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The lion looked pissed.

Kendra Donovan couldn’t blame it. She’d be pissed too if she’d once been free to roam the wilds of Africa and was now confined to a fifteen-foot cage in the rather gloomy Tower of London. The majestic beast padded back and forth, its tail furiously swishing. Its black lips were peeled back in a contemptuous snarl, and feral yellow eyes glared at the visitors who’d paid one shilling each to wander the Royal Menagerie and gawk at the exotic animals.

“My most vivid recollection of visiting as a child is of the monkeys,” Lady Rebecca Blackburn, standing beside Kendra, said. “Fascinating creatures.”

Kendra glanced at Rebecca. After ten months of friendship, she barely noticed the pockmarks that marred Rebecca’s face, the result of a nearly fatal bout of childhood smallpox. Instead, Kendra saw a pleasant countenance and fiercely intelligent cornflower blue eyes beneath arching eyebrows. Rebecca’s most striking feature was her glorious auburn hair, which, except for a few loose tendrils brushing her cheeks, was mostly hidden beneath a silk, primrose-hued bonnet, decorated with flowers and three jaunty ostrich plumes. The bonnet matched the color of her fur-lined wool pelisse. At twenty-three, Rebecca was just three years younger than Kendra.

Or two hundred years older, depending on your point of view.

For just a moment, Kendra’s ears buzzed, and her stomach roiled. Time traveler. Freak.

Being a time traveler was new, but she’d always been an oddity. Her parents—Carl Donovan, a biogenetic engineer focusing on genome research, and Eleanor Jahnke, a quantum physicist—were brilliant scientists who advocated positive eugenics, believing society would be improved if genetically gifted individuals married with the intention of producing equally superior offspring. She’d been the result of their union, her childhood a bleak routine of academia, her destiny preordained by her parents. Then she’d expressed a desire to forge her own path—to explore possibilities that went beyond their focus on science—after entering Princeton at the tender age of fourteen. As teenage rebellions went, it was hardly a revolt. But it had been enough for Carl and Eleanor to walk away, washing their hands of her.

Kendra knew her father had kept a file on her, charting her growth, checking off her academic achievements—or, by his ruthlessly high standards, the lack thereof. She was certain the final note that he’d tacked into the manila folder had been: Failed experiment.

She knew that was bullshit. Her chosen career path had been successful. She was the youngest person ever recruited to the FBI, working first in their cyber division and then in the Behavioral Analysis Unit. She knew that she had a lot to be proud of. She’d been a damned good FBI agent—until she’d thrown it all away.

She couldn’t even blame her parents for how her life had imploded. She was the one who had made the decision to go rogue, seeking justice against the man responsible for the disastrous last mission that had killed most of her team. It was ironic that she hadn’t been the one to kill Sir Jeremy Greene. Instead, he’d been taken out by a hit man hired by one of his former criminal associates.

And yet her life had changed irrevocably, though in a way she could never have predicted when she’d made all her plans. Her skin prickled as she recalled her escape from that same hit man using a hidden passageway in Aldridge Castle.

She’d never made it out the other side.

Something had happened, a wormhole or vortex. She didn’t know. It had been like plunging into an icy electrical current and being spun around, then shredded and knit back together. When she’d emerged from the horror, everything had changed. Goodbye, 21st century; hello, 19th.

“Of course, His Majesty ordered the monkeys removed from the Royal Menagerie after one of the creatures tore off a young boy’s leg,” Rebecca continued.

That pulled Kendra’s thoughts away from the past—future.

Rebecca gave a delicate shudder. “It was truly horrible. After I read about the incident, I had night terrors for weeks.”

“How did the animal get out of its cage?” Kendra asked.

“Oh, well, at the time they were never kept in cages. They’re so humanlike, after all. They were kept in a room decorated like a drawing room.”

Kendra stared at Rebecca, wondering if she’d heard correctly. “You were allowed to… to interact with the animals?”

It wasn’t like people in her own era didn’t sometimes treat dangerous wild animals as children. Sometimes a person even jumped into a zoo habitat, maybe because they felt they needed to or on a dare. But Kendra couldn’t imagine being allowed to roam freely inside a primates’ habitat. Or having said habitat fashioned into a drawing room.

“No one realized how dangerous the creatures were, despite being so humanlike,” Rebecca said. “Then again, one could argue that they are like us, given our own propensity for violence.” She tilted her head to the side thoughtfully. “One has to wonder if there is any animal that is not vicious in some manner. I dare say it’s part of nature.”

“Bats are pretty peaceable. And porcupines,” Kendra said without thinking, then shrugged when Rebecca regarded her with surprise.

Rebecca asked, “How do you know?”

“I read it somewhere.” In a science journal while she was at Princeton, she remembered. Another one of her peculiarities was her nearly eidetic memory.

Rebecca shook her head and laughed as they strolled to the next cage, where a beautiful Bengal tiger was stretched out with lazy grace, its expression bored. “I was so pleased when I heard that His Grace decided to venture to London for the same lectures that Papa is attending at the Royal Society, and you were able to join me this morning.”

“Are you kidding? You saved me. Lady Atwood was talking about bringing out the embroidery. She hates me.”

Rebecca laughed again. “Embroidery is considered an acceptable pastime for young ladies, you know. Mama and I have spent many an afternoon doing fancywork. I don’t think the countess hates you so much as she is attempting to guide you in what she considers more suitable entertainments. Duke’s sister tends to be a stickler for propriety.”

Kendra said nothing. On a good day, the countess viewed her with thinly veiled tolerance. Unfortunately, there weren’t many good days with Lady Atwood.

Rebecca smiled, correctly reading the put-upon expression on Kendra’s face. “How long will you be staying in London?”

“It depends on His Grace. Or Lady Atwood.”

But not on me, Kendra thought with a flash of irritation. There were a lot of things that grated on her nerves about living in the early 19th century. Chamber pots. The lack of central heat. No Internet. How damn slow everything was. No chocolate candy bars.

But nothing, nothing, chafed as much as losing her independence.

She was twenty-six years old, an Ivy League graduate. An FBI agent, for Christ’s sake. And yet in this world, she needed a guardian. It made her want to scream. The only saving grace was that her guardian was Albert Rutherford, the seventh Duke of Aldridge. Despite his lofty title and enormous wealth, the Duke was a man of science, with a mind flexible enough to eventually believe her bizarre time-travel story. In fact, he’d been delighted by it. While Kendra continued to be cautious about saying too much—the worry that she could inadvertently change history, and therefore the future, was always at the back of her mind—the Duke never stopped quizzing her about life in the 21st century.

It had been the Duke’s idea to claim her as his ward, giving her a place in his grand household, but it wasn’t always a comfortable fit for either of them. She had to acquiesce to having a chaperone whenever she wanted to step outside when they were in London—today it was Rebecca’s maid, Mary, who drifted behind them like the tail of a kite—and the Duke was forced to look the other way about her relationship with his nephew, Alec Morgan, the Marquis of Sutcliffe.

That was another thing that had changed. Kendra’s palms grew clammy just thinking about it. For the first time in her life, she’d fallen in love—sheer insanity. Even more insane, Alec appeared to love her as well. Hell, he wanted to marry her. No one had loved her before, and she wasn’t sure how to handle it, so she’d so far resisted his pleas to marry. Initially, she’d thought her stay in the past was temporary, that whatever phenomenon had brought her here would eventually whisk her back to her own era. It would have been too weird to leave behind a husband in the 19th century.

But as that hope faded, her resistance to his proposal had become more complicated. Like her, Alec had been born to fulfill a destiny. He was heir to one of England’s great estates, and thus his duty was twofold: to keep his estate financially solvent and to produce heirs—male heirs—to continue his family’s legacy.

