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Dedication
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​

You know how it is. You pick up this book, flip to the dedication, and find that I once again dedicated a book to someone else and not to you.

NOT THIS TIME, MY READING FRIENDS!

Because we haven’t yet met... have only a glancing acquaintance... are just crazy about each other... haven’t seen each other in a very long time... are in some kind of way related... will never meet, but will, I trust, despite that, always think warmly of each other!

*Waves*
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Introduction

The Manuscript is Received
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No one reads a mystery to get to the middle of the book. They read the novel to get to the end. It’s the intention of this mystery to entertain you from the very beginning. In other words, the first page wishes to invite the reader to buy the novel. I trust the story's last page will entice you to go to the next book.

With that said, I believe every reader feels they are a born detective at the bottom of their heart. So, as the story you are about to encounter, as the author, I will, from one chapter to the next, distract you as I scatter clues so as not to let you figure out or solve the case too soon.

Happy Reading.
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Chapter ONE

Wildest Part of the Coast in Black Rock Cove
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Some few years ago, a series of events happened of something so incredible had their authenticity had not been proven in a court of law.

On the wildest part of the coast in western Oregon, there was a frightful ravine cloven down through the large jagged cliffs, several hundred feet in depth, near the Pacific Ocean, gradually lessening toward the interior of the state until it finally disappeared about a mile inland.

This ravine was filled with water to half its depth and length at high tide. At low tide, it was dry as a bone.

This chasm was called by the people in Black Rock Cove ‘Demon Gorge’ and fashioned out of the solid black rocks by imps of darkness in one single night.

However, if you talk to scientists, such as Johnathan Knight, a famous Nobel Prize Winner, he would tell you that it was riven by some convulsion of nature in one moment.

In either case, science and tradition agree that it existed from a time when you and my memory do not go.

This part of the coast belonged to the vast estate of Johnathan Knight, whose home sat high on the edge of the mountains just outside Black Rock Cove.

The course of Demon Gorge was due south. On the western bank, near the Pacific, were the ruins of an old lighthouse. Very little of anything remained, but the ground floor and the dungeon cut out of solid rock.

No one knew or could discover who she was, where she came from, and how she even got there.

The only thing we can tell you in our story is that on one bitter-cold morning in January, the snow was deep on the ground, and there were no clouds in the sky. As a result, the people of Black Rock Cove, a fishing village, saw smoke issuing out from the lighthouse.

The residents of the small village knew the building was not on fire since nothing was left to burn. After all, it was just a bunch of crumbled stones, and we all know they don’t catch on fire or smoke.

A handful of residents left the village to go and investigate. Later that night, they returned, and over some pitchers of Coors Beer, they made this report:

As the three men approached the old lighthouse, nothing was left but the ground floor, the basement, or possibly a dungeon below it. They saw that the top rocks had been stacked to make a makeshift room with lots of loose stones for a side chimney.

The men got out of their car, circled around the side of the dilapidated structure, and found a doorway... or what was once a door hundreds of years earlier. Now, after missing an entry for over a century, there hung a red blanket.

Randall, the first man of the group, pushed aside the blanket and entered the room in which the light and air came only from the holes left in the walls from broken stones.

He and the others stopped in amazement. A small child slept in a poorly constructed apple crate for a cradle. The child looked no more than nine months of age. He or she had a dark olive complexion.

Over alongside the room was a roaring fireplace made of driftwood, probably gotten from the abyss when the tide was out.

Next to the cradle was a rude bed made of wood. The mattress was covered with a bright-colored patchwork blanket with dark green pillows.

On the other side of the room was an oak table and several chairs surrounding it, along with some other articles of furniture.

Randall and the other two men stood frozen and gazed about the room in astonishment. “Why I wonder, are all these things here? There is no sign of any vehicle outside in the snow coming here.”

The other man, Henry, said, “I wonder how all of this got here?”

Before the three men could say another word of their conversation, the blanket behind them was thrown open, and there stood a woman that the only way to describe was crazy as Hell.

She was a tall, stout woman of about forty years of age and had coarse red hair. Her eyes were blue and fearful to look in their wildness.

She was wearing a long blue gown with her hair pulled back and tied with a handkerchief. Although she just came in from the outside, she wore nothing more than a light dress... unusual, to say the least. “What are you three men doing here?” she asked in a harsh voice as she looked eye to eye with the three intruders.

Randall, Henry, and Jack all stood and looked at the woman, not saying a word. Then, Randall said, “If you please, ma’am, we saw the smoke coming out of the old lighthouse here and came to see who it was that moved into this old room.”

The woman quickly replied, “Okay, so now that you have seen what you came to see, you may now just turn yourself around and go back to your own home,” said the six-foot-tall woman as she pulled the blanket back to assist the men in departing.

Randall continued, “One word, please, before we go. This old lighthouse is on Johnathan Knight’s property. We would like to know if you have permission to be here, or are you trespassing?”

The woman walked across the room for a quick answer, seized a double-barrel shotgun leaning near the fireplace, and took aim at Randall. “If you men do not leave the room now, I will send the first charge through you and the next through one of the other two.”

Randall didn’t hesitate. He threw up his hands in deprecation, turned, and high-tailed out the makeshift living accommodations. The other two men followed suit. They couldn’t tell who the angry woman intended the second barrel to be aimed at if she should fire first!

The men reached their car and got there as fast as possible. Then, half in zeal and half in resentment, they drove straight to Johnathan Knight’s home and told Justin Simmons, the butler, of their discovery at the lighthouse of the tramp of a woman... a squatter and trespasser.

Much to their surprise, Justin advised them to mind their own affairs in town and leave the woman at the lighthouse alone.

*****
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THE TRAMP, SQUATTER, or whatever one would call the woman, continued to live in the tower and rear the child she brought with her. Nothing more transpired over the winter concerning the woman and child except that her name was Victoria Meret, and the child was called Lucas Durano.

As the winter passed, and the apple blossoms were on the estate's trees, Victoria Meret was joined by another eighteen-year-old woman who looked enough like the older woman, except she was a good two inches taller. She had to be her daughter. The villagers called her an Amazon.

The villagers in Black Rock Cove thought her to be her older daughter, they began to call her the Young Victoria... and others, as we said, called her Amazon. Mere conjecture had it that maybe she was the mother of the child and not Victoria.

Spring had blossomed and gone away. The weather was hot and humid when a sudden advent of Victoria at the lighthouse that everyone thought might demand her expulsion from the neighborhood.

Jean-Marc Knight, a captain in the National Guard, was visiting the Johnathan Knight estate, his uncle. But, unfortunately, he only had his pay, and he fell in love without the remotest probability of succeeding to the owner of the grand estate at the age of twenty-six years. Her name was Brigitte Beaux, the portionless daughter of Johnathan’s estate.

His relationship was struck while visiting his uncle’s estate and continued to where he offered her his hand in marriage. She accepted.

Jean-Marc was so excited and agreed to an early date for the ceremony. He invited his cousin, Oliver Courbis. He was handsome, fascinating, and the heir to his father’s estate down the coast, over 20,000 acres.

A sudden mutual passion sprang up between Jean-Marc’s cousin and his betrothed bride.

In a nutshell, the woman quickly transferred her affection to the wealthier and more handsome suitor. Naturally, the feeling was mutual, and Oliver did not hesitate to steal his cousin’s affianced bride.

Jean-Marc never got over his displeasure and never forgave anyone concerned for the wrong that they had done to him. But, in the meanwhile, he changed completely. He lived on the wild side of life at home and on duty somewhere when he was furloughed.

Many years passed. And I do mean many. Jean-Marc had just turned sixty-five and found that he was now the heir apparent of the large Johnathan Knight’s estate. 

The lonely old man now had only two regrets. The first is his hated cousin and successful rival, Oliver Courbis, who was his heir presumptive and would succeed to his heirship of the estate. And his second regret was that he had not married earlier in life and provided himself with a long line of sons and daughters to succeed him... to carry on his family name.

Although up in years, Jean-Marc was determined to take a wife and hope that it wasn’t too late to prevent the succession by his cousin to the entire Knight estate. Thus, his hatred of his cousin led him to his late-in-life marriage.

Jean-Marc looked around and around. He sought a woman with good health and lots of vigor to be his bride. He didn’t care if she was wealthy or not or if she didn’t have much beauty. Finally, however, he did find a woman who accepted his hand in marriage, even though he was sixty-five years of age.

It took two years, but it finally happened. The union with this woman was gratified by the birth of an heir to the estate. However, it happened with the greatest of sacrifice, for when the baby was born and came him a son, he lost his wife.

From her earliest days in life, Jean-Marc's wife had always suffered from great fear of snakes. As one can only imagine, the woman would scream, turn pale, and sometimes faint at any sight of a piece of string lying on the floor or a curled stick on the ground.

In the last days of Lorrie’s pregnancy, towards the end of the summer, six months after the strange arrival of the crazy woman, Victoria Meret, an incident occurred. Victoria made her way to the main house on the estate and insisted on seeing Jean-Marc’s wife, who declined to admit her.

That didn’t stop Victoria. She went around and through the kitchen and made her way into the woman's presence with the child. She told her that she was a snake in the grass and that in a few days, if not weeks, she would die from the serpent's fangs.

Well, it happened again. The woman screamed and fainted with great fear. Victoria was escorted from the home and watched closely so she would never be allowed again in the house.

Lorrie gained consciousness. However, the hag’s words dwelt on her mind and depressed her spirits. The servants in the household and Jean-Marc himself assured Lorrie that this malignant old crone had heard of her dread of snakes. She took advantage of that to terrify her.

Two weeks before her expected due date, she walked alone in the estate's beautiful gardens, and a harmless green grass snake crossed her path. She jumped in fright, and when her foot came down, it stepped on the snake’s tail. The small reptile was also frightened and, in trying to protect itself, coiled around Lorrie’s ankle and sank its small teeth into her ankle.

Then, she fell to the ground and fainted, just as one of the gardeners who saw what happened from a distance raced over to help her. He picked her body off the cobblestone pathway and carried her back to the house.

The grass snake made good his escape.

Lorrie was placed in her bed in a state of profound unconsciousness. She finally came to but found herself arousing to a severe illness.

Doctor Cantu was summoned from Black Rock Cove to attend to Lorrie.

It all happened so fast. The following day a delicate baby boy was hurried too soon into this world. Lorrie took her last breath at the same time the baby boy took his first!

Furthermore, when bathing the child, they noticed the continuous birthmark wrapped around the baby’s ankle that he would no doubt take to his grave, even though he lived to a ripe old age of one hundred. It looked like a slender green snake that had coiled itself and left an indelible impression!

Doctor Cantu noticed it. The nurse in the room shuddered as she saw it.

Six months later, Jean-Marc got himself up from a stupor of grief into which his wife’s sudden and shocking death plunged him. He then started to give all his thought and mind to the care of the fragile life of his son.

Jean-Marc was actuated by three of the strongest passions known that govern a man's mind. Love, ambition, and hatred. 

First, the love for his son of such intensity as can be felt by none save the aged parent of an only child whose life was bound up with all his affection and pride.

Secondly, the ambition that this precious son should live to succeed to keep on the name of Knight for more generations to come. 

And, lastly, his burning hatred for Oliver Courbis, who had wronged him and done an absolute unpardonable wrong, and who, failing this fragile child of his, would become the new heir to the Knight legacy and the name of the Knight Family Estate would come to an end.

Although this hatred goes back to the days when the two were both young, it has lost nothing by the flight of time itself. On the contrary, it has grown deeper and fiercer with the passage of so many years! 

And the hatred and ambition, coupled with his paternal love for Jean-Marc, moved the man to use every ordinary and extraordinary means possible to keep his young boy’s life safe and sound.

Under Doctor Cantu’s care and the nurse that helped raise the child, the fragile baby boy thrived and grew stronger daily. At the end of the first year, he was as fine a boy as any other his age.

Although the child got more robust and healthier each passing day, Jean-Marc, on the other hand, found his own health failing. Feeling that he might leave this world at any time, he made his will not to devise the entire estate, which was strictly entailed... every single acre of it, to provide proper guardianship for his heir.

