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Contact and Links




I hope you enjoyed this second book in the Brittle Saga Trilogy.


You know me by now, dear reader and this is, of course, not quite the end. The third and final, edition of this trilogy, The Brittle Sky, is available now, see the link below.


The Brittle Saga Trilogy – Click here to see all three titles.


	Book One – The Brittle Sea
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Book Three – The Brittle Sky
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Out Now and FREE on eBook Walking Away from Midnight. Click here to download your FREE copy.
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Keep up to date with regular reports on progress on my blog or visit my social media feeds:

Email: tom-kane@mail.com

Website: http://fictionbooks.online/

X (formerly Twitter):  https://twitter.com/TigerBites

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/TheBrittleSea












  
  







Dedicated to my mother, long since departed.

My inspiration for life, love and adventure.











  
  






A Word Can Change a Mind. 
A Sentence Can Change a Life.
A Book Can Change the World.


Tom Kane © 2008
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Chapter one

Introduction





The Titanic disaster is the catalyst that sparks a bloody feud between two families in early 20th century America. 

Magda Asparov travels from her Ukraine home, the chosen bride of American businessman Matthew Turner III. No expense is spared, and Magda is booked on the Titanic for her voyage to America and a life of luxury.

It’s the Titanic’s maiden voyage, but fate takes a hand as she hits an iceberg and sinks. Captain Richard Blackmore, master of The Lady Jane, arrives on the devastating scene of the sinking, but there are no survivors. After what seems like a fruitless search, a young woman is discovered, alive. Magda Asparov has survived, but she is close to death. Magda has lost her memory and a new personality, Maggie, has taken hold. Blackmore’s ship, The Lady Jane, carries Maggie to New York and an uncertain future. During the voyage, Blackmore and Maggie fall in love.

Turner believes his intended bride has survived the sinking and engages henchman William Harker to find her.

Meanwhile Peter Asparov, Magda’s young brother, has left his home in Ukraine and ventured on a trek across Europe, his intent being to travel to America and be reunited with his sister.

The owner of the shipping line Blackmore works for, Gordon Bellagon, has sent Blackmore on an extended voyage. He is given instructions to dock at a port in East Africa and collect a valuable package. While at anchor, Blackmore’s ship, The Lady Jane, comes under fire from rebels attempting to overthrow the Imperial German forces. Blackmore’s ship is hit and sunk. He and his surviving crew are captured and held in appalling conditions.

Harker has located Maggie and realises she has been living with Blackmore. Harker informs Turner of what he has discovered, and Turner has a jealous tantrum. Turner decides to exact revenge on Blackmore. William Harker murders Blackmore's old chief engineer, to frame Blackmore for murder. 

While Richard Blackmore is away, Maggie discovers she is pregnant. Before she can give birth, William Harker kidnaps Maggie.

On his return to New York, Blackmore is arrested and accused of murder. Blackmore is imprisoned when he is found guilty of murder at trial. Blackmore is eventually freed on evidence proving his innocence. Blackmore decides he must find Maggie and his child.

Blackmore tracks Maggie down to Cordova in Alaska, but Maggie’s original persona, Magda, has resurfaced and she has married Turner. Blackmore confronts the person he knows as Maggie and is shot by her.

Mental illness, betrayal, murder and corruption destroy Blackmore and Maggie’s life together. Until all that remains is for Blackmore to seek answers and revenge.








  
  

Chapter two

March 1931 - A Death in the Street





42nd was busy, but Evi Baros and her friends from St. Elias found it easy to walk, by weaving between people walking towards them. All five women from the Greek Orthodox Church, slowed to match pace with an old man ahead. Though he was walking in the same direction, he was walking slowly and swinging his cane, nonchalantly whistling out of tune. There was no way on the sidewalk to get past the old man’s wanton swinging cane and people hurrying towards Evi and her friends. 