It was that latter duty that made Kendra balk at their marriage. Not for her sake, but for his. She’d been seriously injured during her last mission in the 21st century, an injury that had reduced her chances of becoming pregnant. At the time, she hadn’t thought too much of it. Marriage and motherhood were still far enough into the future to be nebulous concepts at best, and, at the time, she’d been focused entirely on her career. If and when she wanted to have children, she had believed that there were enough medical advancements to help her overcome any difficulties.

Here, there were no fertility specialists. She’d seen the advertisements from quack doctors touting cures for everything, and supposedly taking two teaspoons of a certain elixir and then burying a lock of your hair at midnight would combat infertility. She didn’t know who was gullible enough to believe that kind of nonsense, but she was a realist. No matter what Alec said now, if she married him and couldn’t give him the children that were practically a requirement, he would begin to resent her. How long before he abandoned her?

“Is something amiss?”

Rebecca’s question again jerked Kendra back to the present. She turned and saw that Rebecca was eyeing her with concern.

“Sorry. What?” Kendra said.

“You look… unhappy. What’s wrong?”

“Oh. Nothing.” She forced a smile. “I guess I’m still thinking about Lady Atwood forcing me to do embroidery.”

Only two people in this world knew about her origins—the Duke and Alec. She’d often considered sharing her secret with Rebecca, but it wasn’t easy to tell someone that you were a time traveler. Like Alec and the Duke, she thought Rebecca would eventually believe her. But what then? Would Rebecca start looking at her like she was a freak too?

Kendra lifted a gloved hand to press against her chest, an automatic gesture. Through several layers of material, she could feel the outline of the arrowhead pendant that lay heavy against her breastbone. A couple of months ago, the Duke had had the ancient artifact from America fashioned into a necklace. He’d given it to her to remind her that anything could adapt and have a new purpose, even if it was out of its original time and place.

It had been a thoughtful gesture. Still, she knew that she was as out of place in 19th-century England as the exotic animals were in the Tower of London.

She stifled a sigh, aware that Rebecca’s sharp gaze was still fixed on her. She could tell that her friend didn’t believe her, but how could Kendra explain how bizarre it was for her to be standing in this ancient fortress with the scent of wild beast and hay in the air around her? The first and last time she’d been in the Tower had been four years ago when she’d attended a joint training exercise between the FBI and Scotland Yard. Like any other tourist, she’d come to view the crown jewels and marvel at its long and often violent history. Now I’m living in that history.

She supposed it could be worse. She could have traveled back to the medieval era, when the Tower was a prison and plenty of famous folks were losing their heads. At least May 7, 1816, was considered part of the modern age, with the Industrial Revolution in its infancy.

“Perhaps you ought to take up painting,” Rebecca finally said with a quick smile. “ ’Tis a suitable pastime as well, and infinitely more enjoyable than embroidery.”

“Maybe for you. You’re actually an accomplished artist,” Kendra said, but her attention was drawn to a couple standing in one of the chamber’s shadowy alcoves. A man and a woman.

She probably wouldn’t have noticed them if not for the disparity in their dress. The woman was wearing a navy-blue bonnet trimmed with ribbons, flowers, and feathers. Her pelisse was a lighter blue than the bonnet, but just as high quality. In contrast, the man was disheveled, with a grubby brown wool coat thrown over a black jacket and pantaloons. His boots were scuffed and his shirt and cravat crumpled and stained. He wore a battered tricorn hat. Kendra might have thought they were mistress and servant, except for the belligerent expression on the man’s face and intimidating aura he projected as he invaded her personal space. The woman was holding herself stiffly, her face averted. When she moved back one step, the man’s hand snaked out to grasp her arm to prevent her from fleeing.

Kendra glanced around. A few other people had noticed the couple, tossing them curious looks. But no one made a move to intervene. For a brief moment, Kendra imagined the same scenario taking place in the 21st century. The majority of onlookers probably wouldn’t intervene there either. Instead, they’d be whipping out their cell phones, ready to record the fight that might happen so they could be the first to post it on YouTube.

Technology advanced with time; human behavior, not so much.

Kendra let out a sigh and strode purposefully toward the couple.

“Excuse me, is everything all right?” she asked, looking at the woman. She was older than Kendra had initially thought. Mid-forties, she estimated. Hazel eyes—wide now with surprise at the interruption—and strong, elegant features. Not beautiful or pretty, but what one would describe as handsome.

“This ain’t none of your business, missy,” the man answered, swinging toward her without letting go of the woman’s arm. He thrust out his chin aggressively. “Take your long nose off and poke it elsewhere!”

Kendra took a moment to size him up. Average height, maybe five-ten. Beneath the coat and jacket, he had bull-like muscles that banded across his shoulders, giving him the look of a pro wrestler. An aging, out-of-shape pro wrestler, Kendra amended silently, eyeing the belly that protruded over his cracked leather belt. She brought her eyes back to his face. Beneath his hat, his hair was light brown, liberally threaded with gray, framing a ruddy face, heavy in the jowls. His brown eyes were small and sparking with hostility as he glared at Kendra.

Kendra shifted into a defensive stance. She didn’t think the man would be so bold as to attack her in the middle of the Tower, but her training as an FBI agent meant she never took anything for granted. Rebecca was right; human beings weren’t that much different than any other species of animal.

“I think the lady has a say in whether she wants to continue this conversation,” Kendra said coldly. “I suggest you let her go.”

His lips curled back, revealing tobacco-stained teeth. “And what are you gonna do about it if I don’t, eh?”

“I shall fetch one of the Yeoman Warders to deal with the likes of you!” Rebecca said as she joined them. “We shall not stand aside while you manhandle this lady, sir. Release her this instant and be on your way!”

Whether it was the threat of involving the Tower guards or Rebecca’s unmistakably upper-class accent, the man let the woman’s arm go, and retreated back two steps. He threw up his hands in surrender.

“Oy, there’s no need to make such a blasted fuss! We were having a private conversation.”

“Well, it’s finished,” Rebecca snapped. “Be gone, sir!”

The man’s face tightened, flushing with anger. He threw a narrowed-eyed glance at the woman. “We’ll speak another time, Horatia,” he warned, and glowered at Kendra and Rebecca before he hurried away.

“What an insufferable creature,” Rebecca sniffed.

“Are you all right?” Kendra asked the woman.

It wasn’t lost on her that the man had used her first name. Kendra had been in this world long enough to know that such informality meant either the two had an intimate acquaintance, or he’d just insulted the woman.

The woman cleared her throat and finally spoke. “Yes, thank you. I didn’t mean to cause such a scene.” She shot a quick glance around and seemed relieved that everyone’s attention had returned to the animals.

“You didn’t cause a scene,” Rebecca said, and smiled. “Please forgive the unorthodox introduction, but I am Lady Rebecca, and this is Miss Donovan.”

“How do you do? I am Mrs. Gavenston.” The woman smiled back at Rebecca and dropped into a curtsey. “Thank you for your assistance. I…”

She swung around to gape at Kendra, surprise and recognition registering on her face. “Miss Donovan? Pray, are you by any chance connected to the Duke of Aldridge?”

Kendra lifted her eyebrows. “Do I know you?” She was usually good at remembering faces but couldn’t remember meeting Mrs. Gavenston. Still, the last time she’d been in London, she had been forced to attend several balls. She could have met her at one of them. Or the woman could have seen her, without a formal introduction.

Mrs. Gavenston clasped her hands tightly together as she regarded Kendra with a strange intensity. “You were involved in solving the murder of Sir Giles. It was in some of the papers and people were talking about it.”

Kendra frowned. She was aware that she’d achieved a certain notoriety in London because of her involvement in Sir Giles’s murder. A few of the more titillating broadsheets had reported on the crime and even identified her by name, until the Duke or Alec had managed to suppress them. Of course, it was impossible to stop the gossip, and the Beau Monde had become fascinated by her, like the monkeys that had once been housed in the Tower. Kendra didn’t want that kind of fame.

