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November 20, 1895

Boston Athletics Club for Women

"This is not how I envisioned my day would go." Princess Mary Armstrong-Leeds nocked her bow and drew, her gaze intent on the target as she slowed her breathing.

"How did you envision it? Out at the modiste with your Mama?" The sound of Lillian shuffling her feet was rather distracting.

"I am going to need you to be quiet now, Lillian."

Her best friend, Lillian Michaels, did not say any more, but she also did not stop pacing.

Mary huffed out a breath. "Someone is practicing here in case you haven't noticed."

The shuffling stopped and Mary refocused her aim. She drew out her bowstring as far as she could. Then...

"I think your feet are too far apart."

"Oh..." Mary stopped the epithet that had almost escaped her lips. She'd released at the same instant Lillian had spoken, missing the bullseye by quite a wide margin. Her eyes narrowed as she swiveled to face her friend. "I hope you're happy about that."

Lillian feigned a look of innocence. "I didn't think my words would distract you this much."

"That is the second time I’ve missed the bullseye because of you." Mary pointed the end of her bow at Lillian instead of her finger.

A smirk split across her friend’s face. Oh, yes. It had definitely been deliberate.

"Are you positive that you should be blaming that on me?” Lillian asked. “Perhaps an honest assessment of your skill would be more appropriate."

“Why, you impertinent—” 

“Mary.” The voice of Mrs. Martha Goodings, the manager of the Boston Athletics Club for Women, interrupted their laughter. “May I have a word?” 

There appeared to be an urgency about the manager, and the ordinarily cheerful lady had worry lines pronouncing themselves at the corners of her eyes and mouth. Her eyes were moist, too.

Replacing her bow on a nearby rack, Mary allowed Martha to pull her to the side of the room, but not before she caught sight of Lillian out of the corner of her eye, craning her curious neck.

“We appear to have a serious situation,” Martha began. “Gertrude Fox is dead.”

Mary’s hand went up to cover her mouth. “I beg your pardon?”

Gertrude Fox was a wealthy and immensely popular lady. She was also one of the founders of the women’s athletics club.

“It’s terrible! Gertrude’s body was discovered in the locker room some minutes ago by Lady Adele Belmont. I think she must have had a heart attack.”

“A heart attack?” Since becoming apprenticed to her brother-in-law Henry in his private detective business, Mary’s specialty was in investigating and solving crimes. She didn’t understand why Martha would pull her to the side just to tell her about a natural death, as tragic as the news was. “Why do you need a word with me?”

Martha’s eyes darted to the side, obviously to check if anyone was within earshot before she answered. “I believe she had a heart attack. The woman was nearing seventy, but my suspicion is merely that, suspicion. Lady Belmont believes something else.”

Mary nodded. “All right. I’ll have a look at her. Let’s go.”

Her heart pounded as she followed Martha out of the archery practice area. A dead body! She didn’t want to show any hesitation, but had to admit to feeling rather nervous at the thought of what she was about to see. 

They made their way to the locker room where Gertrude had been found. The building was already buzzing with activity that had less to do with women training, and more to do with what had happened. Mary was uncertain what to expect, but she kept her mind focused as they entered the locker room.

Lady Adele Belmont, one of the patronesses of the club, was weeping over the body, which was covered with a white cloth. Mary sucked in her breath as she approached, questions running through her mind. What if the cause of death had not been natural? Would she be able to tell, with her limited experience in detecting? 

Lady Belmont stepped aside, wiping her eyes, and Mary crouched down beside Gertrude.

“May I?” she asked, reaching for the cloth.

“Of course, Mary,” Martha replied, turning away a little.

Very carefully, she lifted the covering to reveal the woman’s pale face. This was no longer the Gertrude she had known and appreciated. This was merely a physical shell that had housed her indomitable spirit. Something clenched in Mary’s chest and she squeezed her eyes shut for a moment. When she opened them again, her gaze went straight to the small blood pool beneath the body’s head.

“This blood...” She gestured with a query.

“I think it must be from the impact of her fall,” Martha supplied, her face becoming even more pale. The sight disturbed her, naturally.

“I don’t think so.” Lady Belmont shook her head. She seemed calmer now, from several feet away. “I think there’s more to this. If Gertrude did have a heart attack, as you say, I rather think she’d slump to the ground, and such impact might not be enough to make her bleed like that.”

Lady Belmont had a point, and Mary was more inclined to believe her theory than Martha’s.

“I’m going to check her body now,” she informed the two women in the room with her.

“Please, go ahead,” Martha said.