As they approached a side alley, Evi noticed someone was popping their head out from the alley, then quickly ducking back in. It seemed someone was waiting to jump out and surprise a friend. The thought made Evi smile. And indeed, a young woman stepped out and stopped the old man a few feet in front of the ladies. The women, as if by some unknown command, came to a stop. Evi noticed the girl’s left arm was in a sling and saw the girl say something, noticed the very red shoes she was wearing and the shining buckles on the shoes. The shoes seemed out of place, the buckles an over-the-top affectation.

Then the girl snatched a small pistol from the sling with her free arm and levelled it at the old man. 

The girl smiled. 

Evi frowned. 

The girl clumsily cocked the pistol. 

Evi snatched a breath as the girl fired the pistol once, twice… three times.

Evi and her friends screamed in unison as the old man groaned leaning hard on his cane. He stumbled forward but stopped his fall with the cane, gripping it tightly with both hands. He muttered a few words and then lost his grip on his cane and fell forward, hitting the sidewalk heavily.

The girl shooter screamed and tears welled in her frightened eyes. 

Evi’s group of female friends could not believe the tableau of hate and death unfolding before them, some screamed their hysteria as one. 

The girl looked up at Evi and her friends. She mouthed the word sorry, then levelled the gun at her temple and pulled the trigger. 

Evi watched in horror as the girl staggered left, right and stumbled forward, dropping to the floor. She managed, with a gasp, to stop her face hitting the hard concrete. Her arms took the full force of the fall, but soon failed and she crumpled forward, a small sob leaving her mouth.

Nobody spoke. All were frozen to the spot. A New York shower of cold rain hissed across the sidewalk, drenching the horrific tableau. New Yorkers had stopped to either gawk at or be shocked by the scene. But one person had the presence of mind to do something. 

Evi was well trained as a ward nurse and was down on her knees, feeling the man’s pulse. “He’s dead,” she said with a sigh, then quickly moved on to the still form of the young girl. Once at the girl’s side, she repeated the process. “I have a pulse.” she declared. “She’s alive. Someone get help, send for an ambulance. Now!”

The rain shower had stopped and the pink rainwater stained Evi Baros’ new cream and blue dress, but she paid no mind to it. She had a life to save.

The girl groaned as Evi examined the head wound. Evi let out a brief gasp of air as she realized the wound, though bleeding profusely, was superficial.

“Is he dead?” The girl's voice came out as a croak.

“Yes,” Evi heard herself mutter while she rummaged in her bag for a handkerchief. She found it at the bottom and used it to pad the girl’s wound. “I need more of these, girls,” Evi said, looking up at her friends. Each rummaged in bags and produced the required item one by one.

“The ambulance is on its way,” a man said.

Evi looked up at a waiter standing over her with concern written all over his face. 

“Is she going to make it?”

Evi nodded, “I think so.”

“Had to do it,” the girl muttered, shaking her head slightly, then groaning.

“Keep still,” Evi ordered.

The girl tried to lift her right arm to her head, but the effort was too much.

“What’s your name?” Evi gently removed the red stained handkerchief and check the blood flow, it was still running and not congealing.

“Name?”

“Yes, you, tell me who you are and who he is, the man you shot.”

“Bastard, he is.”

Evi was a little shocked at language like that from one so young.

“Who is he? What’s your name?” Evi waited, but there was no response. The girl’s eyes were closed. She checked her pulse again and despite the injury, it was still strong.

Suddenly, the girl’s eyes opened and she swore. “I’m nothing, a nobody… he… he,” tears welled up in her eyes, “he’s, my father.”

Evi gasped, not because of the bad language but the admission the girl had murdered her own father. Evi dabbed the girl’s wound and then pressed down on it with a clean handkerchief. All the time wondering what had taken place between father and daughter to warrant the girl shooting her own father. She could hear the wail of an ambulance siren and looked up. A police officer was running across the street as the ambulance screeched to a halt. The crew jumped out and took control of the situation.

Evi stood up and stepped back, giving the ambulance crew room to move.

“What’s your name, miss and what happened here?”

Evi looked to her left and the police officer stood poised with a pencil and pad, ready to make notes and take names. “My name is Evelina Baros.” She waited for the cop to finish writing. “She,” Evi said pointing to the girl’s prone body, “stepped out from that alley,” again pointing, “and shot this man, three times I think, then shot herself. It was surreal.” The retelling of the incident in words seemed to underline the reality of what had taken place and Evi’s eyes welled up with tears.