Mrs. Gavenston surprised her by reaching out to grasp her hand. “Please,” she whispered, her eyes glittering with some emotion that Kendra couldn’t identify. “Please, Miss Donovan, I beg of you. I am in desperate need of assistance. Will you help me?”
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Rebecca’s maid, Mary, stayed in the carriage while they found a table at a nearby coffee shop that catered to a wealthier clientele. Mostly matrons, but a few gentlemen—a blend of nobility, Kendra surmised, and London’s increasingly affluent merchant class.

Kendra tugged off her gloves, tossing them on top of her reticule, and regarded Mrs. Gavenston with keen interest. Her earlier wariness had been replaced by curiosity and anticipation.

“How can I help you, Mrs. Gavenston?” she asked.

“Forgive my boldness, Miss Donovan. If I wasn’t so anxious, I would never have approached you in such a brazen way.” She paused when a young serving maid approached to take their order—chocolate for Rebecca, coffee for Kendra, and tea for Mrs. Galveston.

“My business manager has disappeared,” the woman said once the maid left. “I’m quite concerned. I thought perhaps you…” She drew in a breath, let it out. “Well, if you could discover the fiend who killed Sir Giles, you might also be able to find Jeremy—Mr. Pascoe.”

Mrs. Gavenston leaned forward, her hazel eyes filled with entreaty. “I shan’t insult you by offering you money for your services, but I have need of your help.”

Only in this era was it considered an insult to offer those in the upper class money for work, Kendra thought wryly. Then again, the very notion of work was something the Beau Monde seemed to abhor. It was a strange system, one that she was still learning to navigate.

The maid returned with a tray filled with silver pots, floral-patterned bone china cups and saucers, and creamer and sugar bowls. They remained silent as she served them and left.

Kendra picked up her coffee cup, studying the other woman over the rim. She saw intelligence and strength in the attractive face. And desperation.

“When was the last time you saw your business manager?” Kendra asked, taking a sip of her coffee.

“Saturday, at the brewery. I didn’t expect to see him on Sunday, as it’s his day off. But Monday…” She frowned. “He should have returned yesterday.”

“The brewery?”

“Barrett Brewery.” She said it matter-of-factly, but there was a glow of pride in her eyes.

“And what is your connection to Barrett Brewery?”

“ ’Tis my company.”

“I see. And Mr. Pascoe runs the brewery for you as your business manager.”

Mrs. Gavenston’s face changed subtly. “No, I run Barrett Brewery, Miss Donovan.”

In Kendra’s ten months in this timeline, she’d encountered female costermongers peddling flowers and fruit on the street and dressmakers who owned their own shops. But she’d never met a woman in a position of power in the business world, holding real responsibility in running a company.

Mrs. Gavenston misinterpreted her silence, continuing in a chilly tone, “Barrett Brewery has been in my family for generations, with its recipes passed down from mother to daughter. Given the rumors that I have heard about you, Miss Donovan, I would think you would not be a person who was critical of a woman in my position.”

Kendra wasn’t sure she liked the bit about rumors circulating about her, but she raised a placating hand. For all her pride at being in charge of Barrett Brewery, the older woman was clearly defensive. Kendra understood. Mrs. Gavenston was probably as much an oddity in this era as Kendra was.

“I didn’t mean to offend you, Mrs. Gavenston,” Kendra said. “I’m not being critical—just surprised.” She found herself studying the older woman again. “I was under the impression that once you married, a woman’s property became her husband’s.”

Rebecca spoke up for the first time since they sat down at the table. “Unfortunately, that is true. One wonders why a woman of any means would marry at all,” she said as she set her cup down on the saucer and leaned forward. “I applaud your resourcefulness, Mrs. Gavenston, on avoiding this sad state of affairs that bedevils our sex. Your father was wise in your marriage settlement to ensure your independence.”

Kendra smiled slightly. Rebecca was a follower of the early feminist Mary Wollstonecraft, and rarely ignored an opportunity to espouse her own views on the subject.

Mrs. Gavenston appeared mollified by Rebecca’s words, some of the stiffness going out of her shoulders. “Thank you, my lady. Of course, my family is not part of the aristocracy, so nothing was entailed. And as I said, the women in my family have always been brewsters—my mother and her mother before her. I intend to pass the brewery to my eldest daughter, Hester. It’s not only tradition, it’s our legacy.”

“Impressive,” said Kendra.

Mrs. Gavenston glanced at her, unsmiling. “It shouldn’t be. Englishwomen have been brewsters in this country for centuries. My husband passed away seven years ago, but even without my father’s provision, he had little interest in running the brewery. He understood that Barrett was my company when we married. But that is neither here nor there.”

Mrs. Gavenston sighed, lifting her hand and waving it as though to dismiss the subject. “I did not force an introduction with you, Miss Donovan, to discuss Barrett Brewery or the beer industry. Will you help find Jeremy?”

The pleading look was back, so at odds with the proud tilt of her head. Kendra suspected that the other woman didn’t often ask for help.

“I’ll do whatever I can, Mrs. Gavenston,” Kendra said. She’d been involved in a few missing persons cases, though usually involving children or teenage girls.

Still, she frowned as she considered the length of time Mr. Pascoe had been missing. It had been less than forty-eight hours—not long when dealing with an adult.

“It’s only Tuesday morning,” Kendra said. “He hasn’t been gone that long.”

“He did not come into work on Monday, and he was not at home.”

“Did you just knock on his door, or did you go inside?”

“I went inside. I have a key. The cottage is owned by Barrett Brewery. I offered it to Jeremy when he came to work for me.”

“How long has he worked for you?”

“A little over a year.”

“And he’s never disappeared for a couple of days before?”

“No. Never.” Mrs. Gavenston was adamant.

“Do you have any reason to think he met with foul play? When you went into the cottage, were there indications of a fight?”

“No.”

“Okay.” Kendra took a long sip of coffee. “Tell me what his mood was like when you saw him on Saturday. Did he seem upset? Can you think of any reason why he might leave voluntarily?”

Mrs. Gavenston bit her lip, and her gaze slid to the side. It took her a moment to answer. “He… he was distressed, but I cannot believe that he would simply leave.”

Kendra eyed her closely. “What was he distressed about?”

She waved her hand. “It’s not relevant.”

“Mrs. Gavenston—”

The woman shook her head. “He would never have left without speaking to me. And even if he had been so ill-mannered—which he is not—he would have returned to his home. To his… his family. After I realized he wasn’t at the cottage, I went to speak to Mr. and Mrs. Pascoe. They live in Maidenhead, a short distance from Cookham, where I live. They haven’t seen him. I told them to send me a message if he returned. I have received nothing.”

Kendra kept her gaze on the older woman. “What was Mr. Pascoe upset about on Saturday?” she asked again.

“I’m telling you that he would never have left without resigning, regardless of the argument.”

“So, you argued?”

“It was a disagreement.”

Kendra frowned. “Mrs. Gavenston, if you want me to find your business manager, you can’t hold anything back.”

“I am telling you everything.”

But again, she avoided looking at Kendra, dropping her gaze to her teacup.

Kendra waited a moment. Silence and eye contact were useful tools during interrogations. And while Mrs. Gavenston was a client—an unpaying client—rather than a suspect, Kendra’s inner antennae was quivering at her evasiveness.

“Whether you think something is irrelevant or not, I need to know,” she pressed. “I won’t be able to help you otherwise. So, what did you have a disagreement about?”

Mrs. Gavenston continued to study the pretty pattern on her china teacup as though trying to memorize it. Then she released a sigh that sounded either frustrated or exasperated (or both), and raised her eyes to meet Kendra’s.

“I’ve decided to expand the brewery,” she said. “There is new machinery in which I am considering investing to increase production. Jeremy does not agree. We had words about it.”

“But he is your business manager!” Rebecca stared at the other woman, shocked. “He works for you. Surely, he would not dare to contradict you?”

