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Bureyton Hall

*This novella is #4 in The Legacy Series. It is the direct sequel to Stolen – Book #1.

Eleanor Griffin-Biddles, former housemaid to the Earl of Bureyton in 1812, has married and started a business creating Regency-era costumes in the modern day. Eleanor’s world is threatened when a nineteenth century murderer leaves a dead body behind her shop.

Accustomed to solving murders in modern-day London, Detective Inspector David Massey runs into a rather unusual problem on his latest case: time travel. When he learns that his wealth may also factor in the enquiry, Massey has a decision to make. Keep the secret, along with the one he’s withholding from his girlfriend, Kate, or expose the source of his family’s success. 

This book is a work of fiction.  Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.  Any resemblance of actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
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––––––––

London, England

Present day

Chapter 1

Babylon-On-Thames. The ziggurat that housed London’s clandestine services loomed ahead, though the building’s purpose made no never mind to the lady hurrying toward it. She thought the structure hideous. The Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens at its most crowded and noisiest was easier on the eyes than this monstrosity. 

But that was neither here nor there. She needed to get to it, get to the Gate, but the area was blocked off. Bomb threat, she heard a police officer say.

Now what? She needed to escape. She needed an apothecary. She needed a lie-down. With the police and other uniformed officials about, her ladyship could not just stand there, disheveled. Her hair lay every which way, her gown was ripped and bloodstained. Blue-and-

white panda lights flashed in the background. Police sirens wailed. Car and lorry horns blared as drivers’ patience wore thin, owing to this delay in the already sluggish rush hour traffic.

The lady coughed, struggling to catch her breath. She patted her moist brow with the sleeve of the coat that she had borrowed from that baseborn Werther creature and turned around, thinking, weighing her options. She had been three days away. She must return home. His lordship must be made aware of that woman’s treachery. 

She wrinkled her nose. The noxious petrol fumes irritated her nostrils. What a vulgar world. She could never live in this time. Shocking dress. Dreadful manners. One could see nothing in her world that indicated that British society, especially the ton, would fall so badly. 

And the men... Oh, so affected. I daresay if one was asked to name his friends, bring his pistol for a meet at dawn, the poor soul would run down to that Tube-thingy, screaming.

Well. It is evening and if I stay out of all these lights, no one can see the blood. A second thing in my favor is that my detestable state of dress wouldn’t shock the modern Londoner in the slightest. This is my fifth trip to this era, and I daresay I will never get accustomed to their horrible attire.

Granville is sorely displeased that this adventure has gone awry. What was Ms. Werther about? What was she doing at Bureyton Hall this evening? Waiting to plague me with more questions, I daresay. Now Granville must remain in the modern era, if he still wishes to transport that sarcophagus back to nineteenth-century England.

But what to do now? I must leave tonight. I must return to 1822. But these people, these horribly provoking modern persons are blocking the Gate. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. I will go to Grosvenor Square and get myself cleaned up, then try again tomorrow. 

If worst comes to worst, I shall take the train back to Bureyton Hall and demand the current lord’s most obedient service. 

Bureyton Hall

Sussex 

Tuesday evening

Alfred Biddles, the present earl of Bureyton, was used to his deceased ancestors making unannounced visits to Bureyton Hall. It was, after all, an old home. But he had never had one commit a crime before. 

He entered the Hall’s side door and sat on the wood bench. Opposite him a framed hunting print hung above a closet door. Biddles stared at it absently, wondering whether he should consider having the house exorcised. Or phone a ghostbuster. Surely a haunting in the form of a poltergeist had come to Bureyton Hall. 

He smiled. What a ridiculous notion. As it is, the police think me daft.

Slowly, he pulled off his green rain boots. He knew that he had heard women hissing insults at one another, followed by a loud thump. He had no houseguests, and his wife Caroline had been napping beside him. His two servants were not live-ins, and they had left the Hall before tea-time. 

By the time Alfred had gathered the nerve to investigate, the fight had ended. Softly, he had made his way toward the landing and flicked on the light. A woman lay still on the front hall floor. One thing was for sure, she was no ghost. He had heard her fall.

But who was she? And from where had she come? 

His cheeks flushed red, mortified. He should’ve phoned the police when he saw her there. But he delayed, still in shock. He didn’t want a scandal. And he certainly didn’t want his ancestral home to be treated as fodder for a scene in a cozy mystery.

