.”


“That’s because he did not have any such bodily mutilations,” Munroe said sharply. He came around the table, snatching the lantern away from his apprentice to peer closely at the area in question. Sam heard his gasp of surprise. “My God. What is this?”


Sam scooted around the autopsy table, nudging aside Barts to stare down at the dead man’s leg. “I don’t remember seeing them, either,” he admitted slowly, and felt his lips part in astonishment as he watched two more intersecting lines begin to appear on Sir Giles’s flesh. “Jesus,” he whispered, and had to curl his hand into a fist to stop himself from making the sign of the cross. He looked at Munroe. “What witchery is this?”


Munroe said nothing, but behind his spectacles, his gray eyes narrowed. He hesitated, then carefully moved the lantern down the length of the leg, letting the light play over the corpse’s flesh.


Sam leaned closer, waiting. He was mildly disappointed when nothing happened.


Munroe pressed his lips together as he contemplated the leg. After a moment, he brought the lantern closer to the body. Nothing happened at first, but then slowly two more symbols appeared like mystical stigmata.


Someone gasped. For a second, Sam was embarrassed to think he might have done it, but then he realized that Barts had made the sound.


Dr. Munroe lifted his hand and pressed two fingers against one of the images. He brought his hand back toward his face, thoughtfully rubbing his index finger and thumb together.


“’Tis no witchery, Mr. Kelly,” he finally murmured. “I believe it’s some form of secret ink. I’ve read about such things.”


“The light from the lantern is making the symbols visible?” Sam guessed. Intrigued, he leaned forward to watch as Munroe continued to move the lamp closer to the skin. The process teased out more of the markings.


“Not the light, Mr. Kelly. The heat. Mr. Barts, please bring another candle.”


Sam didn’t wait for an invitation. He retrieved a candle from one of the wall sconces as the apprentice had, and joined the men in bringing the flames near enough to heat the dead man’s flesh without setting it on fire. Despite having already seen it happen, Sam was still amazed when dark images began to bloom. Twenty minutes later, Sam took a step back and surveyed the corpse with appalled fascination. Sir Giles was no longer pale in death; his skin had become a canvas for about a hundred markings—the same symbol, etched over and over again on the warmed up flesh.


It took him a moment to be able to speak, and even then his voice was hushed. “God’s teeth. ’Tis a crucifix . . . ain’t it?”


“I’m not certain,” Munroe admitted. “Initially, I thought it might be an X, but one of the lines of the symbol is consistently longer . . . . I believe you may be correct, Mr. Kelly.” He turned to meet Sam’s gaze. “He was found in a church. Do you think this might be some form of religious zealotry? Or a political statement? Sir Giles was not a proponent of Irish emancipation.”


Sam frowned, troubled by the implication. “I don’t know,” he finally said, and his mind instantly conjured up an image of a certain dark-eyed, dark-haired American. “There is someone who might be able ter help answer that question, though.”


“Kendra Donovan,” said Munroe without hesitation.


“Aye.” Sam nodded, and nearly smiled. He knew that a year ago, neither he nor Munroe would have ever considered the idea of a lady involving herself in something so gruesome as murder, much less actually welcome her presence. But a year ago, they’d never known a female quite like Kendra Donovan.


The American was a puzzle. Her guardian, the Duke of Aldridge, had spread the story that Miss Donovan was the daughter of a close friend who’d emigrated to America, and he’d taken her in as his ward when her parents had perished in that rough-hewn country. Of course, Sam knew that story was as false as the one that Kendra had told his Grace—that she’d traveled to England in 1812 and had been stranded when war broke out between the two countries. The Duke must have had his suspicions; he’d asked Sam to investigate. It was during the course of that investigation that Sam had discovered . . . nothing. He’d found no ship carrying a passenger by the name of Kendra Donovan, and no captain who admitted to having transported a woman that answered to her description.


It was odd. But then, so was the American. There was no disrespect in Sam’s observation. In fact, he’d developed a deep admiration for the lass. He’d never met a female more courageous or more clever when it came to the criminal element. He’d seen her study a corpse with as detached an eye as Dr. Munroe. She even seemed to know things that the doctor did not. There were times when it was damned unnerving. If Kendra Donovan didn’t wear skirts, Sam would have been tempted to persuade her to become a Bow Street Runner.


Well, that, he amended silently, and the fact that she was the ward of the Duke of Aldridge. Members of the Ton did not become Bow Street Runners.


Although . . .


He scratched the side of his nose, and glanced at Munroe. “The Duke of Aldridge is a man of science. He would probably find this secret ink interesting, wouldn’t he?”


Munroe’s mouth curved in a knowing smile. “He is indeed a natural philosopher. I can attest that His Grace’s laboratory at Aldridge Castle is one of the most impressive I’ve ever seen. I agree with you that this is something that would intrigue him.”


“Aye,” Sam said slowly, his mind already churning with the possibilities.


“Mayhap you ought to send a messenger to Aldridge Castle, Mr. Kelly. At least to inquire about his Grace’s interest in this matter.” The doctor’s hand dipped beneath the apron, and he fished out his fob watch from his waistcoat pocket, studying its face. “A fast messenger ought to be there in two hours, maybe sooner. It would depend on the condition of the roads, I suppose. We could receive a response from the Duke by early afternoon. In fact, I wouldn’t be at all surprised if His Grace himself ventured to London immediately . . . along with his lovely ward.”


Sam exchanged a glance with Munroe and grinned. “I wouldn’t turn her away.” He hesitated, his gaze becoming thoughtful. “You know, His Grace’s participation would be helpful for another reason. Sir Giles belonged ter his circle.” He didn’t have to remind the doctor that a lowly Bow Street Runner such as himself had limited access to his betters in the Beau Monde, even when investigating a murder.


“Yes,” Munroe agreed. “His Grace would be extremely helpful in this matter. I know a fast rider.”