Mrs. Gavenston shrugged. “The machines will replace a few workers. Jeremy is tenderhearted and frets over the loss of jobs. He was vexed with me, but he would never have left without handing in a letter of resignation. Or speaking with his parents.”

“That’s unusual,” Kendra said. “Most business managers are about the bottom line.”

Mrs. Gavenston looked like she was going to say something, but then pressed her lips together.

Kendra asked, “How old is Mr. Pascoe?”

“He turned nine and twenty last Friday.”

Kendra was surprised. She wasn’t sure why, but she’d gotten the impression that Pascoe was much younger, more boy than man. This information changed the picture. A younger man might be more impulsive, storming off after an argument. Then again, if Pascoe was as compassionate as Mrs. Gavenston seemed to think, maybe he was holed up somewhere reevaluating his career choice and figuring out his options.

All of that was assuming he’d left voluntarily, despite Mrs. Gavenston’s refusal to believe he’d do such a thing. It was too early to rule anything out.

Kendra took another swallow of coffee, then asked, “Did Mr. Pascoe have any enemies? Anyone make any threats against him recently?”

Mrs. Gavenston knitted her brow. “I never heard of such a thing.”

“If you were considering bringing in machinery to replace workers, someone in the brewery might have blamed Mr. Pascoe,” Kendra noted. Several months earlier, she had seen firsthand the tensions in factories in the wake of the Luddite movement. Whether it was machines in this century or AI in the 21st century, no one liked being replaced. Especially when their replacement lacked a heartbeat.

“It was a private discussion,” Mrs. Gavenston replied.

“Sometimes private discussions, especially when they affect business, have a way of leaking out.”

Mrs. Gavenston shook her head. “I think I would have heard complaints, if that were the case.”

“What about something more personal? Maybe he rubbed someone the wrong way. Not everyone likes being managed.”

Mrs. Gavenston frowned as she sipped her tea. “Jeremy was well-liked inside Barrett Brewery,” she said. “But the brewery industry is competitive. Disagreements among brewers are common. ’Tis the nature of the business. Still, I cannot imagine anyone wishing him harm.”

“What about before he was in your employ?” asked Kendra. “Did he mention anyone from his past that he may have been having problems with?”

Mrs. Gavenston’s frown deepened, but she shook her head. “He never mentioned anything.”

Which only means he didn’t tell his employer, Kendra thought. Not surprising. “Where did he work before you hired him?”

“He was a clerk in the Maidenhead Banking Company. I cannot conceive that Jeremy would have made any enemies there.”

Kendra shrugged. “He worked in a place that loaned money—or refused to. Money has a way of bringing out the worst in people.”

Worry darkened Mrs. Gavenston eyes.

“I’ll need to speak with the Pascoes about their son,” Kendra continued briskly.

“Of course. I shall provide you with their address.”

“I’ll need your address as well. And Mr. Pascoe’s.”

“Certainly.” Mrs. Gavenston reached for her reticule and withdrew a flat silver case of her calling cards. She flicked it open with her thumb and slid out a thick ivory card, which she handed to Kendra. It read, in lovely embossed letters: MRS. WILLIAM GAVENSTON. WHITE POND MANOR. COOKHAM, BERKSHIRE.

“The cottage’s address is 1 Milton Road.” Mrs. Gavenston looked around. “Mayhap someone has paper to write it down on.”

Kendra waved that off. “I’ll remember.”

“If I may ask, what are you doing in London, Mrs. Gavenston?” Rebecca asked, gazing at the older woman. “Shouldn’t you have asked your local magistrate and constable to search for Mr. Pascoe?”

It was a good question. Kendra looked at Mrs. Gavenston, interested in her answer.

“Of course, I considered that, but Cookham is a small village,” she said slowly. “I confess that I did not wish to feed the rumor mill. I thought it would be more discreet if I hired a Runner.”

Kendra searched the other woman’s face. It made sense and yet… Something’s not right.

“You’d probably have better luck finding a Runner on Bow Street than inside the Tower of London,” she said.

Mrs. Gavenston’s jaw tightened at Kendra’s dry tone. “I am quite aware of that, Miss Donovan,” she said coolly. “I wanted a moment of privacy to gather my thoughts before I requested the services of a Runner. I have always enjoyed the Royal Menagerie.”

“Who was that man with you at the Tower?” Kendra asked.

Mrs. Gavenston’s eyes widened, clearly unprepared for the question. She shook her head. “He has nothing to do with Mr. Pascoe.”

“Mrs. Gavenston,” Kendra said with a sigh. “I told you. I need to know everything.”

“He has no connection to Mr. Pascoe,” she insisted.

Kendra was beginning to recognize that mulish look on Mrs. Gavenston’s face. She supposed any woman who ran a business in this male-dominated era had to have more than their fair share of stubbornness. At any other time, Kendra would have admired her for it. But not when it interfered with an investigation.

“Actually, they do have a connection—you,” she pointed out. She fixed her gaze on the other woman as she raised her cup and took a sip. “I’m going to be frank with you, Mrs. Gavenston,” she said as she lowered the cup. “If you want me to find your business manager, I’ll be asking a lot of questions. They may seem intrusive. You may think that they’re none of my business. You may even think they have nothing to do with locating Mr. Pascoe. But I can tell you that I’m not asking idle questions. They are all necessary—even if just to weed out false trails. Do you understand?”

Mrs. Gavenston glanced away, then huffed out a sigh, looking resigned. “His name is Albion Miller. His father worked as a cooper at the brewery before he died. I have known Albion since we were children.”

“Cooper?” It rang a distant bell.

Mrs. Gavenston gave Kendra a strange look. “Surely you must have coopers in America, Miss Donovan? Craftsmen who make casks and barrels.”

“What did he want from you?” Kendra asked.

“What he often wants.” She said it in a weary sort of way. “To persuade me to put money into one of his investment schemes.”

“He seemed pretty aggressive for a guy trying to persuade you to part with your money,” said Kendra. “How did he know you were going to be at the Tower?”

“As far as my household knew, the Tower was my destination—not Bow Street. I had planned to tell my driver to continue on after my visit to the Royal Menagerie. Then I met you.”

“You’re saying that someone in your household told Mr. Miller?” Kendra said.

“Perhaps. Or he followed my carriage. It wouldn’t be the first time.” Mrs. Gavenston’s mouth tightened, but she gave an impatient flick of her wrist. “He’s harmless. And has nothing to do with Mr. Pascoe.”

“As your business manager, I would think he would have been involved if Mr. Miller wanted you to invest in something.”

“No. Mr. Pascoe is the manager at the brewery—not my personal business manager. There is no connection.”

The lady doth protest too much But who is she trying to convince? Kendra wondered. She decided to let it go—for now.

“Does Mr. Pascoe have any close friends? Or a…” She bit her tongue on the word girlfriend. “… a lady that he may have formed an attachment to?” she asked instead.

“I haven’t noticed him showing partiality to any particular young lady at the village assemblies or at our ball—my family throws one at White Pond Manor every Michaelmas. I think I would have heard something if he had developed a tendre.” Her lips curved in a wry smile. “Cookham is a small enough village for gossip to circulate quickly.”

Maybe, maybe not, thought Kendra. “What about friends?”

Mrs. Gavenston pursed her lips, considering the question. “I don’t know about his acquaintances in Maidenhead, but I believe he and Mr. Elwes are friends. They’ve been known to dine together at the local taverns and hostelries. I confess I never considered approaching him to ask about Jeremy’s whereabouts.”

“Who is Mr. Elwes?”

“He’s a schoolmaster at the Cookham Grammar School. Jeremy’s father, Mr. Pascoe, is also a schoolmaster in Maidenhead, at one of the Bluecoat schools. No doubt that provided common ground for Mr. Elwes and Jeremy. I should speak with Mr. Elwes.”