She lifted the head to look underneath. Blood and matted hair prevented her from assessing the wound properly, but it looked to Mary’s eyes as if it had not resulted from a fall to the ground, but rather, from something small and, well...round. The edge was even, and there was nothing beneath her on the ground to indicate that she had gotten such a blow in the fall.

“I think maybe this was not the result of a heart attack,” she announced. The confirmation horrified her, and yet, she couldn’t help the tiny ripple of excitement that ran through her. Am I a bad person? she thought. Of course, it was devastating that Gertrude had suffered this way but, at the same time, they could very well be looking at a murder case here, and she might be the one to eventually solve it. 

Mary had worked hard in the past three years since being apprenticed to Henry, even fighting for a coveted place at Boston University to learn valuable forensics science skills. The new science was only just opening up more widely, and an opportunity to utilize such knowledge had been a long time coming.

“Truly?” Martha gasped.

“Lock the door, Martha,” Mary said. “The scene must not be disturbed. We may be looking at a crime here.” She drew the cover further down, thinking out loud. “She is wearing a damp swimming costume. This could tell us a little about the time of death.”

“How?” Martha asked, coming closer.

“Her locker is open.” She pointed at the open locker with some of the contents having spilled out to litter the tiled floor. “She likely was about to change into her dry clothing when she was attacked.” Mary felt the texture of the swimming fabric between her thumb and forefinger: cotton. “If she was attacked immediately after she came in from the swimming area, then I would surmise about an hour must have passed since her death. But we can’t be certain until she’s been checked by an examiner, of course.”

“What happens now?” Lady Belmont asked, sniffling once again.

“I’ll need to contact Detective DeHavillend. Do you have a telephone?” 

“Yes, in my office,” Martha said, striding across the room to the windows to pull down the curtains before shepherding the other women out of the room.

“Detective DeHavillend is your mentor, is he not?” Lady Belmont asked, following the women out and watching as Martha locked the door.

“Yes, he is. And he is a good mentor, too.” Henry DeHavillend was also her brother-in-law, but she tried not to remind people of that too often.

Quite a number of the Boston Brahmins disagreed with her apprenticeship with the famous detective, but it appeared that Lady Belmont was a forward thinker. She would be, to sponsor an establishment such as the Boston Athletics Club for Women. “Oh, I am certain he is,” she said. “It is wonderful to finally see women being offered some of the same opportunities as men to explore the world and carve their path.”

When they reached Martha’s office, Mary reached for the telephone handset and raised it to her ear. She dialed the number of the DeHavillend residence and waited for the operator to connect her, tapping her foot anxiously on the carpeted floor. At last, the butler answered.

“Bender, this is Mary Armstrong-Leeds. Is the Viscount in?”

“Yes, Your Highness,” he replied in the slow manner that she always found aggravating, especially in times of urgency. “Please hold on while I fetch him.”

“Please hurry, Bender. This is urgent.”

“Of course, Your Highness.”

While Henry DeHavillend was being located, Mary suggested to Martha that she return to guard the locker room door. The woman hurried away, and Mary thought back to the crime scene—she supposed she should call it a crime scene despite the uncertainty of the situation. There had been something odd by the window. What was it? The thought flittered away when Henry’s deep voice greeted her.

“Mary. Are you all right? Bender said it was in relation to an urgent matter.”

“Oh, hello Henry. Yes, I’m fine. Thing is, we have a case at the Boston Athletics Club for Women. It looks like it might be a murder case.”

Mary heard Henry suck in a breath. “Who is it?”

“The suspect or the victim?” Her question was flippant, she knew, but she couldn’t help it. Despite the gravity of the situation, levity was how she dealt with things when anxiety threatened to descend upon her.

“I don’t have time for this, Mary. Who was murdered?”

“Gertrude Fox.”

There was a long silence on the other end. “That is not good.”

“No, it is not.” They were both aware that the victim’s popularity could complicate the investigation.

“I shall be right over,” he said curtly. “Secure the scene if you can. And take care of yourself.”

“Already done. And, of course I’ll take care.” She rolled her eyes at his protectiveness as the call ended. Lady Belmont turned a curious gaze her way.

“He is on his way,” she confirmed to the club’s manager and patroness. “In the meantime, I will return to examine the scene more closely.” She picked up a pencil and a sheet of paper from the desk, then crossed the room to the door.

Lady Belmont’s hand stopped her before she could open the door. Mary looked up sharply, perplexed at the interception.

“Do you think she was murdered, Mary?”

Only now, when Lady Belmont was standing very close to her, did she see how much effort the woman was putting into appearing collected. She knew the two women had been friends. This must be devastating for Lady Belmont.