Jean-Marc knew that after his fiancé left him for Oliver, the wild and reckless life he had led for so long caught up to him. His kidneys were failing from overconsumption of alcohol and many other things from burning the string at both ends.

Samuel should be trained the way he should. A safe and clean life for a young man to live. To do this, Jean-Marc looked far and wide for and found the man he wanted as a guardian for his only son. 

Jean-Marc Knight found a doctor of divinity, a Presbyterian who loved to study the Bible better than he did to care for a congregation and a church. He was a Godly man... a good man of the highest of church principles and strictest piety.

Doctor Quentin Clair was interviewed and found competent and willing to undertake the duties proposed to him. 

Doctor Clair found the prospect of living at the Knight Mansion, with an excellent salary, to say the least, was great. Also, to be the resident guardian and tutor of the infant heir of the estate and to have at his disposal one of the most excellent libraries ever seen with lengths and breadths of shelves full of books to gain more knowledge of the world.

And, even more remarkable was that his duties were no heavier than directing the studies and correcting the morals of one small boy... was a desirable career for a worthy bachelor already approaching thirty years of age.

Associated with the good doctor was Gregory Peden, CPA, who would look after the estate and the money interests of the boy-heir, taking all that sort of stuff and trouble off Quentin’s hands.

Jean-Marc also had an advantage of immediate attention to his health issues by having the constant presence of Doctor Cantu, the gifted young physician he hired to take care of Samuel. Because of the doctor, Jean-Marc watched his son develop for the next seven years. Then, at the age of seventy-two years, Jean-Marc closed his eyes for the last time and passed away quietly in his sleep. The direct heir, Samuel Knight, became the fifteenth heir to the Knight Estate.

With the high spirit and self-will of his father and the sensitive and nervous irritability of his mother, young Samuel required training that should be both firm as well as gentle.

Doctor Quentin Clair remained sincere, earnest, and consistent in his upbringing of the child... in everything he thought, said, and did.

Minimal recreation was allowed for the boy. First, a solemn walk along the seashore, to a drive every afternoon through the woods, learning every leaf, every plant, and every tree that grew. Then, twice a year, they would go to Portland to see the big city lights and have some fun shopping.

Every year on Samuel’s birthday, August thirty-first, the servants and tenants honor the young landlord and heir to the estate. The pastor began to take dancing off the things to do at the birthday party. But Samuel was in agreement until he turned twenty-one, and he would bring dancing back to the celebration.

*****
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HERE, WE WISH TO REVERT to the story of the crazy woman at the lighthouse and the child and other woman at the entrance to Demon Gorge.

All the villagers in Black Rock Cove had wondered all along that they had suffered to remain there, especially after the unprovoked and malignant assault upon Jean-Marc’s wife.

Others in the village began to talk, and as the years passed, the little vagrant at the old lighthouse developed a striking likeness to the young heir of the estate. It was then that the wild and free life of Jean-Marc was recalled to memory.

After Jean-Marc’s death and the inheritance of the estate by Samuel under the guardianship of the minister, it was thought the old hag of Demon Gorge was only the woman in the old lighthouse. Rumors were that she lived there with her reputed daughter and grandchild, being expelled from her lawless home, and driven from the estate.

But, to the continued wonder of the servants and tenants at the big house, as it was called, and all the town’s residents, the old hag suffered to remain... notwithstanding her reputation was of the worst description. She was a quack, a fortune teller, and some called her a witch... all these and worse was what she was said to be.

There were so many rumors about the woman and the questionable child. So, one day, a woman from the village, with a brave heart and inquiring mind, went to the lighthouse to have her fortune told. After giving the woman a five-dollar bill for foretelling her future, she said, “I will give you another five dollars Victoria if you tell me what that boy’s name is?”

“Lucas,” replied the woman curtly.

“Lucas, what?”

“It means Lucas... no more, no less!” cried the hag, with a glare from her blue eyes.

That was all the chances the woman would take, and she jumped from her chair and hurried off back to the village.

How Victoria, Lucas, and the eighteen-year-old were able to live was anybody’s guess. The recruited quack would-be doctor had no patients, as a fortune teller, she drew very few clients, and, if she was a witch like everyone said, she had no victims... that is to say that anyone knew of. Yet, they never seemed to want anything and kept to themselves.

Seven years passed. When Lucas was seven years old, Victoria suddenly appeared in Black Rock Cove on a Sunday morning. She took Lucas to Sunday School at the Presbyterian Church, saying she wished the boy an opportunity to read and write.

This created quite a stir in the sleepy little village.

Little Lucas was accepted into Sunday School and taught how to read. He wasn’t, however, trained to write, as that was not done in Sunday School classes.

Later, a private school tutored by Doctor Clair accepted the boy to further advance his education. Lucas, mainly by his curiosity and quick intelligence, made significant progress in this school. When attending, he always was neatly dressed, and his hair combed back out of his eyes.

It was said that the private school was supported by the young Samuel Knight through his guardian, Doctor Clair.

Samuel first met Lucas and, through instinctive mutual affinity, inaugurated a personal closeness with the boy destined to affect the lives of the two of them.

During this time, Doctor Clair kept close tabs on Samuel as he was instructed to do by Jean-Marc. He was to train Sam about all the good things in life and steer him away from everything evil, which would corrupt his good manners. He never lost sight of his orders and remembered quite well the day Jean-Marc gave them to him.

As was said earlier, Samuel was always under a watchful eye at school and home. But there was one time during the day that Sam could escape his guardian, just after they had lunch together. When Doctor Clair took his afternoon nap in his wingback chair, he was free as a bird for a few hours. This is when he and Lucas would go on a boyhood adventure together.

Even as young as he would, little Sam envied the freedom of the young vagrant of Demon Gorge.

Strange, however, Quentin never suspected these hidden adventures the two boys would have each day after lunch. They became best of friends. It is important to say now during this writing that, at this time, Lucas didn’t have a bad reputation. Under the eyes of all the teachers and the guardian, he was a model pupil with a bright and inquiring mind... one that progress did them credit.

But, when the boy was not in the sight of teachers or his guardian, he was out of sight and out of mind. The young boy was as daring and reckless a lad as you would ever meet within only a year of education under his belt.

This, of course, was envied by Sam. However, this wild element in Luca’s character was what formed the chief attraction of their friendship. Many a truant expedition and many unruly adventures the two had together.

It was all innocent initially, only when Quentin took his afternoon naps. But that changed. Samuel would get up in the middle of the night and climb out the window to join Lucas, who would be waiting for him in the gardens behind the big house.

Poachers always tried to kill the game and steal fruit from the orchards. So one night, the two boys, just having fun, were out stealing from his own orchards. Little did they know that the armed guards of the estate were looking for poachers that full moonlit night.

In an attempt, the two boys were shot at, and Sam was hit in the arm with birdshot. They were captured, and to the head groundskeeper, a great surprise happened when he recognized Samuel as one of the two boys.

Doctor Clair was called down from his sleep, and to his shame and horror, he discovered his ward and pupil in such a plight was most definitely limited and utterly indescribable. His own emotions deprived him of the power to utter a word!

Samuel began laughing. “Doctor Clair, come now. You can’t get mad at me for poaching in my own orchards, right? No... nor my friend for going with me either,” he added, turning and grabbing his friend’s hand to protect him.

“Both of you get out of my presence,” exclaimed Quentin when he finally found the ability to speak. “As for you,” he turned his attention to the head groundskeeper, “you did well to shoot. If you had killed them both in the exercise of fulfilling your job duties, you would have been blameless. Now... take this young vagabond out of this house, and if you ever catch him around here again, do as you must!”

*****

[image: ]


YEARS PASSED.

Doctor Clair accompanied the young Samuel and took his abode in lodgings in Portland at college so that he might personally superintend the studies and the conduct of the young man he was responsible for.

The constant surveillance was irksome to the maturing young Samuel. It had grown to be maddening to the young man. He began to hate his heirship, the large estate on the coast near Demon Gorge, and most of all... he hated his tutor. This hate was one of strong antagonism, but not with malice. He didn’t wish to injure or hurt him. He just longed to be rid of him once and for all... forever!

​
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Chapter TWO

Coming Home for Summer Vacation
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The young heir to the Knight Estate, also known as Knightwood, left the University of Oregon, still accompanied by his guardian, to spend the summer months at his large estate on the ocean. 

Youthful and handsome and undoubtedly very wealthy, he was, nevertheless, discontented even to despondency. He had just completed his first year in college and was preparing to celebrate his nineteenth birthday at home. He only had two more years to live and endure before he reached maturity regarding his inheritance and, most of all, his freedom.

Samuel wasn’t sure if he could make it two more years of such tutelage and severe restraint imposed upon him. Finally, he fell into a state of downheartedness, verging on despair.

It was possible that the mental condition of Samuel might never have been seen by Doctor Clair had not the fact been brought to his attention by Doctor Cantu, the young physician. Over the years, the doctor built a lucrative general practice in Black Rock Cove.

The doctor saw Samuel at church on the first Sunday after his return from college. He later in the day came by and called on him at his home... more to just pay his respects to the now-grown young man. The doctor observed the young man, whose life he was instrumental in saving, and took the first chance he got to have a private meeting with Quentin and lay out the case of the Knight boy before him.

“Something has to be done for Samuel, or he might just go mad in his last two years as he approaches manhood,” he said plainly.

“How in the world would you change what we have been instructed to do for the boy?” inquired Quentin with ponderous dignity.

“Actually, I think it’s time you loosen that rope you have so tightly wrapped around him. He needs to go out in public and see more men and women his age, particularly women. He should find the one woman for himself that he might even develop a relationship with and marry after he turns twenty-one,” replied Doctor Cantu.

The words of Doctor Cantu recalled to the mind of Quentin a forgotten duty, a part of the instructions left by Jean-Marc that the boy, as he approached manhood, should be allowed to start meeting young ladies of suitable age with a view to possible matrimony after that.

Doctor Clair hadn’t read Jean-Marc’s last will and testament since the day of his death and the funeral. He had followed every instruction since that day... except this one, the days leading up to the boy’s maturity. For whatever reason, he had subsequently forgotten.

Since Quentin’s mind was aroused, he was prompt in his actions. He was determined to make Samuel’s approaching birthday on August 31st an occasion to bring together all the families from the small fishing village of Black Rock Cove and introduce everyone to Samuel.

Quentin went to Samuel. “We are going to throw a huge birthday party before we return to Portland for the next semester of college.”

“Go ahead, Quentin, do as you may and invite whomever you wish. You have always acted without any reference to me, and you might as well continue to do so,” Samuel answered somewhat bitterly.

So, he listened to Samuel and began his invites to the grand ball in the neighborhood. Most hadn’t seen Samuel since his father’s death and thought maybe the boy was epileptic or crazy from the fright his mother received on the day before his premature birth.

The last day of August was clear and bright.

The Knight Estate looked grand and festive as it stood flanked by four towers and nestled against the base of the mountains in the woods. The front of the magnificent mansion looked over the Pacific Ocean two miles distant with a stretch of undulating downs between it and the water.

On the day of the festivities, the state and the US flags were flying atop the tops of the towers. Tents were spread out, and tables were laid throughout the grounds for the accommodation of the villagers in town and almost all the farm workers in the area, including their families.

Everyone assembled beginning at an early hour in the day, and a feast fit for a king was served to everyone. There was lots of music during the day and a grand festival it indeed was. Old men and women drank and ate under the tents, and young men and women danced out on the grass. Young Samuel walked around the crowd of people, one of the saddest people attending the festival that day. 

Samuel stopped showing his worn and saddened face when suddenly it lit up. There came a young man walking into the festival and in his direction. A tramp! A stranger? Samuel dashed to meet him holding out his hand. “Oh, my God, it’s you... Lucas! A thousand welcomes, my dear friend! I am so happy you made it today.”

Lucas didn’t say a word but took off his hat and bowed before the very man in which the festival was being held. He still didn’t reply. After all, the speaker was the wealthiest man on the western coast of Oregon and one of the largest landowners in the entire state.