The Bow Street Runner’s gaze drifted back to the cadaver. Even as he watched, the symbols were beginning to fade. One by one, the marks disappeared as mysteriously as they had appeared across the dead man’s cold flesh. Sam had to fight the shudder that suddenly seized him.


“Aye,” he whispered. “The faster the better, I think.”
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Kendra Donovan’s gaze followed the Boeing 747 as it angled to the side, white wings against a brilliant blue sky, circling around and around in a graceful glide. Lower. Lower still . . .


Then it flapped its wings.


Kendra blinked as the plane was transformed into a bird—a seagull or an egret, she couldn’t be sure—riding the air current in a descending spiral until it disappeared behind the frost-covered trees.


Kendra slowly released the breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. She wasn’t delusional, but there were moments when her imagination transported her back into the past—her past—which was actually two hundred years into the future. And isn’t that a kick in the ass?


She’d been living in the early 19th century for six months now. She’d watched the leaves of England’s trees change from the late summer greens to the rich rubies and flamboyant oranges of autumn before falling to the earth, where they shriveled into rusty browns. She’d watched the snow drift down to blanket those same leaves, and ice etch itself into the corners of windowpanes. A little over a month ago, with varying degrees of emotion, she’d listened to the clock strike midnight, and mentally flipped the calendar to 1816.


New year. New life.


Outwardly, she was adapting. Her dark hair had grown out from its blunt-cut bob, now long enough for her maid, Molly, to easily style into the trendy hairstyles of the era: simple topknots with wispy tendrils or more elaborate braids and bouffant curls. She could use a tinderbox in less than three minutes—which was still two-and-a-half minutes longer than anyone else here. But for someone who’d spent her life pressing buttons to light up rooms, she considered creating fire by striking a piece of flint against a metal container stuffed with scraggly bits of linen fibers and jute to be a hell of an accomplishment.


She’d learned to play whist. What else was there to do here in the evenings without internet or TV? She was even learning to dance—quadrilles, minuets, and reels—and was shocked to discover that it was more enjoyable than she’d ever imagined.


There hadn’t been dancing in her childhood. It was too frivolous. Her parents, Dr. Eleanor Jahnke, a quantum physicist, and Dr. Carl Donovan, a biogenetic engineer focusing on genome research, were fervent supporters of positive eugenics. Her very existence could be attributed to their almost evangelical desire to demonstrate to the world that society would be vastly improved if genetically gifted individuals would marry and procreate. Not that they’d left their experiment entirely up to the whims of nature. Her childhood had been a ruthless regime of tutoring and testing. While other preschoolers were scribbling outside the lines with a choice of 120 Crayola hues, she’d been given a No. 2 pencil to carefully fill in the circles on the latest aptitude test.


Kendra shivered, though whether from the memory of her bleak childhood or the fact that she was standing outside in a temperature cold enough to frost the trees in early February, she couldn’t be sure. She pulled her fur-lined pelisse closer to her throat, her gaze drifting to Aldridge Castle, spread out below from the sloping hillside upon which she stood. The ancient fortress, with its craggy gray stone, central tower, and castellated chimneys, was her one constant in time, looking exactly the same today as it had when she’d first seen it in the 21st century.


She’d been a special agent for the FBI then. Or, rather, she’d been a special agent who’d gone rogue. At the time, she had known she was making a decision that would change her life. She’d planned on being forever on the run, in hiding. She’d been prepared for that. But not this. How could she ever have envisioned this?


Another shiver raced down her arms. Life could change in an instant, forever dividing it into before and after.


Before she’d gone rogue, she’d been the youngest person accepted into the FBI. The Bureau had put her in cybercrime to take advantage of her computer skills; her own ambition had propelled her into the Behavioral Analysis Unit to work as a profiler. Her career had been on the fast track. Then she’d been loaned out to a terrorist task force.


Before and after.


On that last, disastrous mission, she’d nearly died. And she’d been one of the lucky ones. Beneath her pelisse and dove-gray velvet walking dress, the cotton chemise, petticoat, and stays, her scars seemed to throb at the memory.


If she could go back—forward?—in time, would she do anything different? The question haunted her. God help her, she’d made the decision to flout the FBI’s edict and go after Sir Jeremy Green, the man responsible for getting half her team killed. He’d died, but not at her hand. Instead, she’d fled the assassin who’d killed Sir Jeremy, running into the hidden stairwell in the study of Aldridge Castle.


Christ, if she lived to be a hundred, she’d never forget what happened next: the plunging temperature, the dizziness, the sensation of being shredded, shattered. A vortex or wormhole. That was the only explanation she could come up with for suddenly finding herself in the early 19th century.


A movement in the distance caught her eye, and she shifted her gaze to the three horseback riders coming out of the dark woods, trotting into the snowy parkland. They were too far away to distinguish their features, but Kendra knew their identities: Albert Rutherford, the seventh Duke of Aldridge; his nephew, Alexander Morgan, the Marquis of Sutcliffe; and his goddaughter, Lady Rebecca Blackburn. The trio urged their horses across the parkland at a brisk canter.


In the 21st century, Kendra had always viewed herself as an outsider, a freak. First, her odd childhood. Later, she’d been a fourteen-year-old at Princeton, out of step with the older college students. At the Bureau, she’d had colleagues, and outside work, she’d formed a few romantic relationships, but they’d never survived the demands of her career. She couldn’t say that she’d had any deep friendships. How odd to have that change in this era. There was no denying the deep affection she felt for the Duke of Aldridge or the bond she’d formed with Rebecca. And Alec . . . God, she’d actually fallen in love with him.


It was completely insane, she knew. She might have been adapting in her own way, but that didn’t mean she belonged in this century. And yet . . . Everything old really is new again. Her parents may have lived in the 21st century, but their views were remarkably similar to those of the 19th-century English aristocracy, who believed in protecting the upper class bloodlines from their social inferiors. Like her parents, the Beau Monde had a sense of superiority in its own genetics. Although here, she realized, marriages were as much about securing legacies and increasing family wealth.