Her voice was gentle when she answered. “I cannot say for sure before closely examining the scene, but I believe she was, Lady Belmont. She couldn’t have sustained such a head injury from slumping to a perfectly flat floor.”

“My thoughts exactly.” The other woman nodded, swallowing. Eventually she said, “And please, call me Adele.” Then she released her hold on Mary, allowing her to leave. Martha was in front of the locker room when they returned, and she accompanied Mary in.

“Maybe best if you stay out here,” Mary said to Adele. The woman seemed happy to linger in the hall.

“That suits me. There’s only so much I can take right now.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Promise me you’ll see this case to a just conclusion.”

“I promise, Adele.”

Making her way to the window, and pushing the curtain that Martha had drawn earlier to the side, she found a drop of blood on the sill. A very small, slightly smeared drop. She then checked the tiled floor for more blood. There was none. Perhaps the window had served as an escape route for the murderer. Mary scrawled the information on paper before checking the window for signs of forced entry. Sure enough, it was open a crack.

“How often is this window opened, Martha?”

“Every day, I believe. This is a locker room, after all, and ventilation is essential.”

“Someone must have come in through here.”

“Who could possibly have done this? And why?”

“Someone with positively nefarious intentions.” Mary returned to the body and pulled down the covering. Only a coroner could tell what had really happened at the time of death, but still, she checked again, this time noting a bruise on Gertrude’s wrist. Signs of a struggle?

By the time Henry arrived at the clubrooms a half-hour later, her sheet of paper was filled with notes.

“I should return to the club members. They are all gathered in the lounging area. I should see to sending everyone home.” Martha excused herself and left.

“What do we have here?” Henry asked as soon as he entered the room, getting straight down to business. 

Mary gave him a quick summary. “There’s a wound on the back of her...” Her words trailed off and her eyes widened at the sight of the young gentleman who walked in a minute or so behind Henry.

The young and very handsome gentleman, who completely ignored Mary’s presence and strode directly to the body. 
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“You were saying?” Henry raised inquisitive brows at her.

Tearing her eyes away from the handsome man, she blinked a few times, bringing her brother-in-law back into focus. Clearing her throat, she continued. “There’s a wound on the back of her head. Looks like blunt trauma.”

“What makes you certain it’s blunt trauma?” The deep-voiced query came from the dark-haired, blue-eyed Adonis, who crouched beside Henry, looking down at the body.

“Excuse me?”

He turned his gaze toward her at last, looking from the top of her messy hair down to her shod toes. A sardonic smile curved his lips. “You seem certain. Did you check the body?”

Mary clenched her teeth and jutted out her chin. “Would I have reached that conclusion if I had not? The wound is quite symmetrical in shape, and there is nothing on the floor or near the body that could have caused such a blow.”

He lifted a wide shoulder in a shrug before returning his attention to the body. “Her wrist is bruised,” he said. “She must have struggled with her attacker.” He pointed with a long slender finger. “And here, she’s been hit on her brow, too.”

Mary squinted, noticing a faint bruise on the brow. How had she missed that? Annoyance began to stir in her chest, and she wasn’t sure if it was directed at the young man in front of her, or herself.

Henry’s eyes narrowed as he studied the bruise. He rose to his feet. “Let’s begin studying the scene.”

“Here.” Mary pulled out the sheet she’d filled with notes from her dress pocket. “I made notes.”

“You took notes?” Adonis shot her a look that was part incredulous and part condescending.

“Yes.” Her hands settled on her hips, a challenging stance. “Do you have a problem with that?”

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “It’s just something amateurs do.”

“What? Just who do you think you are?”

Henry chose that moment to speak up. “Mary, this is Detective Bennet Brown.” 

Ah, so this was the promising new apprentice protégé that Henry had recently taken under his wing. Her competition.

To the other man, he said, “My sister-in-law, Her Royal Highness, Princess Mary Armstrong-Leeds.”

“Why do you have to introduce me as your sister-in-law first?” she challenged Henry, who only smirked. She looked at Henry’s other apprentice. “Detective Brown, it’s nice to finally meet you.” 

That was a lie. The man was in dire want of good manners, and right now he was trying to take over her case.

“A pleasure, Your Highness.” He stood up and swept into an elegant bow. 

Warmth crept up her cheeks from her neck and her lashes swept down for an infinitesimally short moment before her commanding personality took over. “I would prefer it if you address me as Mary. Your Highness is far too...” Stuffy, she wanted to say, but the man had already turned his attention away again.