The police officer was busy writing down what Evi said and then stopped. “How do you spell surreal?”

Evi fully turned to look at the man. “A man is shot dead in the street by his own daughter and all you can do is scribble in your book and ask me to spell surreal?” It was only then, when the severity of what had happened hit her, did Evi Baros began to cry uncontrollably.








  
  

Chapter three

April 1914 - A Friend in Need





For a few minutes, Magda stood looking at the spot Richard Blackmore had occupied, blinking her eyes as tears formed. She had no idea why she was crying. The man she had shot had nothing to do with her. All she knew about him was what her husband had told her. How he had kidnapped her and locked her up. It was for that reason she hated him for robbing her of her freedom. She blinked again and a tear trickled down her left cheek. 

Why feel so bad about getting rid of him. Why cry? 

She shrugged and lowered the rifle, swinging it over her shoulder by the leather strap. Slowly she made her way to where her husband lay, his whimpering moans annoying her. A scurrying of feet and the snapping of twigs made her turn. She was startled, afraid, unsure if the bear was dead and looked toward where the animal lay. Out the corner of her eye she saw her men were entering the clearing and breathed a sigh of relief.

“What happen, boss?” The lead man was Chinese and he oversaw Magda’s bodyguards by a simple distinction: he was the only one who spoke English.

Magda turned back to her moaning husband, a bloody mess of deep scratches and deeper open wounds already showing signs of congealing. “He was attacked by a bear… again!” She stifled a laugh at the ridiculous thought of her husband being once more savaged by a bear, maybe even the same bear, who knew. “Get him up and bring him along. I will get someone to tend to his wounds. I need a stiff drink.” Magda turned and walked back to the cannery, with not another thought for her husband or the fate of Richard Blackmore.





      [image: ]


A movement in the darkness of the forest failed to attract anyone’s attention. A ghostly, insubstantial shadow rose from behind dark branches and bushes, remaining motionless until the clearing was fully deserted. Then the shadow moved, slowly and silently, toward the clearing The shadow waited until the departing group of people made their way down the track. As the sounds of walking feet on twigs and gravel receded, the shadow was once more in motion and moving into the clearing. Then, more quickly, the shadow made its way to the edge of the cliff where Blackmore had fallen, warily skirting round the dead bear. 

Nash Henson peered over the cliff and exclaimed, “My god!” Looking round in desperation, seeing not a soul around, he peered once more over the edge and shouted as loud as he dared, “Richard? Richard?” There was no answer, but a wind was whipping up and Henson realised neither he nor Blackmore would be able to hear each other. Henson looked around in a desperate search for some way he could climb down. He became aware he was on a rocky promontory that jutted out from the mainland and that there was no way he was going to be able to climb down, especially as he could not see where Blackmore lay. For all he knew, his friend may well have been swept out to sea and drowned.
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Nash Henson’s little boat steered a course so close to the rocks, he could almost touch them with his right hand. Stellar Dawn was swaying and bobbing violently up and down, left and right, so much so he had scraped the side of his boat on the rocks a couple of times. But he was determined, if possible, to save Richard Blackmore’s life, assuming Blackmore was alive. A pang of fear hit him and he realised the chances of Blackmore being alive were negligible. He had no way of knowing where Blackmore was, let alone if he was alive or dead.

This is insane.

He knew it, realised with certainty Blackmore was almost probably dead. Even if he survived the bullet and survived the fall, landing in the sea and not on the rocks, he would be dashed against those rocks until he was senseless and then drown. But Blackmore had saved Nash Henson’s life and Nash Henson owed Blackmore.

I pay my dues.

Henson took a leap of faith and made a big assumption that Blackmore was still alive and he had to find Blackmore based on that assumption.