“I’d rather you leave that to me. You did ask for my help,” Kendra reminded her.

Mrs. Gavenston hesitated, but then inclined her head in acknowledgement. “Very well, but I insist that you keep me apprised of your investigation, Miss Donovan. I would like daily reports.”

Kendra leaned back in her chair to study the strong face beneath the fashionable bonnet. Mrs. Gavenston was every inch the businesswoman she purported to be, used to issuing orders. She might not have blue blood running through her veins, but she had the same kind of arrogance that Kendra often observed in the upper classes. Besides, Kendra wondered how she could manage daily updates. It wasn’t like she could pick up the phone and call the woman. And writing—with quill and paper—tended to be a painstaking process for someone used to keyboards. She’d rather stick a fork in her eye.

“You know, for someone who is not even paying me, you’re a little demanding,” Kendra said lightly.

Mrs. Gavenston looked startled. “You aren’t suggesting you wish to be paid?”

“Heavens no. Why would I want that?” Kendra said, knowing her sarcastic tone bewildered the other woman even more. “I’m joking.”

Mrs. Gavenston eyed her dubiously.

“Miss Donovan is an American,” Rebecca remarked, hiding her smile behind her cup of hot chocolate. But Kendra caught the glint of laughter in Rebecca’s eyes.

Kendra said, “I’ll keep you updated about what I find out, Mrs. Gavenston.”

The woman nodded, satisfied. “Thank you, Miss Donovan. You shall be able to find me at White Pond Manor or Barrett Brewery.” She reached for the dainty teapot and poured. “What will you do first? Speak to Mr. and Mrs. Pascoe?”

“It’s a good starting point.” Kendra glanced at the grandfather clock at the other end of the room. Rebecca had wanted to go to the Royal Menagerie in the morning because her mother had insisted that she accompany her on morning calls—which were done mostly in the afternoon. Go figure. It was now twenty minutes past ten o’clock.

“Where exactly is Maidenhead?” she asked.

“No more than an hour from London. Half of that, if you take a wherry.”

Getting from Point A to Point B was a pain in the ass in the 19th century, especially for a woman—and especially woman who hadn’t learned to ride a damn horse. But the boat option was appealing.

“I can go this afternoon,” she said. “Do you have any objection if I call in a Bow Street Runner to assist me?” Her mind flashed to Sam Kelly, the Bow Street Runner who she’d come to trust. “We’d cover more ground together.”

Mrs. Gavenston looked surprised but shook her head. “Of course not. As I told you, I had intended to hire a thief-taker. I shall pay him whatever he requires.”

Kendra stifled the urge to roll her eyes. Sure, I’m supposed to work for free while Sam gets paid.

Putting her exasperation aside, she asked, “Did you check the public coaches to see if Mr. Pascoe left on his own accord?”

Another glint of surprise. “It never occurred to me,” Mrs. Gavenston admitted.

“Did Mr. Pascoe have a horse or carriage?”

“No. He doesn’t need one. The cottage is near enough to the brewery to walk. Of course, he is allowed to use the stables at White Pond Manor, but he prefers walking.”

Rebecca spoke up. “You ought to quiz the wherrymen as well, if Mr. Pascoe chose to leave by boat.”

“Good idea.” Kendra slipped Mrs. Gavenston’s calling card into her reticule, which was heavy with the muff pistol inside. She looked at the older woman. “I’ll see what I can do to find Mr. Pascoe, but I’m going to warn you. You might not like what I uncover.”

Mrs. Gavenston looked genuinely puzzled. “Why ever not?”

Kendra could think of various scenarios. Mrs. Gavenston obviously had a high regard for her business manager, but if Pascoe had gone off in a temper, maybe he was on a bender, drunk or on drugs, or shacked up with a woman. In her experience, those who put people on pedestals were often disappointed.

She shrugged, deciding to forego that conversation for the moment. “If you need to contact me, I’m at Number 29, Grosvenor Square.”

For the first time, a small smile flitted around Mrs. Gavenston’s mouth. “Everyone knows the Duke of Aldridge’s London residence, Miss Donovan.” She fished out several coins from her reticule and left them on the table as she pushed herself to her feet. She paused, allowing her gaze to move from Rebecca to Kendra. “Thank you, Miss Donovan. Our meeting was fortuitous.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” Kendra cautioned. “I’ll be in touch.”

Mrs. Gavenston nodded, then glanced at Rebecca. “My lady.”

“Good day, Mrs. Gavenston,” Rebecca said.

Kendra was silent as she watched Mrs. Gavenston thread her way through the tables. She glanced over and met Rebecca’s amused eyes.

“What?” Kendra asked.

“I must say, Miss Donovan, the unexpected always seems to happen around you,” she replied with a grin. “Do you think you shall find the elusive Mr. Pascoe?”

“Unless he’s deliberately hiding, I don’t think it will be that difficult.” Except she wouldn’t be able to track the missing man through his credit cards, cell phone, or social media posts. This search would have to be done the old-fashioned way, questioning his friends, family, and acquaintances.

Excitement thrummed through her veins as she stood up. It was grunt work, really. But it beat the hell out of spending the afternoon embroidering.
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Normally, Grosvenor Square, the wealthy enclave where the Duke’s sprawling mansion was located, was a haven of tranquility in the clatter of London. But upon arriving in London the afternoon before, the Duke’s household had been vaguely appalled to realize that they would be living next to a construction zone. Lord and Lady Yarborough had decided to renovate their residence, disrupting the peace of the square with hammering, sawing, and the shouts of the mason workers who had invaded the space next to Number 29.

After waving goodbye to Rebecca, Kendra paused to study the construction. The mansion was early Georgian, with traditional exposed red brick, white sash windows, and ornate pilasters on either side of the door. But the Yarboroughs had been swept up in the Greco-Roman craze that had come to dominate the architecture of the time, a trend pushed by celebrated designers like John Nash. In addition to expanding the mansion by bumping out walls, the workmen were changing the exterior by slathering on stucco, which would eventually be painted a creamy white. It would be, Kendra knew, the style most familiar to anyone who lived in or visited London in the 21st century.

Her skin prickled. A disorienting sensation swept through her. The city is changing before my eyes. It was strange to know already what London would look like after the transformation was complete.

She took a step back and nearly collided with one of the masons maneuvering a wheelbarrow filled with bricks. The wheelbarrow wobbled.

“Whoa! Careful there, lass!” warned the workman. He had a soft Scottish burr that went with his red hair. His bright blue eyes twinkled as he grinned with cheeky familiarity. “You are too bonnie a lass ter take a tumble. Although I suppose that would allow me ter play the knight and sweep you up in me arms.”

A true gentlewoman of the time would have been offended by the man’s overfamiliarity. They’d probably have delivered a stinging set-down. Kendra, who’d endured some colorful catcalls walking past a few construction sites in her own era, ignored him. Instead, she nodded at the work being done on the Yarboroughs’ residence.

“When do you think the construction will be finished?” she asked.

The man looked surprised that she’d spoken to him. “Can’t rightly say. Couple of months, maybe.”

“Wonderful,” Kendra muttered as another round of hammering pierced the air. “Well, I suppose I’ll be seeing you around.”

She walked up the path toward the Duke’s residence, but a tingle between her shoulder blades made her look back. The Scotsman was staring after her with a strange expression on his face. Kendra’s lips quirked. Undoubtedly he had expected to shock her with his forwardness, but she’d been the one to surprise him.

Feeling oddly satisfied by the encounter, she hurried the rest of the way up the path, then climbed the steps and slipped through the door. Inside the entrance hall, the noise from next door was reduced to a muffled pounding.

“Has His Grace returned from the Royal Society?” she asked Harding, the Duke’s solemn-faced butler, when he materialized out of one of the doorways.

“His Grace and Lady Atwood are having tea in the morning room.”