Something else moved in Kendra’s peripheral vision. She glanced over, surprised to see a horseback rider coming in fast, snow spitting like bullets from the stallion’s hooves as he charged down the long drive. The Duke, Rebecca, and Alec had also spotted the stranger, wheeling their horses around and galloping to intercept him. The rider yanked on his reins, bringing the powerful-looking stallion to a prancing stop.


Curious, Kendra watched the man retrieve a letter out of the pocket of his greatcoat and pass it to the Duke. Before she’d became an involuntary time traveler, Kendra would have sworn that she didn’t have a superstitious bone in her body. She’d been trained to think logically, both by her parents and the Bureau. But now her nerves tightened in a strange and entirely illogical sense of urgency. Something happened.


She was too far away to hear the words, but they were obviously engaged in some sort of discussion. Then the rider touched his tricorn hat, and kicked his heels against his horse’s flanks, sending the beast bolting down the drive, which curved around the castle’s courtyard to the stables in the back. Kendra knew the messenger would receive hot food and refreshments in the kitchens, and a coin for delivering the letter, while his horse would be tended to by the stable hands for his return journey home.


The Duke, Alec, and Rebecca remained huddled in their semicircle. From her position on the hill, Kendra could see the Duke breaking open the seal, reading the letter.


She picked up her skirts. Instead of retracing her steps along the path, she cut down the hill. The snow wasn’t too deep, the powdery stuff only coming up to her ankles, so she was able easily to churn through it.


She was about a hundred yards away when they noticed her. She raised a gloved hand in acknowledgement. Rebecca was the only one who returned her wave. Then she gathered her reins, bringing her mare around. Kendra was surprised when Rebecca leaned forward in the saddle and, instead of galloping toward her, sent her mare pelting after the messenger.


Something happened.


Kendra shifted her gaze back to the Duke and Alec. They appeared to be arguing. Alec glanced in her direction. She was still too far away to see his expression, but she recognized the angry set of his shoulders, the straight line of his spine. After a moment, Alec broke away, and, like Rebecca, directed his prized stallion, Chance, toward the castle, while the Duke turned his big bay toward her.


“What’s going on?” she demanded as soon as the Duke brought his horse to a full stop next to her. Her gaze roamed over his longish face and bold nose before meeting the pale blue eyes that seemed overly bright in the shadow of his beaver hat.


He said, “We must leave for London immediately, my dear. Mr. Kelly has requested our assistance.”


Kendra stared at the Duke. “What happened?”


“There has been a murder. Mr. Kelly’s letter is scant on details, but he says there is something peculiar in the nature of the crime. He believes our counsel would be helpful.” A perceptive gleam came into his eyes. “I believe Mr. Kelly is actually being considerate of my feelings, and is, in truth, seeking your expertise, my dear.”


Kendra said nothing. Her gaze drifted beyond the Duke to the white-blanketed countryside and cloudless blue sky. Another bird was being buffeted on the air currents high above the crest of trees. This time she didn’t imagine it was an airplane.


Something shifted and settled inside of her. A sense of satisfaction. Or, no. A sense of purpose. This might not be her world, but she could still find a purpose here.


She became aware that the Duke was watching her. She nodded. “Okay.”


The Duke’s saddle creaked as he leaned over and stretched out a gloved hand to her. Kendra’s wary gaze moved to the horse, and her stomach knotted. Learning to ride had been one of the lessons she’d avoided. It was the reason she’d been walking this morning while everyone else had been galloping across the fields. She didn’t exactly have equinophobia, but horses made her nervous. Jumping on the back of a thousand-pound animal seemed foolhardy to Kendra. And jumping on a sidesaddle was just begging for a broken neck. Ladies riding sidesaddle because it was more feminine and modest was about as asinine to Kendra as five-inch stilettos or rib-breaking corsets.


“If we double up, it shall be faster, my dear.” The Duke’s blue eyes twinkled down at her as though he’d read her thoughts and was amused. “There’s nothing to fear.”


“Who says I’m afraid?”


He smiled. “We ought to leave for London immediately.”


Kendra blew out a breath. He was right, damn it. She reached up to clasp the hand he was offering. “Okay. Let’s go.”
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Ye’ll be dealin’ with another murder, then?” Molly paused in her task of pulling gowns out of the large mahogany wardrobe to glance over her shoulder at Kendra.


The maid’s matter-of-fact expression spoke volumes. It occurred to Kendra that five months ago, Molly would have been wide-eyed and horrified at the thought of a murder having been committed. But being Kendra’s lady’s maid had obviously hardened the fifteen-year-old to the grisly side of life. I’m not the only one who’s adapting, Kendra thought suddenly. We’re changing each other.


“Mr. Kelly has asked for our help. He found a body.” Kendra crossed the room to the mirrored vanity. Opening one of the side drawers, she retrieved a cedar chest, and set it on the vanity.


Molly sniffed. “’Tis London Town. Oi’d wager they’re always finding bodies.”


“Apparently there was something strange about this particular homicide.”


“Like w’ot?”


“I haven’t the faintest idea.”


Kendra lifted the chest’s lid and surveyed the muff pistol resting against the velvet lining. Compared to the firepower available in the 21st century, it was a nonentity. But she knew that the dainty weapon with its polished walnut stock and exquisitely engraved gold plate could be deadly. She’d used the weapon to defend herself not more than four months ago.


“’E didn’t say?” Molly asked.


“No.”


The Duke hadn’t been kidding when he’d said that the Bow Street Runner had been scant on detail. She’d read more descriptive messages in fortune cookies.


Your Grace, I most humbly request the presence of you and your ward, Miss Donovan, in London. A man of consequence has been murdered in a most peculiar fashion. The body is at Dr. Munroe’s anatomy school in Covent Garden. I eagerly await your response.