The darkness was total but getting a little lighter as dawn approached. With the aid of the small boat’s night lights, he could make out how close he was to the cliffs. He smiled at the thought of this being a mountain top, bringing back his conversation with Blackmore. The boat’s rocking became more pronounced as Henson brought the little craft as close to the point where he thought Blackmore had fallen. It was indeed a promontory, but there was a large gap between the outcrop where the clearing was located and where the mainland started, for the promontory was a small island joined by a land bridge covered in trees and bushes with the clearing at the very end. He dropped two anchors, hoping this would be enough to keep his boat off the rocks. In the darkness, Henson pulled out his Ever-Ready tubular flashlight and switched it on. The beam was none too powerful, but it was better than nothing.

As he swung the cone of light upwards to the top of the cliff, something caught his eye. He slowly moved the light down and then he saw what he was searching for.








  
  

Chapter four

Maggie’s Trauma





Magda took a long sip of bourbon, rolling it round her mouth and savouring the warmth and subtle fieriness of the smooth liquor, before swallowing. She looked over at the still body on the couch. Blood was congealed on the lacerations across her husband’s chest and face. 

“You look a mess, boy.” To her surprise, the man groaned, weakly. “Better get a doctor out to you, I suppose. Jake!”

The shout echoed through the cannery, despite the sound of heavy machinery in the background. The cannery rarely stopped operating day or night. Time was money. The shuffling of feet rewarded Magda’s shout as a small man came scurrying into the room, still putting clothes on as he entered.

“Did I wake you up?” Magda asked sarcastically.

If nothing else, Jake, Magda’s manservant come gopher, come accountant, knew the right words to say at the appropriate times. “No, Ma’am,” Jake said, struggling to put an arm into his jacket.

“Good. I need you to fetch that doctor we use from the town.”

“Doctor Ryan?”

“Yes, the good-looking young man. Get him up here and let him look at that,” Magda said, pointing to Turner’s now silent and still form. “See what he can do, I’m going to have another bourbon. I’ll be in my office.”

Magda made her way to her office and heard Jake leaving the building as she shut the door to her office. She placed the bottle of bourbon and her glass clumsily on her desktop, unslung the rifle from her shoulder and put it in the corner stand. Splashing more of the brown liquid into her glass, Magda sat down heavily in her leather chair and picked up the glass tumbler. She took a long gulp of the spirit, put the glass down and leaned back, her chair’s leather creaking. It had been a traumatic evening. But she felt there was the closing of a door, a finality to the evening with the death of Blackmore. And a degree of sadness.

Why would that be so?

Magda pushed the thought aside. If there was an answer, she wasn’t sure she wanted to know what it was. Her husband had repeatedly told her Blackmore was bad news. A bad man who had kidnapped her and kept her hostage for his own pleasure. Yet that had never rung quite true.

Magda sighed, casually looked over to where she had left the rifle and saw the half-opened box. “Red shoes with shiny buckles! Who in their right mind would buy a woman shoes like that, oh idiot husband of mine?”  She took another sip of bourbon and placed the glass on her desk. She leaned back and closed her eyes.


      [image: ]It was the soft sound of her own gentle snoring that woke her. She sat up and looked around, blinking the sleep from her eyes. She seemed to be in an office. She yawned and looked around again, suddenly realising she recognised nothing. The office, the desk, the bottle of bourbon and the chair she sat in. Even her clothing was alien to her. She sat; body stiffened at the shock of waking up in an environment she had never seen before. Nothing was familiar. Her arms were on the leather chair’s arms, her hands gripping the chair’s arms tightly.

A knock on the office door startled her. The door opened and a little man looked around the door. “The doctor is here, Ma’am. He’s with your husband.”

She stared at him, open mouth working, but no words coming out.

“Are you okay, Ma’am?”

“Who… who are you? Where am I?”

“Ma’am?”

Maggie looked around the unfamiliar surroundings and back at the small man framed in the doorway. “Where’s Richard?”

The small man entered the room fully and took slow steps toward his employer, stopping at the large desk. “Are you feeling okay, Ma’am?”

Maggie shook her head. “I remember a doctor, somewhere hot… I’m so confused.”

Another man entered the room, one of the Chinese guards Magda had made carry Turner into the cannery. He took one look at Jake and sneered with contempt. 