A very good reason to avoid the morning room, she decided. “I need to send a message to Mr. Kelly.”

Harding’s expression remained perfectly blank. “Is there something amiss?”

“Not really. I just need his assistance on a matter that has come up. I’ll write a note. Can you have someone deliver it to Bow Street?”

“Certainly. I shall inform His Grace.”

She scowled at the butler. “I wasn’t planning on hiding it from the Duke, you know.”

“Of course not, miss.”

She started for the grand staircase, aware that Harding was watching her. “I’ll be in the study.”

“Ring the bell when you need your message delivered.”

She jogged up the sweeping staircase and down the hall to the Duke’s study. Daylight poured through the three glazed windows. Though the clanging and banging from the construction zone penetrated the walls, as an urbanite, she was used to city noises. At least she didn’t have to listen to the abrasive thud of jackhammers or high-pitched whine of a power saw.

She dropped her reticule on one of the damask chairs with legs carved into a griffin’s talons, dispensed with her gloves, bonnet, and pelisse, and sat down at the Duke’s desk. She found foolscap in the center drawer and went through the lengthy process of scribbling a note to Sam with quill pen and ink, sanding the paper to dry the ink faster, then folding the sheet into a small square. The Duke walked in while she was pressing a wax wafer to seal the missive.

The Duke was a man of average height with blond hair fading to gray and thinning on top. His face was longish, with a bold nose and pale grayish blue eyes that often sparkled with intelligence and curiosity—both of which she recognized in their depths now.

“Is that the note for Mr. Kelly?” he asked, glancing at the now neatly folded piece of foolscap in her hand. He pivoted over to the bellpull, yanking the braided cord.

The butler must have gone straight to the morning room. “Harding told you,” she said.

“He said that you required assistance from Mr. Kelly, but not why.”

She grinned. “I’ve got a case. Missing person.”

“Who is missing? How did this come about? I thought you and Rebecca went to the Royal Menagerie this morning.”

“We did.” She stood up and told him about Mrs. Gavenston and the disappearance of her business manager. “He hasn’t been gone for very long. He’s an adult—twenty-nine. I think Mrs. Gavenston is feeling guilty and that, in turn, is making her anxious.”

“Why would she feel guilty?”

Kendra leaned a hip against the desk. “I’m not really sure. She admitted that they had argued on Saturday. She said it was about business.”

He eyed her with interest. “But you don’t believe her?”

“I believe her when she said that they argued. But whether it’s about business…” She shrugged. “I feel like she’s hiding something.”

She straightened when there was a soft knock at the door. The footman entered and she crossed the room to hand him the note. “Make sure this gets to Mr. Sam Kelly,” she directed.

The Duke settled into the chair behind his desk. “Still, I can understand Mrs. Gavenston’s concern,” he said. “If he was supposed to be at work on Monday but failed to show up… well, that is not the usual, especially in this time when too many Englishmen are finding work scarce and fighting for survival. Who would be so blasé about their position of employment?”

“I hadn’t thought of it like that. But Mr. Pascoe is an educated man. He worked at a bank before Mrs. Gavenston hired him to be the brewery’s business manager. I would think he would find other employment if he left.”

“How will you go about trying to locate him?” the Duke asked.

“The usual way. Talk to his family and friends. Neighbors. Co-workers.”

“I thought you said that Mrs. Gavenston had already spoken to Mr. Pascoe’s family.”

“She did, and they told her that they didn’t know where he was. But that’s only one question, and the least significant one. Most parents probably don’t know where their grown children are after they’ve moved away from home.” She paused. “Assuming they even told Mrs. Gavenston the truth.”

The Duke opened a drawer, retrieving his clay pipe and tobacco bag. “Why would they lie?” he asked.

She watched him open the hemp bag and carefully tip the dried tobacco leaves into the bowl. “To cover for their son, who doesn’t want to speak to his employer after an argument, maybe,” she said. “I’ll know more after I talk to them.”

“And if they genuinely do not know where their son is?”

“Then I need them to tell me who their son is.” She sat on the arm of one of the chairs facing the desk. “What he might be capable of.”

The Duke glanced up from the process of tamping down the dried leaves into the pipe’s bowl. “What do you mean?”

“When an adult goes missing, their state of mind is important. Were they upset? Depressed? Anxious? Afraid? There are a lot of reasons why an adult male—or female, for that matter—might want to disappear from their everyday life. It doesn’t have to mean something sinister happened.”

“He could have had an accident.”

Kendra nodded. “That’s definitely a possibility.” She glanced at the clock, feeling the press of time. “Mrs. Gavenston said Cookham and Maidenhead aren’t far, faster by water.”

“By wherry, yes. I shall accompany you.”

“That’s not necessary. I don’t want to interfere with your schedule at the Royal Society. I know that’s why we came to London.”

The Duke smiled. “The Royal Society will be there tomorrow. Once Mr. Kelly arrives—” He broke off when Harding came into the room.

“Forgive the interruption, Your Grace, but a young lady is at the door, demanding to speak to you.” The butler frowned in disapproval. “She has no calling card. However, she is quite insistent that she see you, sir. She says that it is a matter of great importance. Shall I tell her that you are not at home?”

The Duke raised an eyebrow in Kendra’s direction, his eyes brightening with amusement. “Well, my dear, it would seem to be a day of unexpected encounters.” He turned back to the butler. “What is the young lady’s name?”

“She would not say,” Harding sniffed, then hesitated. “She does not appear low-born, but she is alone, sir. Quite unusual, if I do say so.”

“Hmm. How odd.” The Duke rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Well, send her up, Harding. I shall deal with her.”

“But, Your Grace…” The butler looked horrified at the suggestion. “I can put her in one of the lesser drawing rooms, sir.”

“That will not be necessary.” He glanced at Kendra and smiled. “Miss Donovan shall act as my chaperone.”

Kendra laughed and wandered to the window. The sky remained a clear azure, which boded well for travel, although the lack of breeze might not be a good thing if they planned to sail down the Thames. She was pondering that when Harding returned with their unexpected guest.

Kendra had wondered why Harding hadn’t chased the woman off without bringing her to the Duke’s attention, but now she thought she understood. The woman had the kind of fragile beauty that would always have men running to help her if she showed the tiniest bit of distress. Beneath the plain, rose-colored bonnet, her hair was raven black, and pulled back in a severe bun that did nothing to detract from the creamy cameo of her face. Her dark brown eyes were wide and thickly lashed under winged brows, her nose delicate above a mouth that could be described as lush, her cheekbones high, colored with the faintest blush—natural, not from a jar. Her gaze swept the room, touching briefly on Kendra before fixing on the Duke. Some emotion—Apprehension? Excitement?—flared in the dark depths of the stranger’s eyes as the Duke pushed himself to his feet, his expression politely quizzical.

Kendra took stock of the rest of the woman. Gray wool cloak trimmed with fur at the collar. Well-made, Kendra thought, but showing signs of age. Underneath, her gown was a lavender muslin, pale from being laundered countless times. The woman’s hands were small, encased in kid gloves, and clenched tightly on the gray velvet reticule that she held.

The Duke said politely, “How do you do?”

“Your Grace,” the woman began, then bit her lip, looking uncertain. “Forgive me, but I do not know where to begin.”

She had a lovely voice, low and husky. Unconsciously seductive, with a faint accent. Spanish, Kendra thought.

The Duke offered her an encouraging smile. “Why don’t you begin by telling us your name?” he suggested gently.

The woman stared at him, transfixed for a long moment. Then she drew in a trembling breath, deep enough to raise her small breasts. Slowly, she exhaled.

“My name…” She hesitated, then tried again. “The name that I was raised with was Carlotta. Carlotta Garcia Desoto. Yet that is not the name I was given at birth.”

She looked at the Duke expectantly. For some reason, Kendra felt a chill. She found herself holding her breath, a strange trepidation washing through her as she waited to hear what the woman would say.