But the problem was taken out of his hands. When he had dressed and returned to the landing, the body had disappeared. The area was spotless. And still when he raised his cell phone to his ear, he paused. The police would think him eccentric. Where is the body? they would ask. He phoned anyway. 

He searched the estate again, even after the police had done so, thinking that whoever hid the body had to have done so on the property. But he couldn’t find her. Poor chit. 

Had the ghosts taken her? 

London

***

Despite the lingering frost, the bright March morning showed signs of turning into a perfect day. On an avenue two blocks from the high street the smell of fresh brewed coffee and pastries came from Hanson’s Bakery. Bold red window boxes bursting with white flowers framed its red double doors. 

Inside, Leo Hanson, the proprietor, wanted to scream; but his dining area was filled with customers. Instead, he crooked a large-knuckled finger at his cashier and server, and motioned them forward.

“If you two hens don’t quit all that bloody bickering, I’m gonna throw you out on your bums. Am I clear then?” They turned crimson. The taller woman, a redhead, drew herself up as if she had words for her employer in return. Leo raised one scruffy grey brow at her, daring her to speak. 

She deflated. 

“Now go back to work, the pair of you.” Leo turned and headed out the back door, calling to his assistant, “Watch them Cornish pies in the oven, will you?”

“Aye.”

Leo stomped outside to break his promise to God, his wife and himself. The sun had not yet warmed the morning. Shivering, he fished under his apron and inside his shirt pocket for his emergency cigarette and matches. An alley separated his bakery from the back door of a costume studio. The alley was lined with refuse bins, one belonging to the studio owner, while Hanson had three lining his shop’s walls.

He lit the ciggy. His nose twitched. Something smelled foul. The odor came from the bin. Naturally, he thought. Some rodent or cat kicked up its heels. He chuckled. Maybe the rats ate a cat. He checked his bins, but didn’t see anything. He crossed the alley toward his neighbor’s bin, and slowed when he saw red high heels on female legs. He crept closer and leaned in to see blonde hair. A dead woman with long blonde hair. 

Leo had read about moments like this. Saw it on the telly many times. The person who discovered a body would scream like the hounds of hell were upon them. How a person screamed at the sight, he couldn’t figure. He couldn’t find his voice. He stood fixated on the lifeless legs. He didn’t back away, or put his hands to his face in abject horror. He did, however, lose his last ciggy; it fell from his lips. 

Slowly, he reached for his cell phone and phoned the police.

***

Inside Eli G Costumes, Eleanor Biddles was drumming her fingers against her hot coffee mug. What had happened at Bureyton Hall? A break-in, perhaps? Her father-in-law, Alfred Biddles, had been most secretive over the phone. All he would say was that he wanted her and James to return to Sussex before the weekend. I wish that James had let me speak with his father. I might have gotten more out of him.

Eleanor took an anxious glance at the pelisse she needed to finish sewing, wondering if she should call her mother-in-law, Caroline, for more information. Then sirens came blaring down the alley. That along with police car lights flashing in her shop ruined her concentration altogether. With a sigh, she stood and joined her two employees at the back window. With my current workload, a trip to Sussex would be most inconvenient. I’ll call Caroline this evening. Whatever has happened can wait – we visit every Sunday for dinner as is. What difference will a few days make?

A few curiosity-seekers crept into the alley’s left entrance. Uniformed police pushed them back, then unrolled yellow caution tape to block off the alley. Eleanor’s lips parted when she realized that whatever the crime, it had been committed on her back doorstep, not the bakery’s. She watched, horrified, as the pathologists placed the body on a gurney. 

The baker, Hanson, covered his mouth with his apron, and stepped back. 

***

Detective Inspector David Massey ducked his long frame under the caution tape and walked toward his sergeant, Daniel Gibbons. Must ease up on that cough syrup, he thought. Massey, who never overslept, had done so this morning, still recovering from a bout of bronchitis. Gibbons was questioning a man in a stained white apron. Massey’s sharp green eyes zoomed in on the red blotches. 

Hanson looked up to see a neatly dressed dark-haired man join them. The baker saw the warrant badge, then followed the man’s gaze to his apron. He pointed to the stains. “Berries. Made tarts this morning.”

“Yes, of course.” The man extended a bony hand. “DI Massey.”

Hanson shook his hand. “Leo Hanson, baker.” He jerked his head backward, toward the bakery. “My shop. Just came out for a ciggy. Those hens were driving me crazy. Smelled something bad.” He pointed at the bin, where crime scene technicians were snapping pictures.