Lucas knew he was the poorest hanger-on to the estate, without a penny to his name or the least disposition to earn one. There was scarcely a greater contrast in the world than was shown in the positions of these two men.

Both men were of the same build. They were slender and pale in complexion, with short hair parted down the left. Each man wore a mustache. Each had dark hazel eyes with heavy overhanging eyebrows. But, with this description, they were exactly alike, but here the likeness ended.

While Samuel was dressed in the finest fashion, his friend was not. Lucas’ complexion was so disguised with dust that it was difficult to tell its original color. He wore dark hair and a long beard, roughly cut. His pants had holes, and his boots were laden with clay from muddy roads. Even the soles were coming loose from the bottom.

“Come now, Lucas, isn’t it great to be you?”

“Yes, I suppose it is fine to be me!” exclaimed Lucas, the tramp, with a stare of amazement and a harsh and bitter laugh.

“Yes. Yes, I repeat then, Lucas, it is fine to be you! You are free as a bird. You come and go when and where you like! You don’t have anyone shouting at you every day, ‘do this or don’t do that. Or You mustn’t do that, or you must!” persisted the heir to the estate.

“I suppose you got a point, Samuel. Yes, I am free to come and go as I please. But, no one has ever cared enough for me to tell me to do something or stop doing something,” said the tramp with a harsh and discordant laugh.

“Where did you come from last, Lucas?” Samuel asked.

“It is hard to say. I have been walking and working odd jobs all along the coast. I sleep in barns when it is cold and under the trees and the stars when it is warm. Last night I slept on the sheltered side of a barn outside Black Rock Cove.”

So, have you been out of Oregon since I last saw you?”

Lucas replied, “Let’s see. Since I saw you last? When was that, Samuel?”

Almost three years ago. Ahhh, I have a better memory than you, Lucas.”

“Three years ago! I have been all the way to Colorado and back again, doing odd jobs along the way,” replied the tramp, grinning until he showed all his white teeth in contrast to his dark mustache and beard.

“Oh, you happy, happy fella,” said Samuel with an expression of admiration and envy.

“Yep, I thought I would find my riches but came back just as poor as when I left.

“But, Lucas... think about it. You are still able to come and go as you wish. You are free as a bird.”

“Oh, you don’t understand. One gets tired of that sort of thing after a while,” exclaimed the tramp bitterly as he eyed the past wealthy friend with a cynical air.

“But Lucas, I don’t understand how a man can continue to grow up and ever get weary of change and variety in life.

“Oh, but they can, Samuel. You just try it for yourself,” said the tramp with an ugly scowl of an expression.

“I wish to try it!” exclaimed Samuel.

“I wish so, too,” muttered Lucas.

“I’ve got an idea. If you want to leave your wandering life and settle down, I think I can come up with something for you. You have a good education and did so well when we were in school. I have one of my servants who is leaving me, who is our gardener. You can succeed him if you would like. The salary is thirty thousand a year with a cottage furnished and a beautiful garden to tend to every day... rent free.”

“I’m sorry, Samuel, but I am my own man. I do not have someone as a boss over me. Besides, I don’t like to be tied down for a minute, much less an hour or a day. But I thank you just the same,” Lucas replied with an unpleasant laugh.

“Well, I’m sorry the suggestion doesn’t suit you. But my dear friend, if there ever is a time that I can do anything for you, I hope you will let me know.”

“Thanks, Samuel, but I really don’t think so.”

“Here, Lucas, take this for old friendship's sake,” he said while pressing five one hundred dollar bills in his hand, who didn’t say a word but closed his fingers around the money. Heck, he wasn’t born yesterday.

“One more thing, Lucas. Stay around the house for the rest of the night until the morning's wee hours. Then, come to the back servant quarters and ask for me when all the guests are gone, and everything quiets down.”

“Sure thing, Lucas.”

“The butler will bring you to my room, and I shall like to hear more of your travels.”

“Of course,” Lucas replied. He began to walk off and was no sooner out of sight; he stopped and looked out at the setting sun. “That will be fine, Lucas,” he started as he whispered to himself. “A homeless, friendless, broke as a skunk, and nameless ragamuffin, who never had a father or a mother as he knows of and can never tell where my next meal will come from. And, yet the old woman at Demon Gorge says that we are brothers! I suppose all men are brothers, for that matter. But the wealthy appears to disallow their relationships with the poor and unfortunate. But I will wait upon my wealthy brother tonight and see what he wants of me... and what I can make out of him!”

Samuel began walking back toward the house, nodding his head with a smile to each one he passed. Then, a tall and stout gray-headed man stood not far from him.

“Ahhh, Samuel, you shouldn’t neglect your guests for very long,” began his tutor and guardian.

“But I have just come from all my guests.”

“That’s good, Samuel, but you have other and more important guests who are now arriving for the grand ball this evening. They have also come to celebrate your birthday. Your cousin, Oliver Courbis, is here in response to my invitation.”

“Quentin, Jesus Christ, he’s here! And, at your invitation! I don’t understand how you think sometimes. You know that my late father detested the very name of Courbis! And, he had every reason, too!” exclaimed Samuel in a voice of annoyed protest. 

“Your father, my young friend, had, or supposed he had, a good reason for hating the elder Oliver Courbis. But he is dead and gone and has followed his foe to heaven. This young man is two times removed. He is his grandson who never did either your father or yourself, for that matter, any harm. Besides, he is your cousin and your heir presumptive. Therefore, in giving the nineteenth anniversary of your birth celebration, I could not in decency omit him, your nearest relative,” replied Quentin with great gravity and dignity.

“You don’t understand, Quentin. I do not like him! I don’t want him here at my birthday celebration!” exclaimed the young man with his face flushing from anxiousness.

“It is time, Lucas, that this family feud ceased. I thought so and held out the olive branch to Oliver, and he has taken it.”

“I am sorry for it. I wish you would have consulted me for once before taking so important a step.”

“I did. You told me to use my judgment concerning the invitation list and your party,” the guardian demanded.

“That is true, Quentin. But I couldn’t suppose for one second that you would invite anyone with the last name of Courbis to my birthday party. You didn’t years ago, and now you have decided to do so. I just don’t understand!”

“Have you considered for one moment that Oliver is your heir presumptive, who, in case of your death, unmarried, would succeed to your title and estate,” demanded Quentin.

“I do not doubt a word you just said, but I fail to see why you would think that is a recommendation for him to be of my favor or a reason I should have him attend my party. After all, Quentin, this is my party... remember?” he laughed sarcastically.

“This is strictly a matter of etiquette... a matter of courtesy that should be observed. He lives just on the other side of the mountains. Besides, he has arrived now, and I think you should go and extend your hand in fellowship to your cousin. I hope you will welcome him cordially.”

“Very well, Quentin. I will meet my guests politely. However, I may disapprove of them personally,” Samuel replied as they entered the grand ballroom.

When they first entered, the guests were just about to begin coming through the large double doors. The first one through the door was a man of about twenty-three years of age. He was very tall and had a fair complexion with hazel eyes. Quentin immediately presented the man to Lucas, “May I present your cousin, Oliver Courbis.”

The newcomer nodded with a faint smile and was received politely by Samuel.

The following guests to enter were Mister and Mrs. Kenneth Reynolds and their beautiful daughter, Alyssa Nicole.

Kenneth Thomas was a tall man of fifty years of age with fiery red hair and bright blue eyes. His wife, the beautiful Charlotte, was somewhat plump and medium height. She had a rich olive complexion and was a dark brunette and brown eyes. She wore a beautiful evening dress of scarlet-colored velvet with short sleeves. Additionally, she had a diadem of diamonds on her hair and earring, a brooch, and bracelets with lots of diamonds.

Alyssa Nicole was not taken to many functions unless they were considered of high society. She was taller than her mother and father and can be said to have outstanding beauty. However, she had already refused many most eligible offers of marriage.

Alyssa had long and lovely brunette hair and absolutely perfect form and features. Her complexion was rich and blooming. She wore a dress of cloud-like lace over a delicate red colored silk, low cut in the bosom and short sleeves. Her jewelry worn was of pearls on her neck and her arms.

Quentin began his introductions. Then, he presented Mrs. Charlotte Thomas first, then Alyssa Nicole, and lastly, Mister Jacob Thomas.

Allyssa’s rich damask cheek deepened in its tint, and her long black eyelashes fell over her dark eyes. She returned his deep respect with a silent, gentle nod.

The next arrivals introduced to Samuel were Mister and Mrs. Jacob Thomas of Ocean View, Oregon, and their daughter Jessica. 

Jacob was a man of not more than five feet seven inches tall and round-bodied, black hair and a mustache and probably close to fifty. Misty Thomas was also round-bodied and rosy-cheeked at about forty-five or fifty.

How the two of them came to have such a superb beauty as Jessica for a daughter is a mystery. One that is only solved by supposing that some of their ancestors must have been handsome giants among men.

Jessica was almost six feet tall, much the height of Alyssa, and was plumper in proportion to her size but was covered with fine heavy hair. She had a round cream-colored face, well-shaped lips, and an entire, not-so-well-curved body with an accent of a bosom.

Jessica was a beauty, to say the least. We know we said that before, but she could turn any man’s eyes in her direction. She wore a black velvet dress with a low bodice and short sleeves. It was all trimmed with a narrow edge of white lace. The dress certainly set off the ample and well-rounded bosom and arms to the best advantage.

Okay, now we have established the descriptions of Jessica and Alyssa and must wait to see how the two of these most refined ladies play a part in strange family history.

Until then, other guests arrived and were introduced.

The dinner was announced.

Although Samuel was sitting at the head of the table, he was not in the least interested in either of the two beautiful ladies sitting on each side of him.

The dinner was a long and formal affair. Finally, everyone adjourned to the library and awaited the remainder of the guests to arrive as the band was about to begin.

“Samuel, you should go out to the ballroom and take Alyssa Nicole with you to begin the ball,” whispered Quentin to the young birthday boy.

Samuel didn’t hesitate. He left his tutor’s side, walked languidly up to the young and beautiful woman in question, and asked for the honor of her hand for the first dance.

Alyssa stood up and placed the tips of her white-gloved fingers on his coat sleeves, and Samuel led her to the front by the orchestra.

Oliver Courbis and Jessica Thomas were next on the floor. Then, others joined as the music began to play.

Once in a swing of the waltz, the young heir apparent to the Knight Estate swung Alyssa in a wide turn and noticed that she had laughing, dark eyes.

That first glance was only accidental. However, the next one was on purpose but wasn’t successful as the first. Alyssa’s long black and curly eyelashes laid shadows on her damask cheeks that shined with consciousness under his gaze.

For the first time, the young Samuel, the recluse of Dr. Quentin Clair, was impressed with the beauty of a young woman.

Each time he swirled on the dance floor, his glances sought Alyssa's beautiful face and went sideways in her direction while they stood together, waiting for the room to make another turn.

Whenever Alyssa would look up and start to see into Samuel’s eyes, his eyes fell, and his face flushed.

At the end of the dance, he took her back to her mother and stood mutely beside her until he heard the following song begin to play... another waltz. He then solicited her hand for the dance once more.

With his arm clasping her waist, her hand resting on his shoulder, her head so near his chest that his face was brushed by the fabulous perfumed hair. So they continued on and on, whirling around in measured cadences to the beat of the entrancing waltz. Samuel didn’t say a word and only imagined the possibility of a heaven on earth right then and there!

Doctor Clair walked up to the couple as Samuel continued to stand next to Alyssa. “Excuse me, Miss Reynolds, I need to speak with Samuel for a moment.

With that said, they walked together a short distance away. “Samuel, my boy, it is all well that you are showing your attention to Alyssa, but there are other ladies at the dance who would like to dance with you. So you must distribute your attention. You must ask Jessica for the next waltz.”

Samuel impatiently shook off Quentin’s arm. He was most definitely growing more and more furious under this constant tutelage.

“I can’t ask her to waltz, Quentin. Heck, I couldn’t even hold her up. I’m not strong enough,” he answered with a mocking laugh.

“That’s a load of hogwash, Samuel. You must be a gentleman in your own home,” said Quentin.