“My name… I am…” Carlotta let out a hiss. One hand let go of the reticule to press against her abdomen as though she were trying to push the words out. Her large, dark eyes remained locked on the Duke.

“I am… I am Charlotte, Your Grace. Your daughter.”
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Aldridge stared at the woman, shock rippling across his skin like the electrical currents in a Leyden jar. Maybe he hadn’t heard her correctly. Maybe…

His gaze flicked to the bookshelf that held two miniature portraits. The beloved faces of his wife and daughter stared back at him, immortalized in oil. His chest tightened with white-hot pain that slowly ebbed, and then was replaced by rage. He had to clench his jaw to control his fury. He trembled with the urge to leap across the room to where the brazen creature stood and shake her senseless for her cruelty.

“Do you jest?” he finally demanded. His throat was so tight, he could barely utter the words.

“No.” The woman shook her head, her dark brown eyes locked on his.

Charlotte’s eyes. The very thought jolted him. No! He refused to even consider such a thing. Down that road lay madness.

“I do not find this amusing, young lady,” he said harshly. “My daughter is dead.”

He nearly jumped when a hand brushed his arm. He glanced down, and realized that Kendra had moved to his side.

She asked, “Do you want me to escort her out?”

He lifted his gaze to meet the American’s worried eyes.

“Por favor… please.” The other woman lurched forward, raising the hand that had been pressed to her stomach. Palm up, fingers splayed. An entreating gesture. He noticed that her hand was trembling. “Please, I would like to tell you my story. I beg of you… I only ask for a very small amount of your time, and then if you order me to go, I will go.”

“Don’t come any closer,” Kendra warned with a hard look pinning the stranger. She glanced at Aldridge. “Your Grace?”

His gaze moved between Kendra and the creature calling herself his daughter. They both had Charlotte’s coloring, he realized. Black hair, brown eyes so dark they looked like onyx. They were both the age his daughter would have been. If she had lived. If her body hadn’t been swept out to sea, never to be found.

Dear God in Heaven. His stomach churned and the world seemed to tilt around him. He remembered when Kendra had suddenly appeared in his study at Aldridge Castle. Alec had feared that the Duke’s affinity for the American had been due to her resemblance to Charlotte. But in that moment when she’d first appeared, he’d only been concerned, reacting to the panic he’d seen on her face. She’d been lost and frightened, and desperately trying to conceal both. He’d wanted to help her. Never once, not even for a moment, had he been so foolish as to think that she was his daughter.

He wouldn’t play the fool now.

Carlotta’s mouth quivered. “I-I am aware this is a shock—”

He gave a sharp bark of laughter, the bitterness surprising even him. “Madame, this is a farce. I suggest you take yourself off before I call the watch.”

Tears filled her eyes and her hand fell away. If she hadn’t evoked his daughter’s name, he would have felt sorry for her, much as he had for Kendra. Now, though, he had to keep his hands clenched, or else he may still give in to the desire to throttle her.

“I had hoped you would spare me a few minutes,” she whispered tragically. Again, she pressed her hand to her stomach, but her fingers weren’t still. They began to tap nervously.

“I will not spare one more second for you,” the Duke said. But his gaze was transfixed by her tapping fingers. Not a random pattern, he realized. One, two, three… Pause. One, two, three…

Kendra advanced toward the other woman. “Come on. You’ve had your say.”

“Please.” Carlotta threw a desperate look at him as Kendra’s hand closed over her arm.

“Wait!”

Aldridge barely recognized his own voice, it was so harsh. He was aware of Kendra’s eyes searching his face, but he ignored her, staring at Carlotta.

“Why are you doing that? That! With your hand!” He forced himself to take a breath. “Why are you tapping your fingers in such a way?”

“Oh.” She glanced down at her hand, as though surprised to find her fingers moving at all. She flushed, embarrassed. “It’s nothing. A nervous habit, I suppose. Superstition.”

“Superstition in what way?” he demanded.

She gave a self-conscious laugh, flexing her hand. “If you tap three times, it’s magic. ’Tis silly, I know. I don’t believe it’s truly magic, but…” She shrugged. “As I said, ’tis a habit that I’ve had since I was a small child. I don’t even remember how I came to do it.”

Aldridge stared at her.

Charlotte’s body was never found…

“Your Grace?”

Kendra was looking at him. He shook his head, his mind racing with possibilities. Charlotte’s eyes… Charlotte’s body was never found…

“My daughter had a doll that she prized,” he finally managed to say. His eyes never left the woman’s delicate face. “If you are truly Charlotte as you claim, you ought to remember the doll’s name.”

He heard Kendra’s swift intake of breath.

Carlotta searched his face for a long moment, then she nodded. “Si. It was a long time ago, but I remember that doll. I loved her. Annie. My doll’s name was Annie.”

The room spun. He felt like he’d drunk a full bottle of whiskey. He lifted a hand; it was shaking.

“Your Grace?”

Kendra’s voice seemed to come from far away. He stumbled forward, made it to his chair before his legs gave out and he abruptly sat down. He struggled to control his erratic breathing, to keep hold of his composure even though it felt like it was shattering into a million pieces. He thought he heard Kendra say something, but her voice was drowned out by the roar of blood in his ears.

“I think,” he said carefully, his gaze on the stranger, “I would very much like to hear your story now.”



Something had changed, Kendra realized. Something that had to do with the woman’s habit of tapping her fingers. And the doll. She’d obviously guessed the correct name for Charlotte’s doll. What were the chances?

What were the chances that this woman was actually Charlotte?

She glanced at the Duke. A minute ago, his face had been flushed with anger. Now he’d lost every drop of color, his complexion gray. Concern propelled her across the room to where the decanters were scattered across the side table. She pulled out a stopper to one of the bottles and splashed a generous amount of brandy into a glass. She hesitated, then added brandy to another glass. Carrying both tumblers, she hurried across the room.

“Here. Take it,” she said, handing him the glass. “Drink it.”

His hand trembled violently as he grasped the crystal. She pivoted, walking to the woman who claimed to be Charlotte, and thrust the other glass at her. Surprise registered on the pretty face.

“Oh. Gra—thank you.”

Kendra noticed that the other woman’s hand was steady now. Apparently, she’d managed to calm her nerves. Or her earlier apprehension had been an act. Kendra’s jaw tightened.

“Please sit down.” She gestured to a wingback chair. “We might as well get comfortable. I assume this is going to be a long story?”

If Carlotta heard the sarcastic edge in Kendra’s voice, she gave no indication. She sank down into the chair, looking small and fragile. Deliberately, Kendra eased a hip on the corner of the Duke’s desk. It was a strategic position meant to align herself with the Duke, to show the other woman that he wasn’t alone.

She said, “Miss Garcia Desoto—”

“Missus,” Carlotta corrected, long dark lashes fluttering. “I was married. M-my husband died.”

Kendra raised her eyebrows. She was surprised, still sometimes caught by surprise by the era’s societal standards. She and Carlotta looked to be the same age, and Kendra was well aware that she was dangerously close to sliding into spinster territory. Most twenty-six-year-old women were not only married but also mothers. And in this grim, pre-vaccination world, many had already buried children.

“Tell us why you believe you are my daughter, if you please,” the Duke said abruptly.

Kendra glanced down at him, pleased to see that his color had returned to normal.

“I’ll take notes,” she said, straightening. She shot Carlotta a warning look. “I want names, dates, details.”

Carlotta drew in a long breath. “I was a child, you understand. There is much I do not remember.”

Convenient, Kendra thought, but remained quiet.

The Duke handed Kendra sheets of foolscap and a graphite stick.

“Thank you,” she said, and moved to a chair. She motioned to Carlotta. “We’ll take it one step at a time. Tell us what you do remember.”

“Mamá…” Carlotta frowned, then glanced at the Duke. “Forgive me, but I shall always think of the woman who raised me as my mother.”