The Duke’s response had been to have his carriage readied for the journey to London. Because there was no such thing as a quick trip in the early 19th century—it would take four hours to travel by carriage (if the snow didn’t hinder them)—Kendra knew that they wouldn’t be returning to Aldridge Castle tonight. Or anytime soon. They would stay in town, at the Duke’s mansion at No. 29 Grosvenor Square. That meant trunks were now being packed, and Mrs. Danbury, the Duke’s frighteningly efficient housekeeper, was divvying up the servants into those who would stay behind at the castle and those who would travel to London. After all, a duke couldn’t be expected to get his own cup of tea.


“It’ll be excitin’ ter return ter London,” Molly admitted as she began searching through the mountain of gowns she’d thrown on the bed. With a smile of triumph, she pulled out a small drawstring pouch decorated with roses and ribbons. The accessory was called a reticule because it was considered ridiculous as a fashion accessory, too tiny to be truly serviceable. Yet Kendra had found it the perfect size for a pistol designed to fit into a muff or a pocket.


“Thanks,” she said as Molly handed her the reticule.


Kendra was in the process of stuffing the pistol into the purse when the door suddenly opened, and the Duke’s formidable sister, Lady Caroline Atwood, sailed into the bedchamber. Oh, crap.


“A word, if you please.” The Countess’s tone was needle-sharp. She didn’t spare Molly so much as a glance, but the former tweeny didn’t need a verbal command to know that she was being ordered to leave the room. Hurriedly, the maid squeezed around the bed, and vanished out the door like a puff of smoke.


Coward, Kendra wanted to call after her. Yet she knew that the number one rule for household staff in this era was to operate in the background, to blend in with the furniture. Meeting Lady Atwood’s hard gaze, Kendra only wished she could join Molly in her escape.


The Countess had the same blue eyes as her brother, eyes that could appear gray in a certain light or certain moods, and their fair hair was slowly turning silver in their fifth decade. But the resemblance ended there, at least as far as Kendra was concerned. Whereas the Duke always regarded her with sharp intelligence, gentle humor, and overall goodwill, Lady Atwood viewed her with deep suspicion bordering on dislike.


Part of Lady Atwood’s dislike stemmed from the Duke appointing himself Kendra’s guardian, which had always struck Kendra as ironic, since she’d thought that needing a guardian at the age of twenty-six was both ridiculous and insulting in the first place. But it would have been a major scandal if she’d remained at Aldridge Castle without being part of the household staff, so the solution was either to become the Duke’s ward or be kicked out on her ass. Kendra knew which one Lady Atwood would have preferred.


They’d reached an uneasy truce during the Christmas holidays, but by the older woman’s stiff expression, Kendra suspected those days were over.


“Aldridge has told me that you shall be departing for Town momentarily,” the Countess said.


“That’s the plan,” Kendra agreed carefully.


Lady Atwood arched her neatly plucked eyebrows. “Indeed. And is it also the plan to embroil my brother in yet another one of your outrageous investigations, Miss Donovan? Bertie is the Duke of Aldridge, not a costermonger to brush up against criminal society!”


“Mr. Kelly was the one who asked for His Grace’s assistance,” Kendra said. “This has nothing to do with me.”


“Don’t be stupid. It has everything to do with you. Bertie would never have made this thief-taker’s acquaintance if it hadn’t been for you.” The Countess’s nostrils flared as she sucked in a furious breath. “Before your appearance in his life, my brother’s only interest was investigating the natural world, not this unnatural world of cutthroats and scapegraces. Bertie informed me of your disgraceful adventure several months ago in Yorkshire, Miss Donovan.”


Kendra had to count to ten before she answered. “Someone was murdered, your ladyship, and Mr. Kelly is asking for our help. I think you know that His Grace isn’t the kind of man to refuse such a request.”


The older woman’s eyes flashed a dangerous blue. “Don’t you dare take that tone with me, young lady, or tell me what kind of man my brother is! I know his character far better than you.”


Ah, and wasn’t that the crux of the issue? Among her sisters, Lady Atwood had always been the closest to her brother. Kendra knew that the older woman thought she was brazen and odd, and way too common to associate with their ancient Rutherford bloodlines. But what really irked her was the closeness that had formed between Kendra and the Duke. What Lady Atwood didn’t know—and never could—was the secret over which their bond had been forged.


“Bertie has always been intellectually curious,” the Countess was saying. Her lips thinned as she appraised Kendra. “But his pursuits have been socially acceptable. He is a member of the Royal Society, for heaven’s sakes! But your influence has brought him into contact with the most common, crass element of society.”


Kendra didn’t know how to respond. This was a world where the upper classes found it embarrassing if one of their members was caught working in trade, where doctors distanced themselves from surgeons because it was considered ill-bred to work with one’s hands.


“You have bewitched my brother, Miss Donovan,” Lady Atwood went on furiously. “But have care. He shall come to his senses one day. And you . . .” She let her angry gaze roll over Kendra. “You are like one of those automated toys Bertie was intrigued by when he was a child. Personally, I cannot comprehend what it is about you that so entrances him, but like those toys, his interest will undoubtedly wane.”


Kendra’s gaze fell to the muff pistol inside the reticule. Slowly she pulled the drawstrings shut, concealing the weapon. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what you think I can do.”


Lady Atwood let out an exasperated hiss. “If you truly cared about my brother, you would refuse the thief-taker’s request. You would insist Bertie not involve himself in this folly. You—” Lady Atwood broke off when a knock came at the door, and Rebecca came into the room.


“Kendra, I came to—Oh.” Rebecca stared in surprise at the Countess. “Forgive the interruption, my lady. I only wanted to inform Miss Donovan that I shall be accompanying her on the journey to London.”


Lady Atwood frowned. “Your father has given you permission?”


