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Dedication
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​

This book is dedicated to everyone you hate!

Sorry. Life’s like that sometimes.

*Waves*
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Introduction

Five Main Elements of a Mystery
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A mystery is a story that has five essential but important elements. These five components are the characters, the setting, the plot, the problem, and the solution. These fundamental elements keep the story running smoothly and allow the clues to the mystery's answer to be revealed logically so the reader can follow. 

The characters are the individuals that the story is about. I introduce my characters in the story with enough information that the reader can visualize each person. This is achieved by providing detailed descriptions of a character’s physical attributes and personality traits. Every story should have a main character. The main character determines how the plot or mystery will develop and is usually the person who will solve the problem the story centers upon. However, the other characters are also essential because they can provide clues to solve the mystery, or they may even try to throw the main character (and you, the reader) off track. All characters remain true to their description throughout the story so the reader can understand and believe the action taking place—and perhaps even predict which character may do what next. 

The setting is an already established location in earlier novels, Black Rock Cove, on the western coastline of Oregon. As the author, I have described the environment of the mystery in such detail that you, the reader, feel that you can picture the scene. Everyday settings can help a reader to better visualize the story. Using a familiar environment for a mystery can be entertaining so that the reader feels even more connected to the plot! 

The plot is the story around which my entire novel, or in this case, my three books in the Demon Gorge Trilogy, are based. My plot has an obvious beginning, middle, and end—with all the necessary descriptions and suspense—so that you, my friend, can make sense of the action and follow along from the very start of Book 1 to the finish of Book 3. 

Every mystery has a problem to solve, usually who committed a crime and why. I have filled this suspenseful mystery with clues so that you, the reader, can try to solve the puzzle along with the characters. Sometimes, an author may insert a false hint just to throw the character off.

The solution to the problem is how the action is resolved—finding a missing item or the person who stole it, or even falsely accusing the person whodunnit, for example. The solution must be believable. When writing a mystery genre, I am always sure to include all the clues necessary for finding the answer in the story somewhere (even if they are hidden very sneakily). 

Happy Reading.
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Chapter ONE

Standing in the Shadow of Death
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Christian Lucas read the note for the fifth time.  

“Before you start and read my letter, you must know this. Mister Serafin isn’t my father. He is my grandfather.  I am Elise Austin.”

The young man was beside himself with amazement and sorrow.

One thought, and one thought alone, filled his mind... Aurora Serafin, the good and beautiful young woman he loved with all his heart, was not who she said she was. There was no way he kept thinking that the woman he worshiped with all her angelic attributes could be one and the same: the convicted murderer he had come to hate for the terrible murder she did back in the States.

The man sat in his hotel room and kept shaking his head. He couldn’t believe it. He had just been given a stunning blow and stared at the paper the letter was written on, paralyzed, utterly incapable of coming to reason with the matter.

Aurora Serafin and Elise Austin were one and the same woman! It was incredible! It was impossible... even though he read it so from her own handwriting.

He jerked on the collar of his shirt as a sudden sense of suffocation overcame him. He tried to breathe! Rising from his chair, he walked over like a drunken man to the bay window and raised it. He sucked in the ocean air and then fell back into his chair and stared at the whitecaps over the bay.

Elise Austin and Aurora Serafin one!

Christian knew he needed to wake up from this nightmare. He had talked so much of this most detestable Elise Austin until, at length, he put them together in his dreams. The young man needed to pinch himself and wake up from this bad dream! He did just that!

He sat in his chair and looked around the room. Nothing changed. It was still a hotel room. There was the manuscript given to him lying on the floor.

Nope! He hadn’t been dreaming. He knew now that he was wide awake and had come face to face with a hideous and ghastly reality. Aurora Serafin and Elise Austin were one and the same and were lost to him forever and ever! It was then it hit him so hard. There could be no possible thought of marriage with her... a convict for life in the penal settlement in Lourenco Marques for life.

Aurora Serafin must be as innocent as an angel. That’s even considering the overwhelming evidence that the two names represented the same woman.

Aurora Serafin had to be innocent. The man could not have been associated with her kindness and tenderness for six weeks and not realize that such guilt ascribed to Elise Austin was utterly impossible for her.

He thought, “How in the world had such a net of circumstantial evidence involved Aurora in it’s meshes. Will the rest of her letter explain that?”