So, Samuel asked the lovely but plump Jessica Thomas to dance. He danced and danced the waltz and didn’t feel her weight as he anticipated. Instead, her touch appeared to mesmerize and exalt him. He was almost as happy as he had been in waltzing with Alyssa... but in a different sort of paradise, but still in heaven.

Strangely enough, the young man was so glad to have danced with Jessica that he would have gladly danced again. However, the good Doctor Clair interrupted his chance and continued pushing Samuel toward all the ladies on the dance floor.

Then, many of the older folks, including Quentin, retired to the study to visit and relax and leave all the younger folks to dance the rest of the night away. Samuel took advantage of his absence by confining his attention for the remainder of the evening with Alyssa Nicole.

At two-thirty in the morning, the dance was over.

All the visitants returned home, and Mister and Mrs. Jacob Thomas and the beautiful Jessica remained in their own rooms in the mansion. Also, Mister, Mrs. Kenneth Reynolds, and the lovely Alyssa Nicole retired to their rooms.

After everyone else retired to their rooms, including Quentin. Samuel went to the library, where he met Justin Simmons, the butler. 

“Mister Simmons, has Lucas been here?” asked Samuel.

“Yes, he has, sir.”

“Where is he now?”

“He is up in your study next to your bedroom.”

“When did he get here?”

“Right at midnight, I believe, sir.”

“And you took him up to my room?”

“Not at first. It was around 2:00 when I took him up there.”

“Very well,” he paused and continued, “Mister Simmons, come up in about fifteen minutes if you please.”

“Yes, sir.”

Samuel headed to his room. On the way, he passed the valet. 

No sooner did he pass than the valet said to himself, “This night will be my opportunity. I will use that tramp who is here as my scapegoat!”

He reached the top of the stairs and was headed down the hallway. Also along the hallway were guest bedrooms, not to mention Quentin's room. Upstairs right now were Samuel, Doctor Clair, and Oliver Courbis, a bachelor staying in one of the guest bedrooms.

As the nineteen-year-old Samuel passed silently along the dark hallway, certain circumstances occurred that appeared singular at that time. Yet, it looked sinister, as seen in the light of later events.

There was one sconce hanging on the wall, and from the glow it left, Samuel saw, to his surprise, a man at his door apparently engaged in tampering with the lock. He picked up his pace, rushed to his bedroom door, and suddenly came upon his cousin, Oliver Courbis, who was startled and turned around.

“Excuse me, Oliver That is not your room. Yours is two more doors down the hall on the right,” he said politely.

“Oh, I’m so sorry, Samuel. The doors all look the same up here.”

“There’s not a problem. Goodnight,” said Samuel pleasantly.

Oliver walked away while saying, “Goodnight.”

No sooner did Oliver walk away than Quentin opened his door. “What’s going on here, Samuel?”

“Nothing. Oliver was trying to get into my room and mistook it for his. I set him straight, however.”

“Oh, you say. Goodnight, Samuel,” he said while closing his door and disappearing, locking himself within his chamber.

Samuel entered his own bedroom door.

Thirty minutes later, all in the home were asleep after a long and fun evening. No sounds disturbed their profound repose.

However, as everyone was sleeping, a most dreadful deed occurred in the home... an act whose discovery in the late morning would electrify the entire household and community of Black Rock Cove with its unexampled horror and profound mystery!

​
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Chapter THREE

Where o Where Did Samuel Go?
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The night before, lasting into the wee hours of the morning, left everyone sleeping in later than usual. As a result, it was almost noon before anyone began to stir.

Mister and Mrs. Reynolds were the first to leave their chambers. At the foot of the spiraling staircase, they found the gray-haired butler Simmons in plain clothes. He respectfully led the way to the west wing of the mansion. Here was where the many rooms for visitation were located, along with the kitchen and dining rooms.

“Can I prepare your breakfast, Mister and Mrs. Reynolds?” asked Joshua respectfully.

“Not quite yet. How long will it be before the others come down, I wonder?” inquired Mister Reynolds.

“I really can’t say, sir. But I would not advise you to wait. Shall I bring you your morning coffee?”

“That will be fine, Joshua.”

No sooner did he begin to turn to go back to the kitchen than Quentin walked into the room in his long priestly black robe. “Good morning, Mister and Mrs. Reynolds. Please accept my apology for sleeping in so long this morning,” said Doctor Clair advancing while taking a nod.

“Oh, no problem Quentin. And, you can call me Kenneth, by the way.  We have just come down and are glad we didn’t have to apologize for keeping people waiting.”

No sooner did he finish talking than the door to the dining room opened again. Mister and Mrs. Thomas walked in closely, followed by their daughter Jessica. “Good morning, everyone,” said Jacob Thomas.

“Good Morning,” was answered simultaneously by everyone in the room.

“Well, it appears we are all here, except Samuel and Oliver. I don’t think we will wait for them.”

“I’m already ahead of you, Quentin. Your Mister Tombs is fetching us some coffee right now.”

“Good,” replied Quentin.

It wasn’t long, and the old butler Simmons entered the room with the coffee cart.

“Ahhh, here is Oliver now. Good morning, young man. I trust you slept well last night,” Quentin said as he addressed the last-named guest.

The young man gave a polite nod in the directions of the ladies present and then turned to Doctor Clair and replied, “Yes, I slept like a log. I didn’t wake up once until about thirty minutes ago.”

“These later hours are not good for you or the rest of us, Oliver. Have you seen your cousin this morning yet?” he asked while everyone seated themselves at the dining room table.

“No. Hasn’t he come down yet?” asked Oliver while he poured his first cup of coffee.

“No, he hasn’t, and it’s not right for all the guests to be up and going and him staying in bed!” Tombs exclaimed.

“Joshua!” The doctor whispered loudly.

“Yes, sir. I’m sorry for my outburst, everyone,” answered Tombs.

“We have our coffee. Please go up and get that sleepy head out of bed and tell him we are all down here waiting on him,” said Quentin with sarcasm in his voice.

It wasn’t long, and suddenly Joshua rushed back into the room, “Sir! Sir!” was all the old man could gasp.

“Speak up, Joshua. What is wrong with you?” cried the doctor, while all of the guests who had taken their seats looked on at the panic-stricken old man with great curiosity.

“Oh, sir... sir, my God!” groaned Joshua while wringing his hands together.

“Jesus Christ, Joshua. Can’t you put more than a few words together? Spit it out,” Quentin quickly added while Joshua tottered back until he was leaning against the wall in the room.

“What about Samuel? Is he hungover and ill from a long night? What ails him? Take a deep breath and speak up,” impatiently, Quentin demanded.

“Oh, Doctor Quentin... It’s... It’s worse than that, sir! Worse than sick. Oh, my God, Doctor!” cried the old servant as the tears began to fall from his eyes. They streamed down his ashen face.

Doctor Clair replied, “Worse... worse than that! What are you saying, Joshua. Speak up now!” exclaimed the doctor while everyone sat at the table watching without saying a word. 

Doctor Clair stood up and walked towards the Chef when the old servant sank to the red longleaf pine floor, sobbing convulsively.

Everyone was on their feet around the dining table, watching what was happening.

Kenneth Reynolds walked over, took a brandy glass, poured a jigger or two, and took it to the old man, “Here! Drink this and try to get hold of your faculties, Mister Tombs.”

The old man didn’t hesitate and did as Kenneth instructed. He took the glass and, in one large gulp, emptied it. 

“Now, tell us what is wrong with Samuel,” Kenneth asked more politely than Doctor Clair, who was fit to be tied.

“Oh, sir,” cried the sad old man, recovering his voice under the kick given to him by the brandy.

“For God’s sake, speak up, you intolerable fool! What has happened to Samuel?” abruptly demanded Jacob Thomas, who now opened and spoke for the first time.

“Oh, Mister Thomas... Samuel...”

“What!” Quentin shouted.

“He is dead! Dead! Dead!” the old man dropped his head and continued wringing his hands.

The silence was almost unbearable. Panic fell on everyone in the breakfast gathering. Finally, they all echoed one fatal word in a different tone: “Dead!” “Dead!” “Dead!”

“Murdered!” exclaimed Tombs, beside himself with total horror.

“Murdered!” roared all the men as they each ran up the grand staircase.

“Murdered!” whispered all the women in the room in hushed tones and sickening hearts as they all sank into their seats at the dining table.

Doctor Quentin and the other men entered the room. What did they first see? A dimly lit spacious changer with a large canopied bed with heavy crimson curtains

With a pale face and a slight spoken word of apology, Doctor Clair pushed past the others and to the bedside. He stood still and looked upon a body lying there and shrank back. He was white as a sheet, “Good God Almighty! It is true!”

The other men gathered around with exclamations of astonishment.

There lay the rigid form of Samuel, cold, white, and still, with a ghastly wound that was struck across his forehead.

“Gracious God Almighty! Who could have done this?” cried Kenneth. “Have the doors of the home closed and locked, Quentin. No one is to leave this place until the police arrive and investigate this atrocious crime!”

“Yes! I agree,” said Jacob Thomas.

“We must also send for Doctor Cantu immediately. Life might not be gone completely from poor Samuel,” replied Doctor Clair as soon as he recovered from his panic mode. He reached down and laid his hand over the cold brow of the deceased Samuel Knight.

“Quentin, we must not touch the body until the police can do their investigation,” urged Jacob.

“Joshua, call Doctor Cantu immediately. Tell him to get here quickly. Hurry!”

Kenneth began to walk towards the door. “Come, gentlemen, we really must clear this room until the police arrive.” He said as the men withdrew from the bedroom.

Quentin took his key and locked the door.

Meanwhile, downstairs, Alyssa Nicole lay upon the red velvet sofa, white and trembling.

The other ladies were near the young woman, bathing her temple with a damp washrag.

Charlotte said, “This shock has been too much for our daughter. We must take her home immediately.” She turned to Oliver and inquired, “Please, sir, if you don’t mind, will you have our car pulled around to the front.”

“Yes, of course.” He bowed, turned to one of the servants, and said, “See that Mister and Mrs. Reynolds’ car is pulled around to the front.”

Quentin stood back and watched orders given by the young heir apparent Oliver Courbis. “Well, that is it for me. I can give no more orders in this household.”

“Doctor, shall I trouble you to have the police called and have them come here as soon as possible.”

“Sir,” said the doctor, with dignity, “I have no longer the privilege of issuing commands in this house. But, Oliver is the heir apparent now and will, no doubt, see that your wishes are carried out.”

A boy entered the room, “Mister and Mrs. Reynolds’ car is at the front steps.”

Mister and Mrs. Reynolds, along with Alyssa, rose and began to leave the room.

Jacob interrupted them and said, “I’m sorry, Kenneth, but no one can be permitted to depart this house until the police arrive and we all answer their questions.”

Oliver interjected, “He is right, Mister Reynolds. No one should leave the premises until the police arrive and have their inquiry.”

“Very well,” Charlotte replied. “If we can’t go home, we must go to our rooms. Alyssa must go to bed and rest.”

Oliver wasn’t bashful. He knew what the death of Samuel meant. He was now the one in charge of the entire estate. He took upon himself the direction of all affairs not strictly within the confines of the estate.

*****
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DETECTIVES AND THE coroner arrived in the early afternoon. They posted officers at all the doors to prevent anyone from escaping from the premises.

They were followed up to the estate by many of the villagers from Black Rock Cove who had heard about the murder. My how news travels in a small community. Of these curious followers, the three men we met at the story's beginning were among them... Randall, Henry, and Jack.

Randall stood in front, looked over at his two fishing buddies, and said, “And before he had the opportunity to get married and leave an heir to come after him... he was the last of the Knight line.” So he said over and over to others, as well.

Jack, who had remained silent for so long, finally spoke, “Damn it all! It was Oliver Courbis who did it. It was him and nobody else. He knew he was the next heir to the estate and all its wealth and riches. Damn him! I tell you, it was he who did it!” He said while puffing on a filterless Camel cigarette.

Randall replied, “I disagree, Jack. It might be to his advantage that the young Samuel die unmarried, so to speak.  I don’t think Oliver would risk killing him.”