“Yes, ma’am,” Rebecca said with a polite smile, unoffended by the comment.


At twenty-three, Rebecca was still living at home, subject to her father’s authority. Most ladies of the same age and station would have already been establishing their own households as married women. The reason for Rebecca’s single status was on her face, which was pockmarked as the result of having suffered from smallpox when she’d been six years old.


Kendra had often wondered if she would have ever met Rebecca if the other woman hadn’t been disfigured. The aristocrat’s life would have been completely different, managing a household and raising a family. Or if they had met, would Rebecca have shared Lady Atwood’s opinion of Kendra?


It was impossible to imagine Rebecca as anything other than the independent woman she was, but if she hadn’t suffered from smallpox, and the resulting disfigurement, her parents might not have felt the need to compensate by encouraging their only child in her intellectual and artistic pursuits. They might have pressured her to conform to the rules that governed women of the day.


Before and after, Kendra thought again. She wasn’t the only person who had an event change her life completely.


“Papa is speaking with our coachman,” Rebecca told the Countess. “As soon as the servants have finished packing the trunks, they will follow, and open up our town house.”


“Hmm.” Lady Atwood shot Kendra a disapproving look, as though Lord and Lady Blackburn’s decision to allow their daughter to go to London was her fault as well. She released a put-upon sigh. “I suppose nothing can be done except prepare for the journey.”


Kendra’s heart sank at the implication. “You’re not staying at Aldridge Castle, my lady?”


The older woman’s lips knotted into a sour smile. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”


With all my heart. But Kendra said nothing.


Lady Atwood narrowed her eyes. “Someone must manage the household and ensure that Bertie doesn’t forget his place in society. Besides, London is not without its amusements. The Season began several weeks ago. Our family has obligations, Miss Donovan.”


The Countess retraced her footsteps to the door. She paused there, and Kendra’s stomach tightened when she looked back at her and smiled slowly. “You can no longer claim you don’t know how to dance, Miss Donovan. As the Duke of Aldridge’s ward, you have responsibilities as well. I shall be on hand to make certain you fulfill them.”


Kendra kept her lips pressed together until Lady Atwood left. Then she sagged against the bedpost. “Oh, my God. Did you see that smile? It was evil.”


Rebecca laughed.


“I think she’s looking forward to torturing me,” Kendra said. “It almost sounded like a threat.”


“Oh, my dear,” Rebecca said, and grinned. “There is no almost about it. It was most definitely a threat.”
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Fifteen minutes later, Kendra was tugging on her kid gloves as she left her bedchamber. The heavy, blue-velvet carriage dress that Molly had insisted she wear for the journey made a swishing sound against the floor as she moved down the hallway. That was joined a moment later by the light but firm tread of a man’s boot. Kendra wasn’t surprised when Alec emerged from a shadowy alcove and fell into step beside her.


“It’s about bloody time,” he muttered, his straight dark brows pulling together in a scowl. “I’ve been waiting to have a word with you.”


Kendra shot him a sideways look. In this era, ‘bloody’ was considered a profanity, never to be spoken in the presence of a lady. Even though Alec often relaxed his own code of etiquette when they were alone, especially given her own propensity toward colorful language, she suspected that it was irritation behind his lapse this time. She didn’t resist when he grasped her elbow and steered her to a stop against the wall.


He fixed his eyes on her. “I don’t suppose I could convince you to send Mr. Kelly a polite refusal?”


He was six feet tall, tall enough that she had to tilt her head up to gaze at him. Sunshine streamed in from a nearby window, delineating the hard planes of Alec’s face: the square jaw, sculpted cheekbones, and straight, narrow nose. Kendra had a ridiculous urge to brush back the silky dark lock that fell over his brow. They’d been together for more than four months, and she’d thought the crazy physical attraction would have faded a little by now. But it was just as strong as ever. As she met his green eyes, her stomach gave a delicious flutter.


She huffed out a sigh. “Why does everyone think I’m in the position to refuse? Mr. Kelly sent the note to His Grace. Why don’t you talk to your uncle?”


“Don’t play coy, Kendra. We both know Mr. Kelly’s true purpose in sending the letter. Just as we both know you want to go.”


He knew her too well. “Alec . . .” She was close enough to see the gold flecks around the pupils. “This is what I do.”


By the way his lips pressed together, Kendra could see that her answer didn’t please him. She nearly sighed again, but managed to stifle the sound.


It was odd, but despite the centuries that separated them, they’d actually had similar childhoods. After his mother, Alexandria, an Italian countess, had died when Alec was still an infant, his father, Edward, had remarried. When he’d died, Alec’s stepmother, a cold, controlling woman, had shipped him off to boarding school as soon as she was able. The Duke had invited his nephew to spend the holidays at Aldridge Castle, but still, Kendra knew that Alec’s childhood had been as lonely as hers.


And like her, he’d been born with a destiny in mind. His was to fill his father’s shoes as the Marquis of Sutcliffe and run the estate he’d inherited in Northamptonshire. The weight of responsibility on Alec’s shoulders had increased when the Duke lost his wife and daughter twenty years before. The Duke’s refusal to remarry meant Alec was in line for the dukedom, a duty that included the stewardship of Aldridge Castle and surrounding lands, and the livelihoods of all the people who lived there. It also meant ensuring that the estate and his lineage survived into the future by marrying and producing children—male children. Wives, mothers, and daughters had no right to inherit their family’s entailed estates. If they were lucky, they’d receive a stipend that would allow them some sort of independence. If they were unlucky, they’d be forced to find work as a companion to the more affluent ladies in their family tree.


Kendra drew in an unsteady breath and lifted her gloved hands to press against Alec’s chest. The reticule that had been dangling from her wrist slid down, weighted with the pistol inside. She kept her gaze on his. “Alec, this is who I am.”


