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To my dearest children.

May God bless your journey through this life.
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Intro
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The Bridal party wore black each with a single signature white rose. The Bride, Amber Rose, had a stunning heart-shaped ruby necklace bound about her throat.

The rehearsal dinner was somber as hushed whispers carried on the air. The note had struck fear into each person’s heart. Even though the smashed wedding cake had been removed, the message of the broken bride still haunted them. Amber was excused to seek refuge in her dressing room. They sent Amber to her room with kisses. Once there, she was left alone, to rest...in peace.
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-FLAMES IN THE NIGHT-

May 1900

Burning embers floated into the haze-filled sky. Nightfall had come and with it a feeling of dread. Louise found herself standing by a crushed hedgerow that dripped with raindrops. Though the sky was no longer angry and threatening, it did nothing to comfort Louise. Tears fell from her eyes as she looked up through the haze into a beautifully clear night sky. Stars twinkled, and their joy seemed to mock her pain.

Terror and truth had left Louise scared and exhausted. She and Lila huddled close together under a blanket one of the townsmen had given them. It was Lila who finally broke the sorrowful silence.

“Do you think Aunt Polly will be found?” Lila asked in a soft trembling voice.

“I don’t know. Everyone is trying to help us, and I am sure they will do their best.” Louise replied just as softly.

“I’m glad your Auntie and Constable Davenport are okay,” Lila said.

“I am too,” Louise said as she turned to smile at Lila.

In the shadows, just to their left, at an ash-dusted table sat Constable Davenport and Miss Alcott. They sat in silence and thanks to a very well-placed hedgerow, neither were much harmed. Mr. Crooked Shanks was happily rubbing Miss Alcott’s skirt and legs. The Constable watched his men as they swarmed the grounds and the outer edges of the now smoldering cottage. They were currently working well into the night and morning was threatening to dawn.

It was a blessing that the rain had picked up just as the cottage burst into full flames. It was the massive downpour and some quick thinking that had saved their lives. Davenport stole a quick look at Miss Alcott and fought back the urge to smile. It was not really all that funny, but he could not help but to want to laugh. When he could not resist any longer, Davenport cleared his throat and finally broke the silence.

“Do you still love me?” he asked with a playful smile.

“What?” Miss Alcott exclaimed loudly, her eyes wide as saucers.

“Remember, just before your blasted cat came clawing through the boarded-up window...and I tore the planks off...” He said as his brow furrowed.

“I remember you tossing me through the hole in the window head-first onto the roof, which I then fell off of and into my best hedge! That’s what I remember, Constable Davenport!” Miss Alcott replied in a hissing tone.

“No, I remember quite well, you said you loved me.” Davenport couldn’t let it go and moved closer to put his hand on hers.

“I didn’t mean it in that way. I meant Christian love, Constable Davenport, besides, you threw me out a window and off a roof,” Miss Alcott huffed and pulled her hand away. Turning to face him, she then added, “I thought we were going to die!”

“I didn’t want to stand there and watch you burn to death!” said Davenport.

“I think it is time to talk about something else! If you don’t mind, Constable, I just lost my livelihood!” Miss Alcott all but screamed at him.

They were now glaring at each other like scorned lovers across the ash-laden table. They were oblivious to the fact that the people around them could hear and see them. Lila and Louise had both been struck with the giggles at the display.

“Lila, I think Constable Davenport might just end up my Uncle...” Louise giggled some more.

“I think so too!” Lila said through tears of hysterical laughter.

Davenport squared his shoulders and said, “How about we talk about how you lied to me!”

“Excuse me, I didn’t lie to you, Constable Davenport. I simply didn’t tell you things that were, and are, none of your business!” Miss Alcott said sharply back to him.

“I am a constable...” he started to say.

“You don’t say...” Miss Alcott said in a patronizing way, then added, “So I wasn’t fully truthful about my relationship with Louise...”

Davenport then interrupted with, “You don’t say...”