She stuffed her notes back into her pocket, feeling quite disgruntled. “As I was saying,” she said, “I have already made a study of the scene. The attacker appears to have gained entry through the window, and—”

“With all due respect, Your Highness,” Detective Brown interrupted, “I don’t think you should be involved in solving this case. You knew the victim. We don’t even know if it’s a murder case yet, and you are already talking about an attacker.”

“Murder is quite apparent, according to my observations.”

He held up a hand in a dismissive gesture. “Your observations. And you are...what...an apprentice?”

“Well, so are you!”

“Yes, but I have many years more experience than you.”

Mary’s eyes narrowed and she smiled at him without humor. “I’ll have you know, Detective, that I have a science degree with a focus in forensics.”

“Impressive, no doubt.” He returned her smile. “But there is a limit to how much your esteemed degree can help you when you are wanting of experience.”

“And you appear to be oozing that experience, Detective?”

He tugged down his vest. He was dressed in simple daywear: a gray morning coat with matching vest and trousers. “Certainly. I joined your brother-in-law’s detective agency from the police. I have been working with them for a long time.”

“Hmm.” Mary tilted her head. “But there is a limit to how much your esteemed experience can help you when you are wanting of education, Detective.”

Surprisingly, a grin split across his handsome face. “Touché!”

Her heart beat a little faster at the sight. To hide her reaction, she batted her lashes at him, forming her lips into a small sultry pout, hoping the employment of her feminine charms would fluster him.

He appeared to be immune. 

“I still think your judgment cannot be trusted, because you knew the victim in this instance,” he said. “Detective DeHavillend might have another assignment for you, and leave this one to me.”

“You obviously give yourself far too much credit.” She rolled her eyes and laughed. “If your experience is so vast and credible, then why have I not heard of you before you started working with Henry?”

“Perhaps you’ve been too busy having a good time with your high-society friends?”

“Oh, so you’re one of those.” Her gaze swept over him, silently appreciating his chiseled features and broad shoulders, even as she felt her annoyance rise.

“One of what?” He folded his arms across his chest, the motion pulling his coat tight about his torso. 

“The Brahmin Challengers.”

The Brahmin Challengers was a title given by the press to members of the upper-middle class who challenged high society members, claiming their wealth and titles were unearned; and that they did not value or respect honest hard work. 

He shrugged, showing neither affront at her words, nor interest in pursuing the topic. Most people who challenged the lifestyle of the elite would argue with her when she called them out. This man, Bennet Brown, was hard to decipher.

“I’ve been around for a while,” he said at last. “It’s not my fault you don’t know every police officer in Boston.”

“I—”

“Enough!” Henry cleared his throat. “That is enough, the both of you.”

She straightened, her gaze meeting the detective’s, silently telling him they were far from through with the conversation. His grin conveyed his acceptance of her challenge.

“There is enough here for me to declare this a murder case. Brown, you will contact the police captain and arrange for an autopsy at the coroner’s office.”

“Of course, sir.” Without looking back at Mary, he exited the room.

“Why did you do that?” Her voice sounded sharp in her own ears and she winced. There was nothing she disliked more than sounding desperate.

“What did I do what?” Henry’s wry smile belied his look of innocence. He knew what he’d just done.

“You handed my case over to him.”

“It is not your case, and I did not hand it over to him. I am handling this case, and Detective Brown will be assisting me.”

“And me?” She folded her hands across her chest and jutted her chin forward.

His hand came down on her shoulder. “You, my dear, will go home.”

Mary unceremoniously removed his hand from her shoulder. “Do what at home, precisely?”

“Your mother might need you for something.”

“Henry, I can’t believe you are treating me this way. I insist you let me take the lead here. You know I have finished my exams and I am diligently working toward a career in criminalistics. You know I can do this.”

A sigh was pulled from him. “Brown is right, Mary. You don’t have enough experience to take this one on. Of course, I know you are highly capable. But murder? No.”

Fury stirred in her chest, rising up to her throat and almost choking her. “Whose fault is it that I don’t have experience?”

“Mary—”

“Who relegates my investigations to missing animals and the occasional theft, Henry?”

“You were studying, and needed to focus on your studies. Your brother would have killed me if you failed your exams because you were out following a lead. Remember how much effort it took to convince Penforth to allow you to study what you wanted.”

Her face fell at that memory. Penforth had only agreed to allow her to study the sciences if she could prove she could hold her own and perform well. 

“That is true,” she acknowledged. “But I am qualified now, and ready to take on more. What was the point of studying, if I can’t apply my new skills? Please, Henry. You need to let me take the lead.” A timely thought pushed itself to the fore of her mind. “Besides, you don’t have the time to lead on this, with Libby and your new baby.”

Her
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