As he sat in his chair staring at the letter he held in his lap, he wasn’t ready to read the rest of Aurora’s words. The letter's opening statement caused terrible excitement in his emotions over the last thirty minutes. It almost exhausted all his strength. After that, he was as weak as a young child.

He reached over to the table and uncorked his welcome gift of one of Lourenco Marques’s finest wines left on the side table. He began to drink it until it was wholly consumed. Then, he took and began to read the rest of the letter.

“The Story of Elise Austin.

Dearest friend, who has been so wonderful towards me, I feel I must be true to you. No more lies.

I began this letter by acknowledging that, but for my own fault, I should never have been put in the terrible position in which I stand this very day... doomed to die for an awful crime that I never was capable of committing.

Dearest of dear friends! You have come and wish to help me with the circumstances that I must tell you something of my early life to explain what is to follow.

“I am the only child of Anthony Austin, the second son of Anthony Austin the III of Rock Island, and of Aurora Serafin, only daughter of Viktor Serafin. I don’t remember anything about my parents except that I lost them when I was two years old.

My childhood was passed happily under the guardianship of my father’s older brother, George William Austin, of Rock Island.

My uncle didn’t have any children. That made me, in all rights, the heir presumptive of the estate. I was spoiled by my aunt and uncle. I loved my uncle to the ends of the earth and my mother I adored to no end. She was my aunt only by marriage.

When I was seven years old, there was talk of someone being hired to take care of me. The thought of my aunt not being with me during the day was unbearable. With an incredulous smile, my uncle remarked that he hoped my aunt wouldn’t find cause to regret so much of her freedom being lost with such an undertaking.

However, if she ever regretted such a choice, she never expressed it to me.

Another wonderful and blessed seven years passed. Then, when I was almost thirteen, my aunt’s health began to drop. She was forty-five years old, and my uncle was fifty-five.

My aunt didn’t have any kind of disease, nor do I think she should have died other than heartbreak. I didn’t stumble when I said, heartbreak! You shall know now what happened.

About this time, a distant cousin came to visit us because my dear aunt was failing health-wise. She was a penniless widow of no more than thirty-one or two. In person, she was a beauty and looked like an angel. But, in her character, she was self-seeking and as subtle as a demon.

While using her privileges of relationship, she started to absorb all my uncle’s time... and attention. This all happened over several months.

My aunt was left confined to her bedroom from her illness and utterly neglected. Her only company was the maid, Jenny, and me. 

Understand that I had just turned thirteen. I didn’t at first recognize what my uncle was doing as improprieties. I was too young, I suppose. I knew nothing about the real world. Under the circumstances, I thought it was my uncle’s duty to entertain the lady guests. I felt sorry for him and vexed with her, especially when my aunt would look at me with sad eyes and ask, ‘Elise, darling, where’s your uncle?’

I was compelled to answer that he was with Mrs. Murphy.

I began to wish that Mrs. Murphy would just leave... go home! I thought she might finally see that she was a nuisance at our home, especially to my poor uncle, who wanted to spend some time in the day with my aunt.

One day, I was alone in my aunt’s bedroom, arranging some of the tulips of the spring in small vases on her table. Jenny came in carrying an embroidered quilt and placed it on the sofa. She no sooner laid the quilt down, turned around, and said, ‘I hope Mister Austin will find time today to come and sit with the Mrs.’

I told her that he couldn’t. He was going by rail to Portland to show Mrs. Murphy the ruins of the old castle on the river she so anxiously wanted to see.

“Nonsense,” muttered the maid, with an expression of detestation and scorn.

“Encouraged by this tacit sympathy, I quickly added, ‘I wish to the Lord above that woman would just pack her bags and leave our place.

‘She is about her business, Miss Elise. Never you doubt that for one second!’

“What do you mean by that, Miss Jenny?” I demanded, annoyed and anxious by the maid’s tone and manner.

“She knows her business, Miss Elise, and the woman has set herself about it in earnest. I am sure your aunt sees that as well as I do, although she doesn’t say anything.”

“Jenny, why can’t you speak in clear words. What is her business?"

"To become the second wife of your uncle!”

“At these words, I fell into a whirlwind of fury. I uttered several wild threats. I went almost crazy at what she said, and my words at the time were produced afterward in a court of law.”