Miss Alcott rolled her eyes to heaven and then said, “She is my niece, my only niece, the daughter of my dead brother and it is a long messy story.”

“Well, Miss Alcott, I believe we have plenty of time to kill. Why don’t you tell me all about it?” Davenport said in a firm, authoritative tone.

“Well, now that you’ve mentioned it, exactly who do you think has been doing all this killing?” Miss Alcott asked cautiously.

“I can’t rightly say just yet, why don’t you tell me everything you know? I need facts and more information before I settle on motive and killer,” he replied evasively.

“I didn’t picture you as a man who could settle easily on anything, Lenard.” Miss Alcott said with a snicker.

“You are the most difficult woman! Why can’t you let me help you?” Davenport’s frustration could be heard as he replied.

“Help me? Maybe if I thought you could help me, I would trust you more.” She said bitterly as she swatted a bug that came to buzz them.

“Violet, whoever it was that hurt you, please remember I am not that person.” Davenport used one finger to touch the top of her pinkie.

“I could say the same to you, Lenard.” Miss Alcott replied in a softer voice with her eyes averted from his face.

“It is time we both move forward. Violet, whatever has been happening in your and Louise’s lives is getting out of control. Can you really afford to pass on my offer of help?” Davenport said as he gently touched her chin and guided her face back towards his.

“No, I need help. I can’t deny it any longer.” A sob escaped from Miss Alcott as she made her reply. Looking into Davenport’s beautiful calm sky-blue eyes, she finally realized her desperate need of him.

It was as though she had drifted back into the far reaches of memory as she began to tell the secrets she had kept buried for so long. The early morning light began to peak, and the shadows seemed to lift a little as she spoke to him.

“It was so long ago when the war in India was fresh, and men were itching to find themselves on the battlefield,” Miss Alcott said as she turned away from Constable Davenport.

“I remember those days well,” Davenport responded in a gruff tone.

“I had a half-brother, Samuel. Mother widowed soon after his birth and remarried just as he turned twelve. I came along shortly afterward. We lived happily enough for a long while. My cousin Amber Rose would stay with us at times until her reckless behavior drove Mother to banish her completely from our home. She was beautiful but given to wild passions. I never thought I would have dealings with that devil child ever again. It is funny what you will do for the love of another.” Miss Alcott paused to wipe tears from her eyes. She looked towards where Louise sat huddled with Lila.

“I see,” Davenport said as moved closer to her and placed his large hand on her tender shoulder.

“Amber was spoiled and given to wild schemes. She never could understand the word no. When she caught wind of my brother’s departure to India, via a nosy relation, whom I still have yet to forgive, she made excuses to follow him! In the end, she joined a party of unsavory character, and sailed to find him and work upon him to marry her! Why she was so fixated on him, I’ll never know. Perhaps it was merely her way of punishing my mother for refusing her admittance to our social circle.

Needless to say, she was less than a lady by the time she made her way to him. His tender heart was his ruin, and he married the wretch. God smiled in one respect and the child she was heavy with died.” Miss Alcott grimaced and added, “That’s dreadful of me I know, but I just can’t help but feel that way.

“Within the year following she fell pregnant with Louise and soon after her birth, unfortunately, Amber was back to her old ways, running up debts and getting involved with schemes. My brother had sent me word and asked me to keep his marriage and the child secret from our parents. Mother went to her deathbed thinking he had died unwed. Would that it had been so...but I must not think such things, I do love Louise dearly, and she is so like a daughter to me. The love her mother could not find for her must have been put into my own heart.” Miss Alcott paused for breath, and her shoulders heaved as she could no longer hold back her tears. Sobbing, she turned to Davenport, and he held her for a long while.

“So, when your brother died, and she showed up with Louise...” Davenport started to say.

Miss Alcott interrupted him saying in a horrified voice, “That’s just it, she didn’t bring Louise! No one knew, and I would have been called a petty liar to have said it! Samuel took his secrets to the grave. Amber showed up claiming to have been doing charity work at a hospital in India with some mission. She was dressed fine as could be and none knew her story to be false but myself!