And that was the root of their problem, wasn’t it? In spite of the strange parallels in their upbringing, Alec was very much a man of the early 19th century. He wanted to marry her, to protect and provide for her. He didn’t understand her determination to be self-reliant, her desire to keep her independence. She’d had a purpose in the 21st century. Maybe it wasn’t the one that her parents had envisioned, but she’d felt useful. She still wanted that feeling here.


“I know.” He put his hands over hers. He leaned down and rested his forehead against hers. “I know this is important to you, but I dislike the thought of you becoming involved in another murder. Of placing yourself in danger.”


“There might not be any danger.”


He straightened, then raised a skeptical brow. “Do you take me for a flat?”


“I don’t even know what that means.”


“A gullible fool.”


“Oh. No. But I can ask the same of you. I’m not a child, Alec.” She lifted her reticule and pressed it against him so he could feel the weight of the gun. “I know how to take care of myself. You should know that better than anyone.”


He was silent for a long moment, then he released a sigh. She heard frustration and capitulation in the sound.


“Promise me you will be careful,” he said. “Promise me that whatever happens, you shall not take any unnecessary risks.”


Kendra smiled. “Of course.”


She started to step away, but he grabbed her elbow, his gaze locked on hers. “Promise me.”


Kendra nearly gave a flippant response, was opening her mouth to do just that. But something in his face stopped her. This time she was the one who capitulated. Is this love? she wondered. This give and take?


She leaned into him, her hands settling on his shoulders as she kissed him softly. “I promise,” she whispered.


She meant it. But no one was more aware than she that life could change in a second. Before and after. And promises, no matter how sincere, could be too easily broken.


[image: ]


London might not have grown to the size it would become in the 21st century, its urban sprawl gobbling up towns that in this day stood on their own, surrounded by vast swathes of countryside, but the city was still massive. Kendra had forgotten the noise, the people, the pollution, the poverty.


The colder temperature and snow seemed to mute the noise somewhat, muffling the clip-clop of horses’ hooves that carried riders and pulled carriages, hackneys, and wagons loaded down with supplies and coal. The streams of pedestrians were thinner, and there didn’t seem to be as many costermongers about, pushing their carts and trying to cajole the public into buying their wares. As the Duke’s carriage joined the city traffic, Kendra gazed at figures huddled in doorways and alleys—chapped, red hands worrying the edges of raggedy blankets, or standing around barrels in which wood and coal burned, to keep warm. The smoke pumping out of the city’s million chimneys for those lucky enough to have a home and a hearth darkened the afternoon sky into an early twilight. The air was heavy with the acrid stench, as well as other odors, ranging from the god-awful—something that smelled like rotten eggs, dung, and decaying vegetation—to the more pleasant smells of roasting chestnuts, meats, and pies.


“Where is Dr. Munroe’s anatomy school located?” Rebecca asked. She gathered her heavy pelisse closer to her throat and scooted forward on the seat to peer out the window. Her cornflower-blue eyes filled with pity as the carriage passed two hollow-cheeked women standing in a doorway with babies clutched to their breasts.


The Duke carefully placed the ribbon inside the book he’d been reading and set it aside. “Covent Garden. Dr. Munroe’s rider ought to have informed him of our impending arrival by now. I expect Mr. Kelly shall meet us there as well.” He hesitated, a frown pulling his brows together. “We shall most likely be going down into Dr. Munroe’s autopsy chamber.”


Kendra looked at him curiously, wondering at his cautious manner.


He cleared his throat, his gaze on Rebecca. “I must insist that while we go below stairs, you stay in the doctor’s office, my dear.”


Rebecca’s head whipped around. “But, Your Grace!”


He said firmly, “I must protect you from whatever gruesome sight might await us on Dr. Munroe’s table.”


Rebecca turned in the seat to face her godfather fully. Her eyes had taken on a militant gleam. “If you recall, sir, I have seen such gruesome sights before, when your very own ice house was used as a makeshift autopsy chamber. I did not swoon then, and I will not do so now, if that is what you fear.”


The Duke heaved a sigh, clearly not happy to be engaging in this particular argument. “That is not my fear, my dear,” he said gently. “I think you know very well that your father would never have given you permission to travel with us if he thought it would lead you into an autopsy chamber to view a cadaver. He would expect me to protect you from that.”


“Sir, I implore you to reconsider. ’Tis most unfair to restrict me because of my sex.” She glanced at Kendra, and her jaw tightened. “I’m certain you will not be barring Miss Donovan from the room, will you?”


“No, but Miss Donovan has a certain expertise that is needed,” the Duke said.


“For heaven’s sake!” Rebecca threw up her hands in a testy gesture. “My sensibilities are not so delicate. Ladies are not restricted from viewing hangings, you know. Some ladies have even rented rooms across from Newgate and brought their opera glasses to view the hanging more closely!”


“Where in blazes did you hear that?” demanded Alec, appalled.


Rebecca gave a temperamental shrug. “I read it in the Morning Chronicle, if you must know. My point is that the rules that ladies are forced to adhere to are arbitrary. I may watch some poor wretch being choked by a hempen quinsy, but not view a body laid out for dissection?”


Alec winced. “Becca, really.”


Kendra had always thought Rebecca would have made a kick-ass lawyer if she’d been born in a different era. “She’s making a good point,” Kendra offered, and earned a grateful smile from Rebecca.


“This is not your America, Miss Donovan,” the Duke said sharply, frowning at her.


It was a rare reprimand, which made Kendra bite her lip. He meant 21st-century America, not the country of this time period.


The Duke turned back to Rebecca. “Mr. Kelly said that the victim is a man. He will most likely be on the autopsy table . . . unclothed. Now do you understand why I cannot allow you to accompany us, my dear? I cannot put you in a position that may harm your reputation. Your father would never forgive me.”