Jake took the look for what it meant and sidled out of the room.

The guard was carrying a rucksack and he dropped it at the side of the desk, close to where Maggie sat. “Wan’ us find body?” The man’s Chinese accent was thick and it reminded Maggie of someone. 

“Mr. Lee? Are you Mr. Lee from The Lady Jane?” But even as she asked Maggie realised this man stood before her was too young to be Mr. Lee.

The man ignored the question and repeated his own question. “Wan’ us find body?”

“Body? I don’t… body? What body?”

“Blackmore.”

Maggie leapt up from her seat. “Richard! Richard’s here?”

“He was boss.”

“Where did he go?”

The man’s expression changed to one of confusion. “He go over cliff, boss lady. You shoo’ ‘im.” He pointed to the rifle in the room's corner.

Maggie did not understand any of what was going on and even less what she was being told. Her psyche was only just awakening from a long dormant state. Nothing was real or recognisable and none of the people were familiar. The one thing Maggie latched onto was Blackmore. The urge to be with her lover was acute within her. The emotion welling up and the love she felt was almost overpowering. “Where is he?”

The man pointed over his shoulder. “He fall off cliff. You shoo’ ‘im.”

Maggie looked again at the rifle. A slow realization came over her. “I shot him?”

The man nodded.

For the first time, Maggie quickly grasped the reality of what she was experiencing. Loss of memory when the Titanic sank. Periods of amnesia followed by lucid moments, where nothing was familiar. Maggie stumbled upon an answer to her plight.

Loss of memory?

“What’s my name?”

The man was confused. “You boss lady!”

“Name, give me my name. You must know it?”

“Magda. You Magda Turner.”

Sense from chaos and an answer to a crazy nightmare. “I’m Maggie… and I’m Magda? At the same time.” She had no idea what the medical term was… then she realized the little man had mentioned a doctor. “I need to know if he’s alive or dead. You need to go and find him. Find Blackmore. Meanwhile, I need to talk to the doctor.”


      [image: ]Doctor Ryan almost jumped as the door to the room he was using as a makeshift surgery burst open and ornaments on a sideboard close to the door toppled and smashed to the floor. The wild-eyed lady of the house entered and Ryan was more than a little shocked at her appearance. “Mrs…” was all he uttered.

“You’re the doctor?” Maggie shouted.

Ryan turned away from the table where Matthew Turner’s prone body lay. “Yes, of course. But we have met severa…”

“Never mind that. Tell me the medical term where a person appears to have two personalities.”

Ryan was taken aback. “It’s a relatively new concept, but it has a medical term. It’s called multiple personality.” 

Maggie smiled, for the first time in a long time. “I knew it, all along, I just knew it somehow.”

It confused Ryan enough, but when a Chinese woman came into the room angrily shouting in Mandarin, it turned his confusion to anger. “Please, we need quiet for my patient.”

“You mad lady, make noise,” the Chinese woman shouted at Maggie. “You wake child.”

Maggie turned to the Chinese woman and raised her hand for silence. “Child?”

“Yes, you child wake,” she said, pointing at Maggie. “She wake and crying. Need mother. Go.” She was insistent and tried to usher Maggie out of the room.

Maggie followed the small woman down a corridor and into another, smaller room. The Chinese woman moved to one side and pointed toward one corner of the room. 

With reverence, Maggie quietly walked to a small bed. She felt the Chinese woman behind her, rather than heard her. In the bed the child was wrapped in sheets and a blanket, but her little face peered out into the darkened room. She was awake and looked up at Maggie as she approached, her little face wrinkled into the beginnings of a crying session. Maggie quickly picked up her child and cradled her in her arms. She realised, in that quiet moment of peace between a mother and her child, that this was the first time she had seen her child. She didn’t even know what her name was.

“What’s her name?” Maggie asked with a sob.

“You know name, missus.”

Maggie looked at the women with anger in her heart.

The older woman relented. “Ava.”