“Oh, although upset, I still remember saying that woman shall never be my uncle's second wife. I said I would kill her first, the evil woman. I said I would kill her with my bare hands before she could succeed in taking my aunt’s place in the house. I continued to say all the ways I was going to kill her. I was mad as could be. I repeated my words over and over in my blind fury.

Two other housekeepers passing the bedroom paused, listened, and were aghast at my state of rage.”

“For the love of the Lord, Miss Elise, dear girl, be quiet. We shall have the entire house about our ears! Look at the two housekeepers and how they are staring.”

The two young women continued their way, pale and in shock.

“Oh, goodness, Miss Elise, your aunt must have heard you shouting and is frightened out of her senses.”

“Well, friends reading my letter, please understand that warning stopped me at once. I wouldn’t hurt my aunt on any account.

I had never liked Mrs. Murphy, but from that exact moment, and I know it is a strong word, I hated her with such bitter hatred. I pitied my poor aunt with such intensity that it broke my heart.

From that day forward, I looked at her ... her hollow eyes, gray hair, and sweet pale face. Then, I would need to leave the room to hide my tears.

Every time I saw Mrs. Murphy, I thought if only I could strike her dead with a glance of my eyes. I thought how nice it would be if she got smallpox or some disease and withered away. Oh, how I wished and wished.

There was no further hiding my hatred, and I shuddered at it. They were compelled to testify of that at my trial.

This terrible woman had deliberately won my foolish old uncle’s affections from in wife, who lay ill in her bed. She would flaunt her fresh and blooming beauty daily. This was the entire time my aunt was in bed, pale, gray, and whose heart was breaking even faster than her health!

No one saw what was happening except for Miss Jenny and myself. This terrible woman was killing my sweet and gentle aunt! How could I help hating her unto death?

Once I went in and talked with my aunt.

“Why doesn’t Mrs. Murphy go home? She has been here almost six months, and her children must miss her dearly. Does she not care for them?”

“Her children, dear, are at a boarding school and can only see their mother at Christmas, Easter, and the summer holidays.”

“I still don’t understand. Why does she not go back to her own home?” Elise persisted.

“While her daughters are in school, she visits with different friends.”

“I don’t understand. She has been here for almost six months. Why in the world doesn’t she go and visit another one of her friends and share her pleasant personality with them.”

“I suppose, dear, she finds her stay with us more agreeable than elsewhere.”

“Oh, I wish I could make them disagreeable to her! I wish I could—-.”

“Hush, honey,” said my aunt.

“Why don’t you just write her a note or something and tell her that it is no longer convenient to entertain her? Then, I will take it to her... with pleasure if you write it.”

“No, sweetheart. If I wrote such a note, it would displease your uncle.”

“Oh, my God, Auntie... displease my uncle? Who cares if it would? You have the right to send her away. She’s taking up every free moment of his time that ought to be passed with you!”

“Hush, my dear. Look at me. I am weak and sick. I’m going away from this earth soon. I’m ready. I want to go away to that love that will never disappoint me... or fails me. I wish to depart in perfect peace with all the world, sweetheart.”

I was mad and said, “Auntie, what do you mean? Do you mean to let that woman kill you... and never say a word?”

“Quiet your voice, my darling. I mean only this. I wish to have peace in the few remaining days I have left in my life. I wish to depart with peace. What good would it do at this time during the end of my life to cause so much drama while the earth fades from my vision and Heaven brightens?”

“I looked at my aunt and decided that if she wouldn’t write the note to that evil woman, I would just go and speak to her myself. I was so uncalm. I had to get my composure together before talking to her.

I went to Miss Jenny, busy in my aunt’s closet, to talk with her. “Jenny, I am so nervous. My heart is pounding in my chest and throat as if it would choke me. My brain is about to burst. Every limb of my body is trembling where I can barely stand. And listen to me talk. You can tell yourself that I can’t speak steadily.”

“Yes. Yes, I can see all of that, my dear. Why are you so tense.”

“That terrible woman, of course!”

“Oh, Elise, honey, you must control yourself. You must stop thinking about that woman.”

“Jenny, I do not wish to betray myself. I am going downstairs to talk with that woman. I need that pill you give to my auntie to calm her down. What is it? Please, give me some.”

“It is a sedative I give her per the doctor’s instruction. I would not like to fool with it without his okay.”

“How much do you give her?”

“It doesn’t make any difference how much I give her. It might react wrong with your system and kill you. I would be in the electric chair for sure for poisoning you!”