Kendra had to suppress laughter at the way the Duke lowered his voice to say unclothed, but then she saw Rebecca’s eyes widen and her mouth part slightly. Rebecca was an excellent artist, and had undoubtedly viewed sculptures and paintings depicting unclothed men, but she was also a sheltered, unmarried maid in the 19th century, and the idea of seeing a naked man—albeit a dead one—was obviously shocking to her.


Rebecca closed her mouth and shot Kendra a quizzical look that Kendra had no trouble interpreting. She’d seen it countless times throughout her life. Who are you really? Why are you so different?


Kendra dropped her own gaze to her gloved hands, her stomach churning suddenly. She didn’t blame Rebecca for her suspicion and resentment. Hell, she’d have felt the same. That pinch of guilt made her weigh the pros and cons of telling Rebecca her secret. She’d need to think about it carefully, though. Impetuous decisions aren’t my strong suit.


She was relieved when the carriage began to slow, finally jerking to a stop. Coachman Benjamin jumped off his perch and came around to open the door, oblivious to the awkward silence within the cab as he unfolded the steps.


As she descended onto the pavement, Kendra’s gaze traveled to the nondescript, three-story brick building that housed Dr. Munroe’s anatomy school. The doctor deliberately kept a low profile. A wise choice, in Kendra’s opinion, given the superstitious public’s tendency to view his profession somewhere between that of a witchdoctor and an occultist.


They climbed the steps in silence. The door opened easily, and Kendra was assailed with memories from the last time she’d walked through this darkly paneled foyer lit by wall sconces. Straight ahead was a set of closed double doors, but Kendra knew that beyond them was an auditorium with old-fashioned wooden seats raised above the floor, so students could observe Dr. Munroe’s lessons on anatomy and watch him conduct autopsies.


The corridor branched to the left and right. They went right. Kendra caught the murmur of voices through the half-open door before the Duke rapped his knuckles against the panel, and then nudged it open.


“Your Grace!” Dr. Munroe had been sitting behind his desk, holding a glass of whiskey. But upon their entrance, he hastily set the whiskey aside, and thrust himself to his feet. “Lord Sutcliffe, ladies—good afternoon. The messenger returned with word to expect you around four. Thank you for being so prompt.”


Aldridge said, “We were fortunate; the roads were in excellent condition, despite the snow. One never knows what hazards one will encounter. ’Tis good to see you again, Dr. Munroe.”


“Likewise, sir,” Munroe said, and gave an abbreviated bow.


The Duke was already pivoting to the fireplug of a man in the room, who’d also put down his whiskey and risen to greet them. “And you, Mr. Kelly,” the Duke said. “You are well since we last met?”


“Aye, sir, quite well, thank you, Your Grace.” Sam grinned, shifted his attention to Alec, and gave the marquis a nod of acknowledgement. His golden gaze traveled to Rebecca. “Milady, I confess that I didn’t expect ter see you here.”


“My parents and I have been staying at Aldridge Castle since Christmastide, so I was in residence when you sent word.”


“Ah, I see.” If he was concerned about Rebecca descending with them into the bowels of the building, he didn’t let on. Instead, he turned toward Kendra, and his grin widened. “Miss Donovan, you appear well. Recovered from your adventure in Yorkshire?”


Kendra returned his smile. “Yes, thank you, Mr. Kelly. You look well too.” He actually looked like an elf, with curly, reddish-brown hair and gray sideburns. His gold eyes could dance with good humor, like they were now, but Kendra had also seen them go as flat and hard as any cop she’d met on the job in the 21st century.


Munroe said, “Please, would everyone like a drink? I have Madeira and brandy, as well as whiskey. Or tea? I can call Mr. Barts to brew a cup for the ladies.”


“Why don’t you tell us what’s going on?” Kendra said, tugging off her gloves.


“Please be seated,” Munroe said, and pulled out his chair for the Duke.


Sam waited for Rebecca and Kendra to settle into the remaining chairs in the room before he cleared his throat. “Well . . . this mornin’, a watchman was chasing a thief.” He paused. “Actually, the thief was Snake.”


“Snake,” Kendra and Rebecca said in unison.


Sam nodded. “The watchman chased him into a church. It was abandoned, and empty, save the dead man on the floor.”


“Good heavens,” Rebecca murmured, shaking her head in amazement. “That must have been traumatizing for him. How is he?”


“I don’t know,” Sam admitted with a shake of his head. “I didn’t see him. He slipped away from the watchman—Edward Price—when he was gettin’ help. Price says he didn’t see nothin’, just the dead man.” He hesitated. “Sir Giles Holbrooke.”


“Sir Giles?” Alec said, startled.


“Good God,” the Duke added. “You mentioned in your letter that he was a man of consequence . . . Sir Giles is—was—one of the Prince Regent’s advisors.”


“Aye.” Sam looked at the Duke. “You knew him?”


Aldridge shook his head. “Only by reputation. How did he die?”


“He was strangled—garroted, actually,” Munroe answered. “It might be best if we continue this discussion in the autopsy chamber. I have something to show you.”


“Certainly,” the Duke said, and pushed himself to his feet. “Lady Rebecca shall wait for us here, if you don’t mind.”


“Oh. Of course.” Munroe nodded, his gaze moving to Rebecca. “Shall I pour you a glass of wine, or have Mr. Barts make you a cup of tea while you wait?”


For a moment, Rebecca’s eyes flashed with resentment, and her mouth took on a mulish pout. Kendra wondered if she was going to rebel and insist on accompanying them to the autopsy chamber. But then her shoulders sank a notch as the tension went out of them. “A glass of wine would be lovely,” she said softly. “Thank you, Dr. Munroe.”


When Munroe went to the counter that held several bottles and tumblers, Kendra followed. “Do you mind if I borrow this, Doctor?” she asked, hefting up a bottle of whiskey.


“Do you want a glass, Miss Donovan?” he inquired, puzzled. He finished pouring burgundy wine into a glass and brought it to Rebecca.