“Ava? What a beautiful name you have, little girl.” Now it was all flooding back and pieces were falling into place. This was hers and Richard Blackmore’s child. Ava was their love child. Suddenly the vision of a man, small with a bowler hat on his head in the house of David and Mary. She had been overcome with something, she had fallen and injured herself. Darkness had followed, with flashes of an old woman and the bowler hatted man. Another glimmer of a later memory, a hot place and getting married. It was tantalisingly there at the edges of her reality. Snippets of memory survived somewhere in her disrupted mind. She couldn’t quite put it all into place but realised she had been abducted. Her baby had been born and she couldn’t remember any of it. She had given birth but had not been a mother to hers and Richard’s child. “That is all going to change, right now.” Maggie turned to the Chinese woman. “Where am I? What is this place.”

The older woman knew better than to query the boss lady. “This place Cordova. This you cannery.” 

The word cannery came out sounding like coronary, but Maggie got the gist of what she was saying. “My husband, he’s in charge?”

“You boss lady. You in charge.” This last was said with a confused look on the Chinese woman’s face.

“Good, because there are going to be a few changes around here.”

Maggie gently laid the sleeping child back in the bed and turned to leave.

“This first-time you child no cry when you pick up.”

Maggie turned to the woman. “That’s because I’m her mother.” Maggie placed her hand gently on the child, then turned and left the room.

The Chinese woman watched her leave, looking more confused than ever.


      [image: ]“How is he, Doctor?”

Dr. Ryan looked up and saw the smile on Maggie’s face. He realised Maggie had calmed down but was still wary. He offered a reluctant smile in return. He knew full well the wrath of this woman was transient but had never seen her smile at all. “He looks in worse condition than he actually is. Bones will heal, a slight case of concussion and he’ll have some good scars to talk about in his old age.”

“If he makes it to old age,” Maggie said with a fierce look of hate on her face.

“This is the second bear attack he’s experienced, I’m told.”

“Is it?”

Ryan looked at Maggie. “Didn’t you know?”

Maggie ignored the question and instead quizzed the doctor for as much information about herself as possible, revealing no details about her suspected multiple personality disorder.

Ryan answered Maggie’s questions to the best of his ability, then he stopped answering questions and asked one of his own. “Why are you so interested in a split personality?” Ryan stopped what he was doing and watched Maggie.

She ignored his enquiry and carried on with her own questions. “This is Cordova, the town I mean.”

Ryan knew something was not quite right with this encounter but chose the better option when dealing with this mercurial woman. He answered her questions. “That’s correct, the town is called Cordova, but you know this information Mrs. Turner, surely.” Ryan’s look of puzzlement deepened as Maggie asked more questions, some of which he knew the answer to and some he didn’t.

“I know, it sounds crazy, but it’s not, I assure you. I need proof of where I am because…” Maggie’s voice trailed off as she quickly tried to think of a reason, she would ask such an obvious question: who she is and where she’s living. “I’ve been held here against my will, doctor.” Maggie blurted out the words without really thinking too much about how stupid her explanation sounded.

The doctor stopped what he was doing with Turner and washed his hands in a bowl of bright pink water. “That sounds rather farfetched, to me, Mrs. Turner.”

“I know, but it’s true. He,” she spat the word out, “kidnapped me. The child isn’t his, it’s mine and Richards.”

“Who is Richard?”

“My lover,” she said, realising what she was saying was sounding not only far-fetched but verging on madness. “It’s a long story, but please believe me, I had no idea what I was doing most of the time… he drugged me. Turner drugged me.”

Ryan dried his hands on a piece of cloth and looked at Maggie, long and hard. “Very well, Mrs Turner. I’ll take your story at face value. There have been times when I have been here, you’ve seemed a little distant, so I’ll accept what you tell me. But with reservations.”

Maggie smiled at the young man. “Have you seen anyone with gunshot injuries lately?”

Ryan shook his head. “No, not for a while. Do you know of someone who has been shot?”

Maggie didn’t reply, gently biting her bottom lip, a pensive look on her face.

“Did he abuse you in any way?”

The doctor’s question startled Maggie. “No… well, I don’t think so. Unless you class kidnap as abuse.”