I walked to the medicine cabinet, pulled out the sedative, and took a spoonful. My blood suddenly fell calm. It was an incredible feeling losing all those symptoms of going crazy.

I went downstairs as though I was forty years old and not thirteen. I went into the library, where Mrs. Murphy sat reading a book and making eyes at my uncle. He listened to her and laughed.

“Uncle,” I said, “I’ve something to say to Mrs. Murphy. Will you please excuse us? I must be left alone for a few minutes.”

“Indeed, a message from your aunt, perhaps,’ he said, rising while Mrs. Murphy closed her book but keeping her thumb in her place.

My uncle left the room.

I was alone with that demon of a woman and myself.

’Have you a message from your aunt to me, my love?’ she said.

“No, ma’am, I have no message from my aunt to you. It is unlikely my aunt would send a message to you.”

“But you have something to say to me, my dear?” she said, smiling.

“Yes, ma’am, I have this to say! You have been here almost six months. You have so completely engrossed the attention of my uncle that he has had no time to give to his wife, my aunt, who is an invalid in the bedroom upstairs. Everyone in the house notices this and blames you for it. The doctor and all the servants talk about it. Someone needs to tell you, and I am the one selected. You should go away and leave my aunt and uncle to be together in her last dying days.”

“Oh, my goodness, child. I have made excuses to all my friends about how your family needs my help, and I must remain here. I’m sorry that people here talk about me, but that shouldn’t prevent me from helping. It’s my duty.”

“So, Mrs. Murphy, what you are saying is that you will not go?”

“No, child, I must not.”

“You will stay here hoping to become my uncle's second wife when my aunt dies?”

“Is that what all the people are saying?”

“It’s just what everyone thinks of you, ma’am.”

“Oh, how unjust they are! How little they know me, little one.”

“I never told my aunt of the conversation I had with Mrs. Murphy. Neither did that terrible woman mention a word to my uncle or complain. Obviously, her tactics were to avoid all disturbance and maintain complete harmony in the house.

My sweet aunt faded gradually away and was correct in her assumption that she wouldn’t live much longer. Then, about three weeks after my conversation with Mrs. Murphy, she passed quietly away.

Then, my uncle was seized with sudden remorse. He felt terrible for how he treated my aunt, shut himself up in his room, and left all arrangements for the funeral in the hands of the butler and his CPA.

On the day of my aunt’s death, Mrs. Murphy came to me and said, ‘I must leave you, sweet love. Of course, I grieve, but you must be aware that it would not be proper for me to remain in this house while your uncle is grieving.”

“I will never forget. I shouted, ‘Go! Go! You have finished your work here, Mrs. Murphy. You have won the husband's heart and broken the wife's heart! So just go and let the Lord judge you, ma’am.”

The woman said, “You are just anxious right now, child. You will be more just to me when you are much calmer.” The woman stooped down and tried to give me a kiss, but I ran away and left the room. She later left the house!”

*****
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“After the funeral, my uncle continued to be miserable for several days.

All my uncle’s fondness for me came back. He was always visiting with me and helping me make a tree house, as sweet as he could be. He never dreamed in a million years that my aunt knew of his devotion to her rival and that she had secretly broken her heart over it. I never did drop a hint to my uncle that could have enlightened him about all that was happening.

The name of Mrs. Murphy was no longer spoken in the house. Remorse, undoubtedly, kept my uncle quiet on this matter, and my pride and hatred restrained me.

I had hoped and thought that we would never hear from or see that woman again. Ahhh, but little did I know or understand human nature!

This was when it all started to happen.

My uncle became restless. He would leave the house on business and not return for a week. He would do this every month for three months. Then he came home with an entire work crew who began repainting and installing new carpets, and new furniture arrived daily.

Still, I had no suspicion of what was soon to follow.

If Miss Jenny was still here, she would have enlightened me, but she left and joined another household for work.

The entire interior of our home was turned upside down. Confusion and things that changed everywhere were happening for several weeks.

Then, a week after completion, my uncle left on business again.  When he was gone for a month, a letter arrived from London explaining that he was returning home and bringing with him a new wife, Mrs. Austin. 

This news, of course, was a terrible shock to me. I had already developed a malignant hatred for this new woman in my uncle’s life.

When they arrived, I stayed in my room and refused to meet them. Then my uncle came to my room.