The fair-haired Gibbons addressed his question to Hanson, but was looking at his guv’nor. The sergeant could tell the baker was in shock. “Did you know the victim?”

Massey rubbed at the growth on his chin, self-conscious. He hadn’t had time to shave. He nodded at his sergeant, giving him permission to continue with the interview.

Hanson shook his head slowly at first, then rigorously, trying to shake the image of the woman’s pasty face from his mind. He had told himself to turn away when the forensic pathologist turned the woman over, but he couldn’t.

“Was she a customer? Had you seen her come into the bakery before?” Gibbons asked.

The questions shook Hanson out of his reverie. His bakery. His customers. What must they think, a dead woman so close to where they’re having their tea and scones? Twenty years of hard work went into this business. Ain’t keen to see it go under ’cause some bird got herself whacked. Hanson’s right eye twitched, and he winced at his callousness. “No, I’m sorry. Never seen the bird before in my life. Gotta check on me pasties, ’scuse me.”

The sergeant stepped aside and watched him go, then he followed Massey toward the gurney. The pathologist uncovered the victim, allowing the detectives to view her. 

Massey stroked his chin. What’s this about then? Disgruntled lover? Jealous rival? He peered down at the blueish-purple face of the deceased. Her blonde hair was matted and bloodied on the right side, where the swelling and bruising were prominent.

Massey turned his head to cough. “Has anyone interviewed the proprietor of this business?” he croaked, pointing to Eli G Costumes.

“No, not yet,” Gibbons said.

“Right,” Massey said, turning toward the costume shop. 

***

Eleanor had also seen this scene countless times on the telly. But when the long-legged man began walking toward her costume shop, it became all too real. She did not want to let him in. Briefly, she thought of barring the door. The only problem was her two seamstresses, Davina and Laura. They would think her reaction strange. As it was, they’d done nothing more than gape at the police since they arrived. 

“Ooh, he’s dishy,” Davina crooned. There were several police officers on the scene, but Eleanor assumed that she was speaking of one of the two officers heading in their direction, both of whom were easy on the eyes. 

I suppose that barring the door would prove fruitless, Eleanor thought. From what I’ve seen on television, the detective often comes back. Even to someone’s private residence, if need be, to solve the case. 

When the two coppers entered the studio, the big, stocky chap fell back, letting the tall, lean gentleman take the lead. “Good morning,” he said to Davina, who had moved forward. “I am DI Massey, and this is Sergeant Gibbons. Is the owner or manager on the premises?” 

Eleanor forced her feet forward. She regretted the fact that she must tell this officer that the woman in question was an acquaintance. And one she most seriously disliked. 

“We’d like a word, if you please.” Eleanor nodded her assent. “Your name, madam?” The lady had a youthful face. Massey guessed that she was in her late twenties. She was dressed in a brown jumper and a tan skirt with heeled brown suede boots. Her light brown hair reached her shoulders, and there was genuine alarm in her green eyes.

“Eleanor Biddles... Um, would you mind if we speak up front?”

“No, not at all. My partner would like to speak to your employees,” Massey said, following her down the hall. He wondered at her reserve. Did she see something that had shocked her? Or did she simply not want to get involved with the police? The name Biddles sounded familiar, but Massey, still groggy from sleep, couldn’t place it. 

In the front were mannequins clothed in different colored Regency-era gowns. Even their wigs were done in the hairstyles deemed fashionable in the early nineteenth century. The male mannequins sported top hats and waistcoasts. Some were dressed in pantaloons and Hessian boots.

Two blue armchairs sat in front of bolts of colored fabrics. Eleanor indicated one seat for the inspector, but he declined. “Can I get you some coffee?”

He shook his head no. Massey could tell she was nervous. He liked that. People tended to admit more than they wished to when nervous. He opened his memo pad. “Did you see anything unusual in the alley this morning?”

“No.” 

“Did you hear or smell anything suspicious?” 

“No.”

Massey paused deliberately. Gibbons had once said that suspects hated when he did this; especially when he made eye contact at the same time. One perp they had arrested earlier this year had likened Massey to a big cat.

“Is it Miss or Mrs. Biddles?”

“Mrs.”

“Did you know the deceased, Mrs. Biddles?”

“I know of her.”

“What do you know of her?”

Eleanor pulled
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