“Then, who else could have done it?” demanded Henry while holding an Antonio and Cleopatra cigar between his finger and thumb.

Randall looked at his two friends and whispered, “Lucas Durano, the tramp! Yep, he was the one who did it.”

“Oh!” cried the other two men at the same time. Henry added, “Lucas Durano is as honest a fella as I’ve ever met. But, no, my friends, he didn’t do it.”

Jack added, “But we were all there last night at the party. We all heard the two of them talking. The two were getting together after everyone had left the party. So we all were standing near them while they were talking. Remember?”

Randall replied, “You are right, Jack. We did hear them. But we didn’t hear a word of whether or not he would visit Samuel. As a matter of fact, we heard him talking to himself when he walked off about getting something from Samuel after he was done with them. Right? I think it was a robbery. I think Lucas made off with a lot of money, and Samuel was killed while he was doing so.”

Henry took his cigar from his mouth and continued, “I tell you both, Lucas didn’t do it. I like the young man. And besides, if Samuel was, in fact, murdered, I’d rather Oliver Courbis be hung for the murder than a poor, low vagabond! So, I will leave it that I am much in favor of Mister Oliver Courbis being the man that murdered Samuel Knight,” he said while he took a long draw on his cigar, followed by tears from his eyes for the deceased Samuel Knight.

Randall started rubbing his chin. “You know what? It was neither Oliver nor Lucas who did the deed. Oliver wouldn’t do it and take the chance of dying in the electric chair. And our poor tramp wouldn’t have done it no more than I would have. So nope, neither one of them killed Samuel.”

Jack demanded, “Well, who was it then if it wasn’t either of them?”

No sooner did Jack finish speaking than a policeman walked up to them, overhearing part of their conversation and, in not so polite of a way, instructed that they come to the house for questioning in the investigation.

Jack was reluctant to go. “Wait! Why us three? We don’t know anything.”

Henry added, “We weren’t even there... none of us.”

Each man was led back up to the house, escorted by two police officers. Other villagers and onlookers watched the three men and began their own rumor that they were being arrested for the murder of Samuel Knight.

Let’s talk about motive and evidence for just a moment. One of the first acts of the detectives was to make a thorough search of Samuel’s room. There was, in fact, an extensive robbery.  The deceased watch, pocketbook, diamond stud, and diamond sleeve buttons from his dress shirt were missing. In addition, the safe in the wall behind a picture was open, and all the contents were removed.

Additionally, a small quantity of clothing was missing from the closet.

The only evidence found that was not that of Samuel Knight’s was a red scarf worn by Lucas Durano, the tramp and vagabond he wore onto the premises for the party.

The butler, Simmons, mentioned that he admitted Lucas to the house at midnight and later up to the bedroom at about two o’clock in the morning. He also added that the tramp left the house around five o’clock in the morning.

When questioning the butler, the word was given that three men and some others overheard Samuel and the tramp talking about getting together after the party ended.

Jack gave his thoughts to the police and said Oliver Courbis committed the crime and should stand for the murder. However, he got nothing further out of his mouth and was told to keep quiet about personal feelings and only answer the direct questions of the detectives.

“Where is Samuel’s valet, Johnny McLean?” the detective asked.

“If you please, sir, we don’t know. Mister McLean hasn’t been seen here since last night,” answered the butler Simmons.

“What!” exclaimed the detective, turning suddenly in the direction of Simmons.

The Chef interjected, “If you please, gentlemen. Mister McLean hasn’t been seen since last night.”

“This is a critical fact! Why were none of us told this until now?” questioned the detective.

“Because you never asked, sir. I thought you only wanted us here to ask questions.”

The conversation was interrupted by the coroner, who had just arrived. He and Doctor Cantu, Jacob Thomas, were seen walking up the stairs to the bedroom where the body of Samuel Knight lay.

No change had passed over the corpse since the discovery in the late morning. Samuel laid in the bed stiff as a board with a deep ghastly wound on the front of the head and coagulated blood all over the pillow.

Doctor Cantu, barely able to control his emotions, proceeded to make an examination of the case alongside the coroner.

With a sponge and basin of hot water, he washed the clotted blood from the wound on the forehead.  It reflected a skull fracture from a blunt instrument of some kind. The coroner and doctor agreed that it was the immediate cause of the death.

Another more careful search was made of the bedroom, and the fatal weapon was located... a hammer with the initials “L. D.” on the handle... “Lucas Durano,” muttered Doctor Cantu as he examined the initials.

The coroner added, “The body needs to be moved downstairs. What room can we place it for the remainder of our investigation?”

“I will ask Mister Courbis and let you know.”

The three men left the room, locking the door behind them while carrying with them the best witness of the crime that they had yet found... the hammer stained with blood and bearing the initials of “L. D.” on the handle, the poor tramp.

The coroner and the doctor searched for Oliver, the new head of the estate, concerning the room to hold the investigation.

Oliver was finally found sitting in the library. He was at the desk with a decanter of brandy and a glass half full in front of him. 

Oliver had been drinking freely since he was aware of Samuel’s untimely death. His sadness was caused by his cousin’s shocking death and his own unexpected elevation to the head of the Knight Estate.

“Oliver, we need to speak about the investigation,” one of the detectives said.

“I beg of you not to speak to me at all! If I am summoned as a witness, I will attend when the time comes... but, to let you know, I don’t know anything about this horrible affair. Until then, detective, just leave me alone.” His words were slurred and quite rude. 

“But, I must ask you, sir, the room where we will be asking and interviewing witnesses. It needs to be on the first floor. What room may we use?”

“Go to Doctor Clair. Tell him that I sent you to him and he is to give you the room you need. He has been here, for God's sakes, for twenty-some-odd years. He knows this house better than anyone.”

The coroner and the detective leave the library and go in search of the tutor and former guardian of Samuel Knight. They found him up in his own quarters on the second floor.

They told him that Oliver sent them and roused him from his lethargy of grief. In return, they found another room on the first floor, a smaller parlor that would be adequate to hold a better inquest into the death of Samuel Knight.

*****
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THE PARLOR ROOM WAS then prepared for the investigation to continue. The body of the murdered head of the Knight Estate was laid out in the room on a medium size conference table that was cleared.

Two card tables were put together, and chairs were pulled up for the coroner and the two detectives to attend the inquest.

It was four o’clock in the afternoon.

Near the table where the detectives and coroner sat were two additional clerks to take minutes of the meeting.

Several chairs in the room were pulled up, surrounding the body in a half semicircle. One chair was occupied by Jacob Thomas, another by Doctor Quentin Clair, and another by Kenneth Reynolds. In the last chair was Doctor Cantu.

The new head of the Knight Estate, Oliver Courbis, was not present at the opening of the meeting.

Others invited to attend were three of the men from the village, Randall, Jack, and Henry.

The first witness called was the Chef, who was asked to go and get Samuel but found him dead.

“Your name, sir?”

“Joshua Tombs.”

“State your age, and how long have you been working here at the Knight Estate?”

“I am fifty-one years of age. I was born here on the Knight Estate and have been serving the family since I was fifteen.”

“When did you last see Samuel Knight alive?”

“I last saw Mister Knight alive on the night of August thirty-first. Or, actually, to be more correct, on the morning of the first day of September at about three o’clock in the morning, going upstairs to bed.”

“Is that the last time you saw him?”

“Yes, sir. I neither saw nor heard of Mister Knight again until noon the following day when all the guests were assembled for their morning coffee and breakfast. I was asked to go and check on Mister Knight by Doctor Clair.”

“What did you do when you walked into his room and found him?”

“First, I got no response when I knocked on the door. So I looked and found the door slightly ajar and went inside and approached Mister Knight’s bedside. I called his name a few times, but when I failed to get a response, I leaned over, and that is when I saw blood all over his pillow and covered the poor man’s face and——.” Joshua’s voice stopped and broke down. He cried convulsively.

After a minute or two was given to the Chef to recover, he resumed. “I would like to add gentlemen that I’ve known... Samuel Knight since the day he was born. I have to say that his fate has broken my heart,” he said with a tone of apology.

One of the two detectives spoke up and asked, “Do you know of any person who might hold a grudge against Samuel Knight?”

“No one at all! I don’t believe that anyone had a grudge against him for one second. On the contrary, he was loved as I believe there isn’t a man on the entire estate who wouldn’t die for him nor have killed him. Besides, if I may, I would like to point out there was a robbery.  That is why there was a murder. Someone unknown to us must have gotten into the house and in his chambers and killed Samuel to keep him from giving an alarm. He then took off with the valuables.”

“I’m sorry, Joshua, but hearsay is not evidence. So please refrain from nothing but the facts of this case.”

“I am sorry, but when—-.”

“That will be all, Mister Tombs.”

The Chef got up and left the room.

The following three witnesses were Jacob Thomas, Quentin Clair, and Kenneth Reynolds. They all substantiated everything that Joshua Tombs said.

Then Doctor Cantu was next. “Doctor Cantu, please tell us what your examination found.”

“I made an examination of the body when I arrived. I explained the cause of death and said that because the wound was external, no autopsy was necessary to decide the cause of death.”

Several servants were called to give their testimony to additional information that might help in this hearing. They said that Lucas Durano, a tramp, had come to the house around midnight, saying that he was invited by Samuel to come and see him. He was then escorted to Samuel’s room as ordered by Samuel Knight earlier.

Joshua Tombs was recalled to testify and said that he didn’t hear Samuel say a word about having an appointment with the tramp in his room or anywhere else. He also added that he never heard Samuel mention Lucas Durano's name.

The detectives then called the villager named Jack back to testify.

“Sir, we have heard your testimony, along with Randall and Henry, but have heard something to the order that you don’t think the one they call a tramp, Lucas Durano, had anything to do with the murder. Please explain.”

“Very well, sir. Lucas Durano is probably the most honest poor man in the whole wide world. He had no reason to kill Mister Knight. You might ask why. Because he was like to get more by Mister Knight’s living than by his death.  All of you detectives here should be looking for the person who benefited the most from his death. Lucas did not kill Mister Knight.”

The room was beginning to darken from the late hour of the evening. The large chandelier in the middle was turned on. The detectives, the coroner, and the DA, who arrived late, met privately in the room. It was ten o’clock in the evening they made the verdict. Because of the lateness of the hour, the body was to remain at rest in the room. A window was opened to ventilate the room. 

The  DA continued. “The deceased, Samuel Michael Knight, came to his death through a wound to the front of his skull. It was inflicted by a hammer held in the hands of one Lucas Durano, a tramp, a vagabond, who was aided and abetted in his felony by one Johnny McLean, the valet of the late Samuel Knight.”

The DA signed off on two warrants and gave them to the detectives to go and arrest Lucas Durano and Johnny McLean, the valet.

The body laid on the table and awaited the arrival the following day of the undertaker. The door to the room was locked. No guard was left in the Room of Death. It was midnight when the rest of the house retired for the evening.

Eight o’clock the following day, the Black Rock Cove undertaker, Timothy Collins, made his appearance at the estate. But unfortunately, none of the household servants were ready to accept him. 

He rang the doorbell, and he used the knocker over and over. Finally, with no answer, he went to the servant’s entrance, getting the gardener's attention, who slept next to the door. He answered the door, half-dressed and half awake.

“You are pretty set of lazy villains to be still sleeping so damn early in the morning! It’s no wonder murders are committed here. I saw a window open on the side of the house and might have climbed through it and helped myself. Instead, I was expected at eight o’clock this morning. It’s now eight-thirty, and I have been waiting for someone to open the damn door for the last thirty minutes. Now, please, show me to the room where Samuel Knight’s body lay in rest,” concluded Collins, dropping down into a chair to catch his breath.

The gardener said while gaping and rubbing his eyes, “The room where Samuel’s body lies is locked up. Doctor Clair is the only one with a key.”

“Well, go and find Doctor Clair and tell him I’m here to pick up the body and bring a key down right away.”

In about twenty minutes, Quentin came down the stairs with a key in his hand. 