He tried to embrace me, but I didn’t let him. I immediately went off on him. ‘Uncle, you shall never kiss me again as long as you live! You have brought that demon of a woman here to take the place of my aunt whom you and she killed between you! Yes! You killed my sweet aunt between the two of you, and you know it, Uncle. I hate you both! I hope the Lord will punish both of you!”

My uncle told me that if I couldn’t behave, which I couldn’t, he would have no choice but to send me to Portland to a private school. He knew that I was glad to do just that. All I wanted was not to set sight on the woman who had killed my sweet aunt as surely as if she had stabbed her through the heart!

It was January when I was admitted to my new school in Portland. I remained and made good grades until the end of the term in May. My uncle came to pick me up and bring me home for the summer holidays. I refused to go home with him if the new woman was in the house. He returned home and left me there for the summer and another semester.

It was Christmas time. My uncle came to get me. I should say that he was always good to me. He wanted me to spend Christmas at our home with him. This was when he told me that I had a baby cousin, an infant boy, who, to be sure, was born the new heir to the estate. I was no longer the heiress of the Rock Island Estate. However, he told me not to fret as he would leave me richly provided for by his will.

I told him I didn’t want the estate or all the money he was promising. All I wanted was to never set foot in the place again... and never set my eyes on the woman who murdered my aunt or on her son.

I know those were strong and bitter words, I told him. But believe it or not, they scarcely expressed the strength and bitterness of how I felt.

This was when my uncle, with some dignity, said he would never ask me to come to the Rock Island Estate again, or even allow me for that matter, and left me again.

Neither one of us kept our word. I stayed another year at school and got a letter from my uncle. The handwriting was weak and shaky. The letter said he was ill and was told by the doctor that he would probably only have another six months to live. He wanted me to spend Christmas with him, the last one he would ever have. He said I would understand and that he was writing me his letter from his soon-to-be deathbed.

As I read the letter, every bit of resentment I had for my uncle went out the window. Instead, I wrote back to him, expressing my sorrow and assuring him of my love and gratitude for all the goodness he showed me over the fourteen years of my life.

I wrote back to him and said the school would break for the Christmas Holidays in a few weeks, and I would come home to stay with him.

When school was out, I went home as promised to my uncle and found him lying in his bed, nearer to death than I had anticipated.

I also found the infant boy, now aged thirteen months, the new heir to the estate, and Darlene and Josephine Murphy, the two daughters of Mrs. Austin’s first marriage.

In addition, I also found that all my uncle’s staff was fired and replaced with entirely new staff from the butler, the maid, and the housekeepers. They were all devoted to her.

“The infant boy was the idol of the entire household. The two stepdaughters of my uncle were recognized as young ladies in the house. However, there was a difference between the two of them. Darlene, the eldest girl of seventeen years, was a youthful image of her mother and quite beautiful with long blonde hair. She was elegantly dressed whenever she was out and about.

Josephine, the fifteen-year-old younger, was plainly dressed, with blue eyes and a very frail figure. Moreover, she was always dressed shabbily. For all these reasons, I became more interested in the poor girl.

I was my uncle’s constant companion. His wish was that I remain in his room and by his bed as much as possible. Every day he told me that not one time did he ever cease to love me as a daughter. He also told me I was well provided for in his last will and testament and said that my new aunt was very amiable and wanted to make me happy.

I promised him I would treat my aunt decently in his presence for his sake.

One week after Christmas, my poor uncle passed away, with him holding my hand in his own.

After my uncle passed from this world, his last will and testament were read. He did not lie to me. On the contrary, he made ample provision for me but had put my care in my inheritance into the hands of his wife as the guardian of my person and the trustee of my property and money.

“Oh, I assure you, those were bitter pills to swallow!”

Mrs. Austin made an overnight change after the reading of the Will.

She no longer showed me any kind of kindness or conduct toward me. I was also treated with contempt by the new lady of the house and with insolence by all the new servants she hired who were loyal to her.

Matters get worse. She took away my separate bedroom and sitting room and gave them to her oldest daughter. She stuck me and her other daughter, Josephine, in a bedroom used for servants. It was tiny, and four of us had to share the same bathroom. Then, I was ordered to watch over her as it wasn’t safe for herself or others that she should be left alone.

I mentioned earlier in this writing how she excited my compassion. But, over time, I came to know her, and she inspired me with fear and dislike. She was sly, cruel, and very vindictive.