“No, that won’t be necessary.”


Before Munroe could inquire further, Alec cleared his throat in such a way that commanded their attention. He said, “I was acquainted with Sir Giles. For two years during the war, I worked as an intelligence agent on the Continent.”


The Bow Street Runner’s eyebrows shot up. “You were a spy, milord? But you are His Grace’s heir. What were you doing in service?”


As a firstborn son, Alec was in line to inherit. Only second-born sons in the aristocracy were allowed to risk their lives and shed their blood in war.


“’Tis what I had wanted to know at the time, Mr. Kelly,” the Duke agreed.


Alec ignored his uncle, keeping his eyes on Sam. “My mother’s family lives in Venice. Sir Giles approached me because he thought my connections in Italy could be useful. I am fluent in the language and can blend in easily enough.”


Aldridge looked at his nephew. “I did not realize that Sir Giles was the man who recruited you. Or that you worked for him.”


“I shall state for the record that I did not murder Sir Giles.” Alec’s mouth curved into a smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes. Having once been accused of murder was still a sore spot for him, Kendra knew.


“No one will accuse you of this atrocity, my boy,” said Aldridge.


Alec shook his head. “Forgive me, sir. It was a joke—a poor one.”


Sam rubbed the side of his nose as he considered the latest information. “Obviously I’m aware of Sir Giles’s current position in government, and his importance in the War Department. But I didn’t realize he was actually a spymaster.” He hesitated, his gaze on Alec. “It would be helpful, milord, if you shared any information that you know about him.”


“I’m not certain I have anything relevant to tell you,” he admitted with a frown. “I didn’t maintain my connection to Sir Giles after I returned home. In truth, the association to the man was tenuous even when I was in the field gathering intelligence for him. I dealt primarily with another man, who acted as a courier. I have maintained an acquaintance with him, and know he continues to work in government. I shall send him a note and request a meeting.”


“Aye. That would be helpful. Thank you, milord.”


Kendra said, “Sooner would be better than later.”


Alec smiled at her. “I shall send the note tonight.”


“Do you think Sir Giles’s murder has anything to do with his work as a spymaster?” asked the Duke, looking troubled.


Kendra noticed the glance that the Bow Street Runner exchanged with Munroe.


“I think it may be possible,” Sam said slowly.


Munroe moved to the door. “Let us go downstairs. There is something you need to see.”
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Kendra remembered Dr. Munroe’s subterranean autopsy chamber very well. In contrast to the sterile M.E. rooms of the 21st century, this was the stuff of nightmares. Workbenches, cupboards, and shelves held an assortment of large glass jars that had God-knows-what floating inside the murky greenish liquid. Ancient microscopes were lined up next to scalpels, saws, and pruning shears, the last of which were used to snap off a cadaver’s ribs. Two wooden buckets filled with bloody water had been set next to dirty sponges. The sight reminded Kendra of the whiskey that she held. She crossed the room, and carefully set the bottle down on one of the cupboards.


She turned, letting her gaze drift across the three tables, finally settling on the one that was occupied. Amusement flickered through her when she saw that someone—most likely Dr. Munroe—had apparently considered her feminine sensibilities and draped a linen blanket across the victim’s pelvis. Rebecca could have come down, after all.


“Do you have an idea of the time of death?” she asked as she removed her bonnet and pelisse. Even though it made her shudder, she put them down on the counter. To the naked eye, it appeared clean. She didn’t want to think about what was happening on a microscopic level.


Munroe said, “The body was in full rigor mortis when Mr. Kelly and I arrived at the church. I would say Sir Giles was dead at least eight hours before. But in my experience, external temperatures can skew the results. The church was quite cold when we found the body this morning. Still, I don’t think Sir Giles was there long.”


The Duke’s eyes were curious as he regarded the doctor. “Why do you say that, Dr. Munroe?”


“I have only conducted a visual examination of the body at this point, but if you look closely at the earlobes, fingers, and toes, you will see that the flesh has been torn. Wild animals, I believe, caused the lacerations. Most likely rats. God knows London is besieged by the vermin.”


“Do you have a magnifying glass?” Kendra didn’t really need the instrument to see the shredded flesh, but there were other things she wanted to examine more closely. “And paper and pencil?”


“Certainly. Mr. Barts?” Munroe shot his apprentice a look that sent the other man scurrying to the cupboards. He turned back to the cadaver and pointed. “If you note, very little damage was done, which leads to my supposition that Sir Giles was not in the church for long.”


Sam nodded. “Aye. He’d have been nibbled clean ter the bone if he’d been there longer than a couple of hours, I’d say.”


“Dear God,” murmured Aldridge.


Kendra silently agreed with the Bow Street Runner. Forensics in this era was primitive at best, but she was always surprised by the deductive reasoning of her 19th-century counterparts. It was her own bias, she knew. Every generation felt intellectually superior to the previous one, as technology and general knowledge of the world advanced. But human nature seemed pretty set.


She asked, “Was he killed in the church?”


“Nay.” Sam shook his head, his tone certain. “He wasn’t killed there. There wasn’t any blood.”


“There wouldn’t necessarily be a lot of blood,” Kendra murmured, bringing up the magnifying glass to study the red ligature mark around the victim’s throat. It was about half an inch wide. The indentation wasn’t deep; it hadn’t even cut the skin. “If he’d been garroted with something thin, like a wire, there would have been more blood.” Hell, she’d seen victims nearly decapitated with a simple wire. “This injury looks like it was made from a rope.”


Munroe appeared pleased by her conclusion, like she was one of his star pupils. “Exactly right, Miss Donovan. It was a rope. Hemp, to be precise. I extracted fibers embedded in the wound.”


Kendra brought the magnifying glass down to study the victim’s hands.


The doctor realized what she was looking for, and said, “’Tis difficult to tell because of the animal activity, but I believe his fingers were also abraded by the rope.”
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