The Duke took a sip of brandy, nodding. “I understand.”

“Mamá said I was found floating unconscious on a piece of wreckage by the crew of La Rosa Negra. Diego Garcia was the ship’s captain. He brought me to San Sebastian. I was quite ill with brain fever. Mamá nursed me back to health.”

“What’s your mother’s name?” Kendra asked.

“Camila.”

“And her connection to Captain Garcia?”

“She was married to Captain Garcia’s brother.”

“Your father?” Kendra clarified.

“I never thought of him as my father. I scarcely remember him. He died two years after I was found.”

“What was his name?”

“Raul.”

Kendra scribbled the name down. “How did he die?”

Carlotta frowned. “Why does this matter? It was so long ago.”

The devil was always in the details. The best way to trip up a con artist was to collect as many details as possible.

She bared her teeth in a smile. “Everything matters.”

Carlotta regarded her for a moment, then shrugged. “He was a bricklayer. I think it was an accident at work, but… I was so young. I only know what Mamá told me.”

“Okay. After you recovered from your illness, why didn’t you tell them who you were? You spoke English, so they must have known you were English. Even with the language barrier, surely, they would have understood your name, that you had family in England.”

The small chin lifted; the gesture haughty. “Mamá spoke English. I told them my name when I recovered my wits. However, they could not bring me home.”

“Why not?”

“There was terrible upheaval,” she said simply.

“War,” the Duke clarified, meeting Kendra’s eyes. “Spain and France had joined forces against Britain in 1796—the year Charlotte… when she was lost.”

The Anglo-Spanish war. It rang a distant bell. Kendra remembered the conflict from European history classes she’d taken at Princeton.

“Captain Garcia would not have been welcomed in England,” Carlotta said softly. “Mamá never spoke of this directly, but I think he was a privateer. Or perhaps a smuggler. I believe that was why he was sailing near England at the time.”

Kendra glanced at the Duke, curious to see how he was taking her story. His expression was impossible to decipher, but it was as though he didn’t dare look away, for fear that she’d vanish like a puff of smoke. Kendra’s stomach knotted.

“I think he brought me to Spain for another reason, too,” Carlotta said.

With an effort, Kendra pulled her gaze away from the Duke to refocus on the other woman.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“Mamá was childless. She wanted children. Wanted me.” With a burst of defiance, as though daring them to contradict her, Carlotta insisted, “She loved me.”

Kendra looked down at her notes. She said, “We’ll need Captain Garcia’s address.”

Carlotta shook her head. “He was killed when Napoleon captured San Sebastian.”

“What about the crew of the La Rosa Negra?”

“I… I don’t know. Mamá and I left San Sebastian before the city fell.” Carlotta lifted the brandy glass, took a cautious sip. “I remember very little of our time in San Sebastian. Only fragments. In many ways, it feels like a dream.”

Kendra asked, “Where did you go?”

“Eventually Madrid.”

The Duke leaned forward. “How did you survive? Did you have family to take you in?”

“No. No family. Mamá worked.”

Kendra searched the other woman’s face for subterfuge. “Where did she work?”

“A panadería—a bakery. A sweet shop. A laundry.” She shrugged. “Many places.”

“Can you be more specific? The name of the bakery or laundry would be helpful.” Kendra raised a brow. “You must remember a name.”

“I’m sorry, no. I was a child. I remember the smell of the bread, and Mamá sneaking me pan basico.” A smile flickered on her face, and then was gone. She lowered her gaze back to the brandy she held. “Mamá found a… a protector.”

Carlotta peered at the Duke through veiled lashes. He said nothing; his face remained expressionless.

“Who?” Kendra asked. “What was his name?”

But Carlotta shook her head. “I only know he was a wealthy merchant. For a time, we lived in a lovely house with servants. I had a governess.”

“You lived with this wealthy merchant, but you don’t know his name?” Kendra didn’t bother to conceal her skepticism.

Carlotta’s jaw tightened; her dark eyes flashed at Kendra. “We did not live with him. He had his own family. He gave us a house—for a time. Mario. Mamá called him Mario.”

The Duke took another swallow of his brandy, his gaze shadowed. “How old were you at this time?”

“I was thirteen when Mamá… when the affair was over, and we moved to Seville.”

“Why did you move?” he asked.

“I don’t know. Mamá found work as a modista.”

The Duke brought up a good point, Kendra thought. “Why did you move around so much?”

“Spain was at war…” She shrugged. “But I do not know. I was a child.”

“At thirteen, no longer a child. Weren’t you curious?”

“She was my mother. I didn’t question her decisions.”

Kendra tapped the graphite stick against the paper. But it reminded her of Carlotta’s strange tapping habit and she stopped. “Neighbors? Friends? You must have had some.”

“Of course. But, as you said, we moved often. It is difficult to maintain connections.”

Kendra didn’t like it. But perhaps it wasn’t unreasonable. People here wrote letters, for Christ’s sake. As far as Kendra was concerned, that was hard enough during peacetime. She couldn’t imagine people maintaining long-distance relationships in a time of war.

“We lived in Seville for two years. Then Mamá married Jorge, and we moved with him to Barcelona. He was a soldier.” She shot a combative look in Kendra’s direction. “He was also killed in one of the battles.”

“What was Jorge’s last name?”

“Cortez.”

“Any relatives? Friends? Fellow soldiers?”

Carlotta sipped her brandy. “I’m certain he had all of those, but he and Mamá were married only two years. And it was war.”

“You’ve had a tragic life,” Kendra murmured neutrally.

Carlotta said nothing, merely looked at her with an unreadable expression.

Kendra went on, “Tell me about your late husband.”

“What do you wish to know?”

“Everything.”

Carlotta nodded. “I met Fernando when I was seventeen. He was a good husband. He provided for me and Mamá until she died.”

“When did she die?”

“The year I turned twenty.” Carlotta’s face changed, softening with memories and sorrow. “It was on her deathbed that she begged Fernando to bring me to England…” She looked at the Duke. “To find you.”

“What did your husband do?” Kendra pressed.

“He was a carpenter.”

“Your husband was aware of your claim to be Charlotte?” Kendra asked. She didn’t want to give the impression that she was buying her story.

“My husband knew who I was,” Carlotta replied evenly. “He wanted to bring me home.”

“Six years ago.”

“We had no money for smugglers to bring us to England. My husband had people in Toledo, but he… he died on the journey there. It took me another three years, but I finally managed to buy passage to England.”

“Where did you work?”

She shrugged. “At a bakery for a time, a dressmaker’s shop as a seamstress.”

“Quite a story,” Kendra said, offering her a tight smile.

Carlotta eyed her. “You don’t believe me,” she said flatly.

The Duke, who’d been silent throughout the exchange, finally spoke up. “What do you remember about your life here?”

    She shifted her gaze to look at the Duke. “Only bits and pieces. Annie, of course. And a woman with dark hair. Laughter like church bells. It’s hazy, but… lavender. I smell lavender.” She tilted her face up, and closed her eyes, smiling slightly. She opened her eyes. “It’s a happy memory.”

“And I remember… you,” Carlotta continued quietly. “But only like a dream. The scent of tobacco. The laboratory. You let me help you there. You carried me to the roof of the castle and allowed me to look through a telescope at the stars. Orion, Scorpius, Pegasus. I remember that.”

“My God,” the Duke breathed, his gaze fixed on Carlotta. His hand shook as he set down his glass. He stood abruptly. “Can this be true?”

Kendra saw the wild glimmer in his eyes, and felt the air evaporate from her lungs. She scrambled to her feet, tossing aside the paper and graphite stick.

“Can we take a minute? We need to take a minute here, Your Grace.”

She stepped toward him, reaching out to grasp his arm. She tried to capture his gaze, but his eyes remained locked on Carlotta.

“Charlotte?” he said. “Good God, is it really you?”
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