She moved in with the same relative who had told her of my brother’s deployment to India. I put it to her directly that I knew she had a child and demanded that she give her to me at once. I’ll give her this one thing, she turned over Louise’s whereabouts to me without fuss. I corresponded quickly with the orphanage Amber had dumped Louise at and made plans to claim her.

The woman was a monster! While I sailed under the guise of visiting Samuel’s grave and collecting his things, she took advantage of my absence and began to court the man I loved! She fooled him into thinking her a lady and he very ridiculously asked for her hand.

It was at this point I had returned and put up Louise in the care of a dear friend ‘til I could break the news to Father. I retrieved the letters I had kept and would have exposed her had it not been for the deviousness of her betrothal. To do so upon her wedding day would have had them crying foul and accusing me of jealousy. As it was, I ended up accused of the wretch’s murder!”

“You? Accused of murder? Dear God, woman, this is a most foul tale indeed!” Davenport was shocked.

“Yes, for they thought me to be the last to see her alive and it was presumed my affection for the fool who was the bridegroom drove me to it. Imagine the shock on their faces when the veterinarian and my dearest friend showed up the next day to prove my innocence! I didn’t take Amber her tea at all. I have no clue who did, for I had found the poor dear soul Mr. Crooked Shanks in agony and bawling and slipped away to get care for him. As they were about to arrest me in comes Dr. Biller and my friend, Sisley Moret, carrying both Mr. Crooked Shanks and Louise! She was bawling and crying out for her mother. The child’s looks, and age made it plain she belonged to Amber, not me.

You can be assured the aftermath gave way to me being completely cleared of all charges, and that fool of a man being publicly ridiculed for almost marrying a notorious woman. Everyone there was blackened by that woman. Ruin. Absolute ruin. The most frightful thing was yet come, though.

“This is more complicated than just a handful of murders. I wish you had trusted me before now, but I am starting to understand why you didn’t.” Constable Davenport said looking around absently to see how the efforts to stop the fire were going. “Please do continue.” He motioned for her to go on with her story.

“Who killed Amber and why? It was over the box she had given Louise, which contained Louise’s birth certificate and the marriage license for her parents. What we failed to realize at the time is that it isn’t a standard box at all! It has some kind of secret compartment, there are these strangely shaped carvings which we assume need several things to open it. I have no idea what we might find inside, but I assume it won’t be good.

The truth of it is while in India I had learned that Amber had fallen in on her first voyage there with diamond smugglers. They assume it was the child of the head smuggler she miscarried! What a fiend Amber was. Even now she is the cause of upset! In death, she has left her child a target. Whatever secrets that horror stole, Louise might end up paying the price for them,” Miss Alcott mused worriedly.

“I presume the box has something to do with the missing necklace?” Davenport asked.

“Yes, I think it is one of the pieces needed to open the secret compartment of which Amber told me. I am not sure of what is inside, but I have heard rumor of a list of contacts drafted for the smugglers’ ring as well as a list of all known members. It will not shock me if that is what we find. Amber was cunning and cruel. She would have wanted some insurance for herself.” Miss Alcott said.

“But why leave it with the child?” Davenport asked, puzzled.

“She assumed it would be safe with the child and perhaps she wanted to shift the risk away from her own pretty little neck. She was a wickedly vain and selfish woman; she showed no remorse when she sent me to get Louise. She even told me outright that the box had secrets and if I wanted to keep Louise, I had best bring them home for her. From her own lips came the impression that she had the missing documents. I have of late found out that Lila’s Aunt Polly, who pretended to befriend me and sold me this cottage, actually, was also involved in the same smuggling ring!