Immediately upon seeing Samuel’s tutor and guardian, his entire mannerism changed. He became humble and stood silently while waiting for Doctor Clair to speak.

“Well, Collins, it’s about fifteen years since this estate has required your services.”

“Yes, sir. It’s been exactly that long since the late Jean-Marc passed away,” sighed Timothy.

“We thought very little to the fact that your next service here would be required for little Samuel.”

“Yes, sir. But you know what they say... we are here today and gone tomorrow.”

“Come, Timothy, let’s get this over with.”

Doctor Clair opened the door, closely followed by the undertaker.

“There, Doctor, that’s the window I saw open from the outside!”

“We were instructed by the coroner that the window be left open to keep the room ventilated.” He said, walking to the center of the room. Then, he stopped, looked around, and exclaimed, “My God Almighty!”

Tim Collins looked around to see what was amiss, but he couldn’t detect anything wrong. The room looked fine except for one thing.

“What’s wrong, Doctor Clair?” he asked, advancing toward the doctor.

“Jesus Christ! Waste no time, Collins. Open all the windows. Let’s have some daylight in this room! Good Heaven! It can’t be possible!” Doctor Clair exclaimed, who was frozen in his steps, panic-stricken and spellbound.

Collins stared at the doctor in perplexity.

“Do you not hear what I am saying? Have you no ears? Listen to me! The body of Samuel is gone!” the doctor shouted so loud it could be heard all over the house.

“The body is gone?” slowly and incredulously muttered Collins. “That just can’t be, Doctor Clair! Who would want Samuel Knight’s body? Who would want to steal his body and why?”

“He was lying on this table right here. It was in this room that the body laid in state and for your arrival Timothy!”

“Maybe somebody moved it back to his bedroom to dress him up for his coffin or something,” the undertaker suggested.

“That is nonsense, Tim. Would they have taken it to his bedroom via the window to the outside? The door was locked. I was the only one with a key. And, the door was found locked when I arrived here a few minutes ago. So, would they have taken Samuel’s body through the open window?” demanded the doctor.

“No, Doctor Clair, to be sure they wouldn’t,” admitted Timothy.

“Yet the body of Samuel has been taken out of the window over there! We must rouse the house and set an inquiry to discover who has been guilty of this terrible offense,” said the doctor, hurrying off to find the rest of the servants.

The entire servant’s quarters were rousted about only a few minutes later.
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Chapter FOUR

The Voyage 
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It’s been a while since we discussed the “witch”  from the old lighthouse in Chapter One. At the same time the undertaker arrived at the Knight Estate, a startling incident happened there overlooking the Demon Gorge on the beach.

The sun had just topped the mountains to the east and made the Pacific Ocean sparkle, striking a path of dazzling light across the waters to the land. The black rock coastline also brightened from the morning sunrise.

The water was at high tide, and the chasm was full. The rolling thunder of the incoming waves made a nearly deafening noise.

A curling column of white smoke climbed high above the rude chimney of the old lighthouse, demonstrating the residents were astir.

Inside there were two women busy at work, the older Victoria Meret and the younger one, only known at this time to be the younger Victoria Meret. One was cooking breakfast, and the other was busy making the beds.

Victoria had changed very little since the first day of her arrival at the lighthouse, some twenty years before. It was often said that age had hardened the woman and toughened her rather than weakened and subdued her.

She still had the same tall and masculine-looking body, a dark complexion, and coarse red hair. Her clothing hadn’t changed in style... the dark blue wool gown and the red handkerchief tied about her long hair.

The younger Victoria Meret, who was actually Claudia, was a beautiful woman of almost forty years of age and had grown to a tall height like her mother, but with a much more attractive form, features and complexion. Her hair was of a rich, dark auburn color. “It was a good time we had the last night, mother,” she said as she tucked the sheets in and pulled up the bedspread.

“Yes, it was, dear. I saw you dancing with James. Is there something more than friendship going on there?”

“I suppose. He’s always trying to get me to join his church, and then we can get married and settle down... as he always says.”

“I thought so... he wants to marry you?”

“Yes. And to think that I’m old enough to be his mother!”

“Ahhh, come on now, dear. You’re forty and—-.”

“Not yet, Mother, not for another four months.”

“Well, thirty-nine. And he is what... 31 years old? So that’s only nine years difference.”

“And the wretch! To lift his eyes in your direction, which should have been a—-.”

“Okay. Okay, Mother! I can’t bear that! Someone is coming. I wonder who it is?” questioned Claudia.

No sooner did Claudia question the visitor rustling outside the door than a figure staggered inside at the doorway, reeled around, and fell upon the floor. The figure was a tall, stout man, clothed only in his shirt and drawers, with his matted dark hair and cadaverous face stained with blood.

“Who is it? What’s all this going on?” cried Victoria, hurrying to where the man had fallen.

“Oh, my God, Mom... it’s Lucas!” cried Claudia, stooping over the unresponsive form.

“Lucas! I didn’t know he was back home. When did he get back?” inquired the old woman, bending down over the body.

“How should I know, Mother! I don’t know anything more than you do. Look! He is covered with blood. He is either wounded badly, or he has been killed!” cried Claudia as she raised his head and laid it in her lap while sinking down on the floor.

“No! Don’t say killed, Claudia. Lucas is only weak from losing so much blood. He is not dead! She leaned over and noticed his chest moving up and down. “See! Lucas breathes!” exclaimed Victoria, hurrying to a cupboard and getting a glass of brandy for the wounded young man. She stooped down, “Here, Claudia, give Lucas some brandy.”

Claudia raised Lucas’s head and poured some of the brandy down his throat. She waited and again poured some more until the glass was empty. The man drew a very long breath.

“Lucas,” shouted Claudia as she handed the empty glass to her mother, “what in the world happened to you?”

“Help me, Claudia. Please. Hide me somewhere now!” hurriedly exclaimed the vagabond.

“Absolutely. But why do you need to hide? Did you do something wrong?” she asked as she tried to raise the man to his feet.

“There’s no time, Claudia. Hurry! Hurry! You have got to hide me somewhere... fast!” cried the tramp in an agitated voice.

“Mother, come quickly here. He is too heavy for me to lift. Give me some help!”

“Please! Help me up now!” exclaimed Lucas.

No sooner did the women get Lucas standing up than he was too weak to sustain his own weight and fell back to the floor. “Never mind... it’s too late. They will be here any moment and will take me.”

“Who will take you, Lucas?” Victoria asked.

“The law is after me, Mother!”

“Law or no law, I won’t let them take you out of this room. They have to cross my door, and when they leave, it will be as dead as a doornail, I tell you!” she exclaimed as she ran around the corner and grabbed her double barrel shotgun.

In the meantime, Lucas and Claudia, still on the floor, stared at the door covered with a blanket.

“Put up your shotgun, Mrs. Meret. Don’t be afraid. It’s alright, Lucas, it’s me.”

“Hugh Jackson!” all shouted simultaneously in one breath.

“Right you are,” Hugh said quickly. “I’ve come to warn you, Lucas. There’s a warrant for your arrest.” He looked down at his friend he hadn’t seen in years and added, “My God, I almost didn’t recognize you, man. No time to talk! They're less than a mile behind me headed here.”

Lucas reached up and grabbed Hugh’s hand. “What in the Hell are you telling me, Hugh? A warrant for my arrest? Why?”

“For the murder of Samuel Knight!” exclaimed Jackson as he helped him to the stairwell down to the basement.

“The murder of the young Samuel Knight!” both women echoed each other after a slight pause of consternation and horror.

“Yep,” Jackson added.

“Wait, is Samuel Knight dead? Murdered,” said Lucas as he walked down the steps to the basement.

“Come now, Lucas, my friend... yes, it is true. He is dead and was murdered. The question, Lucas, is why did you kill the man?” That’s what everybody is asking. Why?”

“But, Hugh, that is so far wrong. I didn’t do it. When was Samuel killed, and where?” Lucas asked with a dazed look on his face.

“In his bedroom in the big house.”

“I don’t care what everybody is saying. I didn’t kill Samuel. He was my friend, for God’s sake.”

“Oh, God,” Lucas said while stopping on a step halfway down. “I am so sorry that this happened to Samuel!” exclaimed the tramp.

“You will still be much sorrier when you go to the chair for his murder as you will be if you don’t get down there right away. They will arrest you and put you in jail to await your trial. They will find you guilty, Lucas.”

“Wait, Hugh. Why has there been an arrest warrant placed on me? I don’t understand,” inquired the tramp while they rushed across the basement floor to the wall where there was a large stone wall that, when pushed, revealed a secret passage through the rocks.

They no sooner were behind the wall and the secret entrance closed than Lucas asked, “How was he killed?”

“He died from a severe blow to his forehead, made with an iron hammer held in your hands, who afterward you helped Johnny McLean, the valet, disappear from the estate.”

“I think I am beginning to see what you are saying, Hugh,” exclaimed the unlucky vagabond, striking the front of his forehead with his closed fist.

The two men, Victoria and Claudia, walked away and came to a large open area lit up by the light of a fissure in the black stone cliffs. From the outside, it was completely invisible.

Victoria said, “Lucas, what were you afraid of when you first came in our door and asked us to hide you?”

“I... I was afraid... I thought they would catch me and... find out all about it,” replied the tramp, with a dazed expression on his face.”

“About what, Lucas?” asked Claudia.

“Let me see,” he held his hands up to his temples, “I don’t know. Blame it on my head, I guess.”

“What was it you were afraid of that they would find out? Who were you afraid would find out,” continued Claudia.

The vagabond looked confused and helpless at Claudia. Then, he again threw his hands up to his head and dropped to the ground, where he bent over motionless.

“He’s dead! Lucas is dead!” screamed Claudia, wringing her two hands together in agony.

“No, Claudia... he’s not dead!” exclaimed Jackson, running to a small stream of fresh water from a cavern wall. He took the ballcap he was wearing, filled it with water, and knelt down by Lucas. He was joined by Victoria and Claudia, anxiously looking on.

“No, he is not dead. But Lucas is hurt pretty bad. It will take everything you got, Miss Meret, and your doctoring skills to get him through this mess,” continued Jackson.

“I will return to the lighthouse and get my medical box,” Victoria said.

“Stop. You can’t budge a step from here. The police are probably already there, swarming the place now. If you go back now and walk out of the cellar, they will be on to you, find the secret passageway, and make their way to Lucas and us, too.”

Hugh continued to wash the blood off Lucas’s face. In doing so, he found the cause of all the blood, a deep gash across his forehead, “Oh, my God. That was his death blow!” Claudia cried out in anguish.

“No, but it would have been a death blow on most men. Our dear Lucas here has a tough head.”

Victoria interjected, “He is so pale. He looks like all the blood has drained out of his body.”

“I still don’t understand Jackson. Why does everyone think Lucas did the foul deed? He didn’t take Samuel’s life. Never! He isn’t capable of doing a crime, much less a crime of murder,” fiercely exclaimed Claudia.

Victoria added, “He didn’t bring any valuables with him... not even a nice set of clothes or other effects.”

“I agree, Mother. He is certainly above robbery,” added Claudia.

Hugh interrupted, “But, he had a partner... Johnny McLean, the valet, who might have gone off with the riches to be divided between them.”

“That could be,” admitted Victoria.

Claudia quickly jumped into the conversation, “Hold your tongue, Hugh Jackson. How dare you hint for just one moment that Lucas could be an accomplice to the crime?”

“I’m sorry, Claudia. My apology. I was only trying to get at the case for the good of everyone concerned,” soothing replied Jackson.

“And he, without a suit of clothes to his back!” angrily added Claudia.

“Whoa! What do we have here?” exclaimed Jackson while opening Lucas’ front shirt to see if it was just blood on his clothes and if he was hurt in other places. “Since when has Lucas Durano worn red silk linen under his shirt? Did you notice this, Victoria?” demanded Jackson.

“No, I didn’t notice it. I only noticed the boy had on his underclothes and no upper ones,” growled the old woman.

“Look at the initial sewn into the silk. The letter “K.” There’s no denying this. Lucas Durano has got on one of Samuel’s stolen shirts!”

The two women look closely.