She confided in me, in secret, that she hated her entire family... her mother most of all.

I told her how wrong it was of her to hate her own mother.

Josephine told me she was only trading hate with her mother. She said her mother was very ashamed of her and would just as soon have her dead and out of the way.

Josephine had, among other infirmities, the dangerous habit of sleepwalking.

I would wake up at night, and she wouldn’t be in bed. I got up, flipped on a flashlight, and looked for her. Most of the time, she would be loitering aimlessly in the hallways. Finally, I would wake her up and lead her back to her bed.

But now on with my story as the catastrophe was getting close.

It happened in the middle of the winter. Mrs. Austin came into the house and had mud all over her boots. She shouted at me to get over where she was sitting in the hallway and take off her shoes. Well, I flatly refused to do so.

Oh, God, a disgraceful scene ensued. I can’t even repeat it here.  But I can say she was going to hire me out as one of the servants at the neighbors up the road. I got so angry and flung myself out of her presence in a fury of passion. I used awful words again that were once again used against me during my trial.

I was given a sedative in my milk that evening that caused me to sleep long and deeply.

The following day, I was aroused by the confusion that rolled through the house. I was still in bed next to Josephine. Neither of us had moved at all during the night.

One of the housekeepers burst into our room, her eyes staring at her clothes in disorder. She was shouting that the infant child was missing from his crib in the nursery. He couldn’t be found anywhere. Mrs. Austin was beside herself with grief and terror.  They wanted to know if Josephine or I had seen the infant since the day before.

Oh, God, that was such a terrible morning. But unfortunately, we were too startled by our rude awakening to understand precisely what was happening.

Well, my dear friend, I share this letter with knows all the hideous details of the tragedy that followed. I don’t need to repeat it here.

I think I was suspected from the very first. This suspicion, however, never got into the papers.

I was accused after the infant's body was found at the bottom of the well. To my amazement, the first witness at the trial was my roommate, Josephine, who I had slept next to the entire night. We were awakened together.

Amid a crying breakdown on the bench, which I think proved her reluctance to tell the story, she testified that about three o’clock in the morning of the murder, I got out of bed, took the key out of our bedroom door, and walked out the door with it and went downstairs. She continued, crying in between questions, and said that I returned about an hour later and said she remembered the time because the grandfather clock in the hallway struck four bells.

Her testimony at the trial, as false and perplexing as it was to me, was the first link in that fearful chain of circumstantial evidence which was made up for my destruction.

You have seen by now how each link after link was found and fitted until the entire fatal sequence of affairs was complete!

The jury came with a guilty verdict, and I was charged with the murder of my infant cousin, awaiting the action of the jury and the judge on what my sentence was going to be... a prisoner in exile or the electric chair.

The first night I spent in my cell, I lay too stunned to think or feel anything. I didn’t have a friend in the world, for no one came near me except the jail guards.

But you entered the next day when the key unlocked my door and the bright morning sun streamed into my cell. You sat down on the cot beside me, took my hand, and told me that you were Viktor Serafin of Oak Hill, my grandfather, and my mother’s father and that you came to help me and, if possible, to save me from death.

I had never seen your face before! I hadn’t heard your name mentioned! I didn’t even know of your existence.

Oh, but I loved you from that very first moment... a love so complete that it filled my soul. You came to me like an angel sent from Heaven. You told me that my face, figure, voice, everything was almost a spitting image of my mother... your only child.

Even just as important, you believed in my innocence... You told me it was impossible that I could ever have imagined such a terrible crime, much less commit it. You then said you would move the earth and the heavens and not quit until you proved me innocent.

Oh, Grandfather, you have kept your word!

You spent a fortune on my trial. Your first objective was to save me from the electric chair. Then, you said should they lessen my punishment and send me to the worse penal colony in the world, Lourenco Marques in Mozambique, you would go with me there and spend another fortune and build a home in the forest and make me a home!

I don’t know what the end will be, Grandfather, in living or death. But my heart is bound to you by the strongest bonds of love, gratitude, and veneration.

I now, once more, say that my love for you will last my lifetime. I will take on the name you give me when we go to our new home of peace, my angel’s mother’s name, your angel daughter’s name,

Aurora Serafin

“Oh, my God,” Christian Lucas said when he finished the letter. “My martyred love is innocent! But she is still lost to the world and me unless I can prove her to be so! Therefore, I will take my entire fortune and devote my life and all my wealth, if necessary, to the one sacred object in my life for the acquittal of her name and fame!