Miss Alcott sighed. “You must understand, the contents of that box must be known. Several people are working in secret to discover the head of the organization. Lives have been lost, Lenard, and these people will not let us go. We have failed to find another means of opening the box. We can’t afford to lose it. We know too much and are too deep into this now to run from the danger. That box is all Louise has of her mother’s, and though she doesn’t show it, I know she is loath to part with it. This severely handicaps me in my efforts, for though I would dearly love to smash it to pieces, I will never destroy it for as long as Louise cherishes it.”

“You still have the box, and I assume you have what is needed to open it too?” Davenport asked as he frowned.

“Yes, I have the box, and I’m ashamed to admit Louise has stolen two of the three items needed to open it. I really didn’t want her too, but we need to end this. We thought we could get it open. We could then hand off what we find inside to the right authorities, and she could keep the box and walk away safe.” Miss Alcott finished saying between sobs.

“My God, woman! That makes my part in this very troubling. We shan’t speak here any longer. Too many people coming and going. Hush now and let us gather the young ladies.” Davenport said.

Davenport and the ladies gathered by a small carriage, as a young boy came to him with a note. Miss Alcott was puzzled by his actions as she watched Davenport read the letter and quickly tuck it away in his inner vest pocket. There were not yet many she trusted this side of India, yet, somehow, her view of the Constable Lenard Davenport had changed, and she was somewhere between fearful of her having mistaken his loyalties and excited that she may have finally found an ally in all this intrigue.
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-DARK WATERS-

The rain pounded down, and the waters churned in a fury. It had been an accident, and her lovely face with a look of horror upon it swirled through his mind as he fought to hold fast to the rotten tree trunk. James couldn’t get past the timing of what had happened and was thanking God in his weary heart for the providence of a rotted tree to cling to when the waters lulled, and his ride slowed. He saw a small bank overgrown with tall reeds.

“Thank you, God!” James said aloud as he made his way to the shore.

He pulled himself forward in the shallow part of the water then laid down surrounded by reeds on a small wet patch of the bank. Breathing heavily, he looked up at the calming sky. The storm raged on from behind him, but here, almost 2 miles downstream from the cottage, it was peaceful, and only a few drops of rain fell from the clearing sky.

As he lay still, he thought he heard a strange sounding whistle. Then suddenly from the direction of the nearest clump of trees just in front of him came the sound of voices. Something about the way the two voices sounded caused James to feel it best to hide further into the reeds.

“Ye foolish woman! Ye left without it. How are we to get the diamond now? Ye know they have everything needed to destroy us all!” A male voice said in a deep vicious tone.

“What choice did I have? If you hadn’t placed the skeleton on that wall...” The female voice hissed.

“How was I supposed to know that was your father’s remains? Exactly how did ye think I was going to get those nosy interlopers out of the passage so ye could get the blasted box smuggled out to me?” The man growled at the woman.

“I told you I killed the old fool and not to go into the east wing passages! What did you think, the skeleton was a decorative piece...?” She hissed back at him.

“Ye have to go back! I know that woman has the box!” He said.

“We have waited all these years; a bit longer won’t kill us!” She hissed at him.

“That is where you’re wrong, it just might make us swing!” He replied angrily.

“Love, they might swing you, but I am not going to be taken so easily. There are places that I can disappear to still. India isn’t the only rat hole to hide in.” She replied hatefully.

“Ye shan't be going to no Cairo doll.” He sneered at her.

Fast as lightning he wrapped the soaked shirt he had stripped off around her neck. She gave a scream that was choked away quickly. James was shocked and unsure as to what he should do. Before he could jump up and rush to the aid of a most unworthy woman he heard the man moan and the woman began to choke as she took gulps of air. Laying still he waited to hear what would happen next.

“Ye wench! Ye stuck me with a dagger!” the man hissed in pain.