“So, as you two ladies can see, it doesn’t look good for Lucas here. It looks worse than we imagined. Lucas looks more and more responsible for the murder and the robbery of the Knight estate,” sighed Jackson.

“Hugh Jackson, don’t be so quick to accuse Lucas. He didn’t do either one,” cried Claudia, with a great sob as she covered her face with her two hands. “I’m telling you right now that he didn’t murder anyone, and he didn’t rob anyone. I know his wearing that shirt looks wrong, but there’s an answer to it.”

Victoria added, “I agree with Claudia. He never did either one. But if he had done it, he must have had a good reason,” she said vindictively.

“Hugh, while you are sitting there wiping that rag on Lucas’ face and hands, it’s not doing any good. He will surely die while we stay down here hiding.”

“Then I will leave. They will not suspect me.”

“Good. Come back quickly!” pleaded Claudia.

Hugh dried Lucas’ face with the red handkerchief given to him by Victoria and then arose and left the secret cave by the secret passage. There were no off-shooting passages, so Hugh didn’t have to worry about making a wrong turn as he got closer to the entrance to the cellar. Finally, Jackson reached the doorway of the secret passageway. He paused a moment and listened to see if he heard the police in the basement on the other side. There was no sound. He moved the stone doorway and peeped into the room. No one was near.

Jackson then pushed the entrance to the side, slipped through the hole, and rolled the stone back like it was. 

Jackson began to congratulate himself. Even if he was suddenly found in the cellar, it wouldn’t matter now that the secret passageway's entrance was securely hidden.

It was evident with all the windows and the door left wide open that the police had been there and thoroughly searched the place.

He made it to the outside. He looked in all directions, and there was not one living soul in any direction that he gazed. Jackson began talking to himself. “Nobody within a mile of this place. I’m surprised they didn’t leave an officer or two here to watch the place... but they didn’t. That’s good. I suppose by the look of things, I might have an hour at the most to gather what I need.” He went to work quickly.

First, he found a small wool shawl, which he spread over the floor. Then, he searched and found the medical box Victoria talked about. A bottle of brandy, a small teapot, a cup, and some tea bags, all of which he tied up in the shawl.

He then walked over to the door and locked it. Then, to the windows, closed them, and hurried back down into the cellar and through the secret passage to get back to everyone waiting with bated breath.

He passed laboriously down the concealed steps to the cellar, along the secret passageway, and finally emerged into the lighted cave.

*****
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“JESUS CHRIST, HUGH, what took you so long?” Claudia ungratefully greeted the man.

“I have been all the way back to your room, feeling my way the entire time for safety. The officers have been all through the place and turned everything upside down. But I am happy to say they are gone now.” He looked over at Lucas. “How is Lucas?” anxiously inquired Jackson.

“He is running a bad fever and trembling with chills. Feel it!” exclaimed Claudia.

“Yep, he has a fever... a pretty good one at that,” he said after placing the back of his hand on Lucas’ head.

“He also talks in his sleep,” added Claudia.

Hugh dropped the shawl with all the medical supplies he had brought.

Claudia continued, “He’s going to die. He really needs the help of a real doctor!”

“Hugh, I think that is a good start,” Victoria said, “but if we could somehow drag a mattress down here and some pillows and maybe bedclothes, that will work for now.”

“Okay. Now is the time for me to do it before the police return. It will not be easy, but I will do it for my friend here.”

“Oh, thank you, Hugh. Laying on this damp, hard ground is not doing him any good at all. My doctoring him will do very little to help as long as he is cold and wet.”

Jackson was off. This was the third time he had attempted the secret passage, and he traveled quickly. When he arrived upstairs in the house's main room, he had to open one of the windows to let light in to see. As he opened it, he could see the Knight Estate Mansion less than two miles away. 

Jackson stopped his gathering of things. Then, with a long telescope in the place that looked out over the ocean at times, turned it onto the mansion. He looked in every direction between the lighthouse and the villa. Then, on one pass of the looking glass, he saw a group of men ascending one of the foothills with all of their faces looking in the direction of the lighthouse.

“Jesus Christ,” he said aloud in a whisper to himself, “they are definitely police officers. I must hurry!”

Jackson worked hard to get what Victoria said would make Lucas more comfortable. Finally, although not easy, one by one, he got them down the stairs to the cellar and through the secret door leading to the open cave below.

“Okay, Victoria, it’s time for you two to go back up and play like nothing has happened. The police will be here in 30 minutes or so. So unless you both want to spend this night in the cave, I suggest you high tail it back now, so we don’t reveal the secret entrance to the cave.”

“Mother, you and Hugh go back upstairs to our home. I will stay here with Lucas,” Claudia decisively said.

“That’s not how it works, Claudia. “How in the world can you take care of Lucas? You don’t have any knowledge of wounds and bandages and all. So I will stay and look after my son, and you and Hugh will go and face the police.”

Victoria’s word was law! And her skill with medicine and doctoring was far better than Hugh and Claudia put together.

“Hurry up, Claudia. We can’t waste any more time. We must be back to the tower before the police reach it,” said Jackson.

Claudia leaned over, gently kissed Lucas’ brow, and followed Hugh out of the cave and back up the stairs to the above room.

On their arrival, Jackson rushed over to the window to look out in the direction of where he saw the police earlier. They were much closer and could now be seen with the naked eye. They were no more than ten minutes away.

Claudia began straightening the place.

“Claude, I’m headed down to the beach and walk up and down like nothing ever happened. Then, when they get near the lighthouse, I will walk up and over and join them as they come to visit.”

“Yes, by all means. It would not seem respectful for a man like you to be seen in the company of the likes of me,” exclaimed Claudia bitterly.

“Very well. I won’t leave. I will sit down right here with you,” said Jackson throwing himself into a chair.

“No! Go. Go. You are right. We must not throw any suspicion on us whatsoever. If you are suspected, they will be watching you, also. Now, Go!” Claudia explained while pointing at the door.

“Very well. I go for your sake, Claudia,” replied Hugh while walking out the door and to the beach. He began pacing up and down, looking down at the seashells. Thank goodness the tide was out. He watched as the police got closer and came into sight.

When the officers got closer to the lighthouse, Hugh walked up the cliffside and met them on their arrival. “Hello, officers, any news on the murder yet?” he inquired.

“Nope, Hugh. We haven’t located either the tramp or the valet. Our chief sent us here. The Chief thinks he will return to where his Mother lives and asked us to keep an eye on the lighthouse.”

“I thought so when I saw you coming this way.”

“Not only that. Have you heard of the further developments on the case?”

“No, what?”

“Samuel Knight’s body was stolen from the house,” the policeman said in an awe-inspiring tone.

“Samuel Knight’s body was stolen! Impossible!” Jackson replied.

“Yes. You didn’t hear of it?”

“Hear of it?” Jackson echoed. No! I haven’t heard of it whatsoever. I can’t believe it. God, Samuel’s body was stolen? It sounds impossible to me. Do you have any clue who stole it?”

“We don’t know. It was lying in state in the living room at home, awaiting the undertaker to pick it up.”

“Wasn’t the body watched?”

“No. Why should it be watched? Who would have supposed for one single minute someone would come and steal the body?”

“We don’t have any idea. Tim Collins, the undertaker, arrived this morning and found the body gone. One of the windows was open in the room, and Doctor Clair was the only one with a key.”

“Any theories on who might have done something like that?”

“The Chief thinks someone hid under the table that a big cloth hanging to the floor draped over it. So someone hid under the cloth until all was quiet and the door locked and then came out, stole the body, and went out the window.”

“I have never heard of anything like this in all my life,” exclaimed Jackson.

“Me either... the theft of the body under these circumstances is absolutely unparalleled.”

“And yet, no clues to the murderers yet?” Hugh added.

“No clues. There’s no doubt in the case that Lucas Durano and Johnny McLean are the murderers, and they are at large. And, they killed Samuel to rob the place where they got off with at least five hundred thousand dollars in gold and jewelry.”

“That’s a lot of loot. How did they carry all of that?”

“Actually, it wasn’t that much. They stole the “Twin Diamonds.” They’re worth at least three hundred thousand dollars alone.”

“Twin Diamonds!” exclaimed Jackson. “That’s quite a hall. And you don’t have any clues yet as to the whereabouts of the murderers and robbers?”

“We do have one clue,” the officer said. “The maid for Alyssa Nicole Reynolds’ family. Bethany Weiss has fled, and it is known that Johnny McLean had the hots for her.”

“Really?”

“Yep. She hasn’t been seen by any of the family since the night of the murder.”

“Then there may be three people connected to the murder if you add her to the mix.”

“Not really. She remained at the Reynolds’ home the night of the murder.” The officer said.

The officer continued, “Well, we’re here now. I hate to go inside and bother these poor women. But I need to do my job, Hugh,” said the detective. He ordered his men to stand back as he stepped into the doorway that had been purposely left open.

No sooner did he get inside than he saw Claudia sitting in a corner knitting a sweater. “Good afternoon, ma’am.”

“Good afternoon, sir,” returned Claudia, looking up from her work for a moment and then back down.

“Didn’t find you here when we came by this morning,” he continued while sitting in the nearby chair.

“I didn’t know you were coming by this morning,” returned Claudia.

“Well, let me get down to why I am here. Your brother or relation with Lucas Durano visited Samuel Knight last night. The Chief has asked that I drop by and remain here until Lucas returns so I can pay my respects in person.”

“I know exactly what you mean, Mister! You bastard!” cried Claudia losing her sustained self-control. “I already know there is a warrant out against my brother for the murder of Samuel Knight, but he couldn’t have killed Mister Knight anymore than you or I could have.”

The police officer said not a word and only gently nodded his head.

“If you mean to wait for my brother, you will go hungry. Therefore, I will give you nothing to eat nor drink.”

The officer pulled a small sack that was over his shoulder. He pulled out a loaf of bread and a canteen of water. He came prepared. “That’s okay. I came with enough provisions to remain seven days, ma’am.”

“There is only this one large room here. We need our privacy. You can’t remain here.”

“Well, if you would be so kind as to produce Lucas Durano for us, I will take him and go off peacefully about my business.”

“He’s not here.”

“Well, ma’am, tell me where he is, and I will send one of my men to go and get him. Then, I will relieve you of my presence when he is in our custody.”

“When did you see Lucas last?” inquired the inspector.

“I haven’t seen Lucas for almost four years. I didn’t know he got back from wherever he was.”

Several days passed.

The hunted murderer, Lucas Durano, laid ill in the hidden cave, carefully nursed by Victoria, his supposed mother or grandmother, who had the skills to make the man comfortable and heal his wounds.

She and Lucas were trapped prisoners because the police remained around the clock watching the light tower. However, their imprisonment didn’t matter to either one.

Thanks to Hugh’s quick thinking, she had all the necessities of life. She never missed the comforts and luxuries which she had never possessed.

Although the officers outside saw relief every eight hours by others, the guard was kept up for all seven days. 

Claudia protested in vain against this invasion of her privacy by the police, but she had no claim on her residence in the dilapidated lighthouse. Instead, she and her mother were nothing more than squatters on the lands of Samuel Knight, paying no rent for living there and not having a lease or contract whatsoever.

After seven days and not being under house guard, Claudia left the lighthouse and walked down to the beach at low tide. She looked for Hugh Jackson and hoped he was still there. After a while, he came into sight, and she hastened to meet him. “Hugh, can’t you do something and get the police to leave? The longer my mother and Lucas are down in the cave, the more they will need to get out. Besides, I’m so anxious to find out if Lucas is okay. He might be dying or already dead for all I know.”

“If he was, Victoria would have come up already,” interrupted Jackson. “Crap, go away, Claudia. One of the officers is coming this way.”

Claudia turned away from Hugh bitterly. Although upset, she knew she better not be having a conversation with him because she was considered a suspicious character in all this mess.

Before the tenth day of the lighthouse guard, a surprising thing happened to throw a light upon the mystery. It would be something that would clear the two men and reveal the real murderer.

Alyssa Nicole had been so prostrated by the shock that she was conveyed to her guest quarters and bed in the Knight Estate and put under a doctor’s care. Unfortunately, she has remained ill for the last ten days. 