​
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Chapter TWO

Dark Days Follow the Trial
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“Yes! Yes! Here and now, I pledge my entire life, if necessary, to this most sacred honor to this most sacred cause.” He turned the manuscript over and saw a few pages with different ink in writing added to the end. The date at the top was the morning of that day, and the words that were written said, 

“You will see by the narrative, my friend, that it was written in those dark days I remained in jail awaiting the final verdict from the jury.

It is scarcely necessary to add that my dear grandfather, by superhuman efforts, succeeded in procuring a commutation of the death penalty to that of transportation for life to these penal colonies in Mozambique.

He did everything feasibly possible to ameliorate my conditions in prison, where I was kept while waiting for the prison ship to sail.

Ahead of my voyage, he sent agents and contractors overseas to select a site and began building our home there. He put together numerous containers with the finest furnishings where nothing was spared... furniture, books, pictures, statues... everything to fit into a new home and embellish a comfortable and refined place to live.

He would visit every day, keep my spirits up, and tell me about the progress of our new home nestled on a plateau in the mountains, a long way from anyone or anything that might endanger us.

He worked so diligently that by the time the prison ship was ready to set sail, his own arrangements were completed.

He saw me off. He worked out a special incentive with the captain to soften for me the hardships on the vessel and my voyage to Mozambique. He urged me to hang on to my courage, pray whenever my heart began to fail, and keep faith that he would be in Lourenco Marques, ready to receive me when I got there. He had already worked out with the prison to have me assigned as a servant in his home in the mountains, not more than an hour's drive from the prison.

In my final writing, I do not wish to speak of that awful voyage on the prison ship. The ship I was on was old, slow, and, most of all, unseaworthy. 

When my ship arrived in Lourenco Marques, my dear grandfather was on the docks. I can see him now as I did when I came.  His tall figure was clothed in black with a white necktie. His head was bare, with his long white hair blowing in the breeze. He held in his hand a black felt hat.

I was allowed to land onshore first. 

When we stepped onto the wharf, my grandfather met me, took me in his arms, and warmly embraced me. His jeep was there, ready to whisk me away to the warden.

We signed all the transfer papers there to make Viktor Serafin my guardian as his assigned servant.

We went to the hotel first, where I could have a hot cooked meal, a shower, and a complete wardrobe change to hide all my prison clothes. My grandfather told me to put all my prison clothes in a bag and that we would burn it once we are on the outside of town. But he said to me, at the same time, we would be throwing away the name of Elise Austin forever! He told me, and I still remember, ‘You are no longer an Austin, my dear! You are a Serafin. Also, you are not my grandchild but my daughter, my dear Aurora, restored to me again.

After my bath and changing, I went downstairs to meet him in the dining room at noon. He was already there and had a table waiting for us.

We had a conversation.

“You look nice, my dear. Sit. Be at perfect peace,” he said as they sat at the table. “No one in this house knows anything about you. The past is the past. After lunch, my faithful servant, Smitty, will be here with the jeep.”

After finishing their lunch, Viktor led Aurora to the jeep waiting for them in front of the hotel. We got in the jeep and went to our new mountain home. Oh, goodness, what a lovely ride it was, although a bit rough. After my confinement in the prison ship and long sea voyage, the ride in the jeep into the mountains was a joy.

After an hour's ride, we entered a very rough, new road leading into the wilderness of jagged rocks and forest that surround the base of the mountain, like that of the enchanted, impenetrable thicket of the fairy tale.

We weren’t quite up to the top when the road got very rough as the prisoners from the penal colony were still breaking rock.

When we reached the house, only half of it was finished but finished enough to call home. The jeep bounced along until it arrived at the front door of the main entrance, where the servants were standing and waiting for us to arrive.

My grandfather opened the door for me and helped me out. He then introduced me to everyone as his daughter. The women curtsied, and the men touched their hats as we passed them and entered the home.

One of the housekeepers showed me upstairs, and I was amazed when I arrived at my room. Never in my life have I had a more elegant suite of rooms that were fitted especially for me. 

My reception that day was most remarkable by everyone.

Everyone in the house called me Miss Serafin.

My grandfather checked in from that day forward with the prison warden once a month. He gave his report that I was a model servant. After that, there was never the slightest possibility that I would be allowed to return to my own country.
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