“Well, you needed a reminder that I am not to be toyed with. Choke me again, and I will end you. Oh, and he knows who you are, and if I don’t go to him soon you’ll beg to hang!” She hissed back.
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JAMES WAS IN AGONY and prayed to God for them to just leave. The moral conundrum of what to do if they should try again to kill each other hung over his soul. The horror of what they must have done to the others made him grow even more eager to escape from them. He was terrified. Footsteps moving away from him echoed in his ears. He was exhausted and scared. Laying looking up into the sky, he kept praying for God to have mercy on him and send him help. James knew there was no way to tell if he was really alone now. To climb from his hiding place would be to take a chance of being seen by one of the two voices. There was no safe choice. Laying there much longer would be the death of him from exposure and his wounds. He had to act fast, but he was terrified of what he might find waiting for him.

“Is this what Hell is? Oh, God please, please save me! I need you to save me! I am so helpless, and I can’t ... I just can’t...” James prayed desperately inside his mind.

Just as he was about to dare to move, he heard a whistling and his name being called then cussing as the sound of dogs barking carried towards him. God had heard his prayers! James was relieved to hear someone familiar calling his name. They had sent a search party out to find him! Furthermore, he knew the voice to be that of the old town vicar and if you couldn’t trust a man of God who could you? The voice came closer as the last of the sound of running feet died away in the distance.

––––––––
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JAMES PULLED HIMSELF up saying, “Praise God! Oh, praise God! Here! I am over here! Help me!” He cried out to the old vicar.

“I’m coming! Hold on my son!” Came the reply from the old vicar.

The vicar rushed to James who had crawled from his hiding place. He knelt down and helped James to stand up. James was shaky and weak but the fear of the two voices, one which he had no doubt of belonging to Aunt Polly filled him with motivation to escape.

“We must get clear of this place fast! Get me out of here, but not where others will know I am alive. Not yet anyway! I have troubling news to tell and would like to live to do so!” James said in a raspy voice. He looked around quickly and felt unease growing as he thought of the voices.

“Hurry old man let’s make for the vicarage and get me cleaned up. I must send word to Davenport in secret as soon as possible! The game is afoot!” James said after they had started towards the forest path that led to the vicarage.

“Dear boy you know this makes no sense to me! Why would you wish to pretend to be dead? What on earth has happened?” The old vicar asked.

“Old man I have stumbled onto a wicked bit of intrigue! I heard Polly Havilland talking to a man before you arrived! That woman is not to be trusted! If the dogs hadn’t been barking and you had not yelled out surly, I would have been found and silenced. Now make hast we have to away!” James replied as he tried to go faster than before.

The Vicar paused and said, “James, my son, I am both glad I sent my servant boy back to his mother and a bit sorry of it. You are a bit heavy on me old bones.”

“I am sorry old man, I am trying to hold up best I can. I am very weary of this intrigue and in need of some rest.” He replied as he steadied himself better and they once again made a quick pace for town.

The dawn had peaked, and the two men moved quickly into the remaining shadows. They stopped only once to conceal James with the vicar’s cloak. Not many people where about the town yet. Most had emptied out towards the cottage to watch or help with the fire and search.

Once inside the vicar’s humble home, James wrote a letter to Davenport explaining in great detail what had transpired since he went missing. He asked to have his current position kept secret until Davenport could make his move on those involved. The vicar sealed it with his own seal and called his servant boy, who were milling about, looking put out at having his mom refuse to let him return to where the action was.

“Boy, I say do hear me? I have a letter I need delivered!” The old vicar bellowed.

“Yes, sir!” the boy replied and made haste to the vicar.

The boy’s mother also came forth to see what need the old vicar had of her child.

“Say, here now vicar, what is this you have in mind for me boy?” the lady asked.

“I have to make certain this letter is given to Constable Davenport at once! I have returned from the search as I am too old and weak to continue it. He must be told of my news at once. None other should read this letter. It is official police business.” The old vicar said to her in a stern tone.

“Aye, yes sir! Pardon me for my curiosity! Me Lad Henry here will be right smart with it!” She gave in reply.

“Henry, you heard him- hop to it! Don’t you dare hand it over to anyone but Constable Davenport.” The mother motioned for her son to take the letter as she instructed him.
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