On the tenth day of recovering from the terrible ordeal, she said, “Father, I wish for you to send a detective to come and take my deposition. I have important testimony to give concerning the murder of Samuel Knight.”
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Chapter FIVE

The Duel to the Death
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“Oh, Alyssa, my dear child, you have important testimony to give in the murder of Samuel Knight? What on earth can you possibly know of it?” inquired her father.

“I know, Father, that the poor vagabond, Lucas Durano, and the valet, Johnny McLean, who I have been informed, have been accused of Samuel's death, are innocent of the crime. They are not guilty!”

“Alyssa Nicole!”

“I speak the truth, Father.  But, I would rather not say another word unless I am under oath and giving it under oath in the presence of the DA. I wish for you to send for him, please, Father. I wish to get this terrible thing off my mind, and it will help me recover faster.”

“Alyssa, how can it possibly be that you know who committed that murder? If so, how do you know the awful truth of this matter? Was it through our maid, Bethany?”

“Not at all. I haven’t heard from her since we arrived at the Knight Estate. The word is that she fled with Johnny McLean.”

“Yes, with the very man whose arrest warrant has been issued for the robbery and murder of Samuel Knight!”

“She might have not fled but went away with him to get married. They did love each other, Father. She told me herself before we came to Samuel’s nineteenth birthday party. I can assure you he didn’t have anything to do with it.”

“Come now, Alyssa Nicole, you haven’t answered my question. I ask you again. Do you know who killed Samuel Knight?” repeated Alyssa’s father.

“To honestly answer your question, Father, it would have to be that NO, I do not know who killed Samuel Knight. But I know neither Johnny nor Lucas are the guilty parties,” replied Alyssa.

“Father, please understand, to tell you would require me to tell you the answer that will be very painful to me. Therefore, I can only tell it once. I will make it before the DA. Period.”

“Alyssa, I have—-.”

“Father, please. I will make it before the District Attorney, and you will be present, of course, and hear all that I have to say... once and for all. But, let’s keep this between you and me and the DA. Mother doesn’t need to know about it. It would only distress her to no end.”

“The DA is only a fifteen-minute trip to get here. I will send for him now.”

“Thank you, Papa. That will give me time to make myself presentable and come downstairs to the library.”

“Are you sure you feel well enough?”

“Yes. I will be able to find the strength to do this. The slight exertion will not hurt me. Actually, the change might do me good,” replied the young lady.

Kenneth Reynolds left the room.

With the nurse's help, Alyssa got out of bed and changed into a dark blue cashmere dress, lined and faced with dark-blue satin. When dressed, she went down the stairs and walked into the library. It was a beautiful room, upholstered in scarlet and gold, lined with walnut-carved mirrors and a choice of family pictures.

The nurse brought a footstool and placed it under the lady’s feet.

No sooner was she made comfortable than there came a rap at the door. The nurse walked over, opened the door, and admitted her father, Kenneth Reynolds, Judge Jacob Thomas, and the District Attorney, Christopher Watkins.

No sooner was the door closed than Kenneth Reynolds said, “As I informed you, sir, my daughter has some important things she would like to say that have to do with the death of Samuel Knight.”

The DA walked over and said, “I understand from Kenneth that you wish to make a deposition under oath as to facts that have something to do with our investigation into the death of Samuel Knight.”

“I do.”

“Do you, Alyssa Nicole Reynolds, that the statement you are about to present is the truth and nothing but the truth, so help you, God? If so, do you also understand after your statement, you will be called a witness in the trial should anyone be tried for murder?”

“Yes, I agree, sir. It is my duty to give any information within my knowledge that may tend to vindicate the innocent and discover the guilty, whatever inconvenience it might bring myself,” Alyssa replied firmly.

“Very well, Alyssa, you may begin but speak slowly, for I need to take down your testimony. My clerk was tied up and not with me, and I am a bit slower than him.”

“It was on the evening, or rather to say precisely, it was the morning after the birthday ball, between the hours of three and four o’clock in the morning when all of the festivities ceased. All of the guests had departed.  The only exception was those given rooms and invited to stay.

We all retired to our bedrooms. I locked the door, sat down, and began to unclasp the jewelry from my neck. When I did it, I noticed the large diamond pendant I was wearing was missing.

I remember it was there when I danced the last waltz. I knew it must have come loose, and I dropped it either in the ballroom or in one of the hallways leading to our bedrooms. Since the diamond was passed down in the family to me, I did not dare to leave it to the chance discovery of some dishonest person in the house. I didn’t wish to wake anyone and thought I would try to find it alone.

I took the flashlight that was on my nightstand in my room and set forth to look for my lost necklace. I remember the grandfather clock in the hallway ringing four bells... that is why I knew it was four o’clock in the morning.

As I left my chambers and was unfamiliar with the house, I unknowingly turned down the hallway where Doctor Clair, Oliver Courbis, and Samuel Knight’s rooms were located.

As I was tiptoeing down the hallway, a door suddenly opened. I was so startled that I immediately turned off my flashlight and got up against the wall. Two people came out. One was Johnny McLean, and the other was the vagabond, Lucas Durano. I knew them both by sight as I knew them from other times I was in Black Rock Cove.

I was afraid of being seen and backed into another hallway. No sooner did the two men leave the room than I heard Samuel’s voice say, ‘Out the back kitchen door, Johnny, and then out by the north entrance.’

Samuel closed the door, and I heard the key turning where it was locked while Johnny showed the tramp out of the house,” Alyssa stopped.

“And you saw and heard everything you are telling me?” asked the DA.

“Yes, sir. I saw everything and heard everything I have told you,” repeated the beautiful Alyssa Nicole Reynolds.

“But, Alyssa, what you say proves nothing in favor of the accused two men. You saw them go out, that is true. But it is possible they both returned, picked the lock on Samuel Knight’s bedroom door, and committed the murder and robbery of the poor unsuspecting soul.”

“No, sir. They very well might have done so, but they didn’t, Mister Watkins. Later on, someone else picked the lock and committed the murder. I haven’t testified as to the rest of my story yet. There is more that I saw that I haven’t told you yet. I saw the real murderer at his fiendish work.”

“Alyssa Nicole!” shouted her father. “My dearest child!”

“Yes, Father, I saw the murderer,” repeated the young lady. Then, finally, she grew pale and began speaking in almost a whisper.

“Under what circumstances was that?” asked the DA.

“I, uh—-.”

Kenneth interjected, “This is too much for you, hun. Maybe you should not have undertaken this task so soon.”

“No, Father... I should have undertaken it sooner. I should have presented this evidence at the original questioning downstairs. It would have changed everything,” sighed Alyssa Nicole, regretfully and almost reproachfully.

“I am so sorry, Alyssa. None of us could have imagined that you would have been connected to the murder as eyewitnesses. Besides, you were too ill to attend the hearing of all the evidence.”

“Yes, back then, that is true. But now, I am here. Let me continue, please. So, when the valet and the vagabond disappeared, and Samuel closed his door and locked it, I came out of the dark hallway I was hiding. I went to the staircase and began looking for my necklace. I never found it there and continued into the ballroom, where I looked all over but in vain. I looked around for thirty minutes or so in every crook and cranny of the room. That is when the batteries went dead in my flashlight. There was a full moon that morning, and it shined in the windows giving me just enough light to find the servant’s quarters. I thought about rousing them to get some help in finding my diamond pendant.

However, just as I passed into the hallway on the way to the servants’ quarters, I looked down and saw my diamond necklace lying on the wood floor. I picked it up and began to walk up the stairwell. I got to the top and began to move slowly because not much of the moonlight lit my way upstairs.

As I passed the hallway back down to Samuel Knight’s room, the moon shone brightly at the other end through the window. I stopped and stared a moment and saw a man standing who was coming out of Samuel Knight’s room.” She paused, leaving all three men in a sense of suspense. They all bent with breathless attention toward Alyssa.

“He turned around and rushed down the other end of the hall out of my line of sight into the shadows. Then he disappeared.”

“Alyssa! Did you recognize who the man was?” inquired the DA.

“No, I didn’t. I actually didn’t suspect anything until the next day. I thought at first it was just someone staying in the house whom maybe I hadn’t met before.

From there, I went to my bedroom and went sound asleep. After that, I didn’t think of it anymore until I heard that Samuel had been murdered the next day. Then I put all the pieces together of the night before.”

“But, Alyssa, my dear. If you didn’t recognize him, could it have been one of the two men that Samuel locked the door behind earlier?” Alyssa’s Father interjected.

“No, Father... it’s practically impossible. Johnny and Lucas have a dark complexion, black hair, and full beards. The one I saw last leave Samuel’s room was white-faced and didn’t have a beard or mustache.” Alyssa replied but appeared to be fatigued with the interview length.

“And you could tell all of these features in the dark?”

“As I said before, the light from the moon came in the window at the end of the hallway, and I could make out the features,” Alyssa Nicole replied.

“Thank you, Alyssa. I do not doubt whatsoever that you are telling the truth under oath. But may I ask if you are telling us the entire truth? Is there anything else that you are not telling?”

“No, nothing,” firmly said Nicole.

“Not even your suspicion of this man’s identity who emerged from the doorway of Samuel’s room on the night of the murder?”

“No, sir. I have no suspicion of his identity.”

“It had to be someone you knew. Think carefully. There was Samuel, Oliver Courbis, elevated to the head of this estate, and Doctor Clair,” said the DA.

“Mister Watkins,” Alyssa smiled slightly, “the man I saw looked nothing like the three gentlemen you mentioned.”

“Very well. Let me ask you another question. Would you recognize this man if you should see him again?”

“I am not sure,” Alyssa replied.

“Okay. That will be all. Thank you for coming and answering our questions, Alyssa.”

The nurse was called for, and the beautiful young Alyssa Nicole Reynolds was helped back to her room.

*****
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LET’S HEAD BACK OVER to the lighthouse.

At this very hour, Claudia, exasperated by the continued watch by the police in her home, rushed out of the lighthouse and unbraid her lover, Hugh Jackson. It wasn’t long as she ran down the Demon Gorge to the beach, she met the man who was waiting for her. “Hugh, please tell me you found something that will help get those police out of my house!” Claudia exclaimed resentfully.

“Well, Claude, they will be out of there today.”

“What do you mean, Hugh?”

“Do you know Dylan James Stark in town? He’s a commercial fisherman, right?”

“Yes.”

“They put to sea over ten days ago. Nothing was heard of them until this morning. Some thought they were lost at sea when the last storm blew through.”

“Well?” questioned Claudia.

“Well... this morning, their boat came in, and they heard of the murder of Samuel Knight for the first time. They also found out about the arrest warrant for Lucas and Johnny and the reward offered for their capture.”

“What of it?”

“Well, they are ready to testify that they took Lucas Durano up the coast near Seattle on the morning of the murder before anyone had heard anything about it.”

“What!” exclaimed Claudia in unbounded amazement.

“They have gone to police headquarters to report this information. So, in a few hours, your house will be clear of the police. But, I must go, Claudia... my love. See you later!”

*****
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BACK AT THE KNIGHT Estate, this news traveled quickly. Kenneth and Jacob went looking for Oliver and found him in the library. He was lying on a sofa between two casement windows overlooking the gardens smoking a long leaf cigar and sipping on brandy on an end table.

“Good morning, Oliver,” said Jacob. “I’m sorry to intrude on your privacy, but Kenneth and I have a little business to take care of,” said Jessica’s father.

“Take a seat there,” Oliver pointed to a wingback chair. “And you, Kenneth, pull that chair up from over there,” he suggested, “here and up to the sofa.”

The visitors sat down.

“I hope Alyssa is recovering, Kenneth,” continued Oliver.

“Yes, she is better this morning, thanks,” replied Kenneth.

“Well, Jacob, it looks like you are anxious about something. Is there some news regarding the murder or the theft of Samuel’s body?”

“Yes, Oliver. Nothing to do with the theft of Samuel’s body, but some new evidence regarding the murder has changed things quite a bit,” Jacob replied.
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