“It would certainly be near the top of my list of potential abuses. There is something here not quite adding up, Mrs Turner. You say you were kidnapped in such a matter-of-fact way, yet I would have expected you to be outraged. You ask questions about multiple personalities and you are unaware of your surroundings. And yet, at other times on my visits here, you have seemed perfectly at ease and indeed, very much in charge of this cannery.”

Maggie said nothing for a moment. “You’re quite right, doctor, to question me. But I assure you, everything is fine and I just have lapses of memory.”

“Call it what you will, but you are sounding somewhat delusional. I would say you may have had a trauma to your head at some point and your forgetfulness is something that comes and goes. Am I right?”

Maggie nodded but would admit nothing. “Thank you for your help doctor.”

The finality of Maggie’s words was enough for the young doctor to realise his services were no longer required.

“Very well, Mrs Turner. I am finished here for now,” Ryan said, putting on his jacket and picking up a flashlight from the sideboard. “I have left painkillers on the sideboard. The dosage is written on the label. I will bid you good morning. Don’t see me out, I know the way.”








  
  

Chapter five

Between a Rock and a Hard Place





It was a plan he wasn’t too happy with, despite devising the plan himself. But he could see no other options. Henson had to climb up to where Blackmore’s body was wedged literally between a rock and a hard place. He estimated about thirty feet up and was now securing his boat to ensure he had enough rope. 

He was in luck, though perhaps luck was the wrong word. Looking up, he realised the climb up was on an incline that was tapering to the summit, but he would still have to traverse left and right to avoid two bad overhangs. All of this had to be achieved with no safety net, nowhere to shelter in the dark, should it rain or a gale blow up. The descent was another matter. Somehow, he had to bring Blackmore down, alive or dead. He put that thought to one side and looked up one more time. Nash Henson was about to become the first man to attempt rock climbing from a boat and he was under no illusions that it was going to be a difficult climb.

Another word for difficult is arduous and as he made his way slowly up the cliff face, that word kept jumping into his mind, as though some higher being was trying to impress on him the impossibility of the task he had chosen. He put that thought to one side and kept on with the climb. It was slow progress, but nonetheless it was progress and when he looked down, he was surprised how high he was. Looking up, he could see there was still a long way to go. So far, yet so near. But now he could most certainly discern that the inert form he was climbing toward was indeed Blackmore.

“Idiot,” Henson blurted out, “who else would it be.” But that thought gave him pause to think. Maybe this is where they threw all the bodies when they executed those they fear and hate. He shook his head and carried onwards and upwards.

A snap of blustery wind caught Henson unawares and gave him pause to stop once more. The need to get to Blackmore quickly was an imperative he was aware of, but he was also painfully aware that if he fell there was nobody around to catch him. And pain was now playing its part in slowing his rock climbing. By their very nature, rocks can be sharp and jagged and Henson was aware he should have worn gloves. He wasn’t too scratched, but each hand placed onto a sharp rock, especially where he was already scratched, was painful in the extreme. And he was also aware if he made a sudden jerk to take his hand off a rock, he could find himself at the bottom of the cliff, where the jagged rocks would really hurt if he fell and landed on them. 








  
  

Chapter six

Harker’s Family





William Harker was a happy man. He had money in the bank, a nice house in a secluded neighbourhood and his family around him. From now on, he decided, he would retire from his old line of work. Extortion and murder were a young man’s job. He had certainly done well for himself and in his old haunts he was much feared. But now he wanted to move in more gentile company and enjoy the fruits of his ill-gotten gains. 

Unfortunately for Harker, he was a man of singular intent. He needed to be in charge. In essence, Harker had to control any given situation he was in. He had to be in control or he was unhappy and when William Harker was unhappy, everyone in his circle felt his wrath and anger. Harker’s control had to be absolute. Without that he felt life was slipping away, the threads he had so painfully created were being torn and cut. And if those threads were destroyed, they would not only be untangled, but bared for all to see. His undoing would be the open wounds of his lifelong need to be in control.

His childhood upbringing in the never forgiving environment of Hell’s Kitchen was what had set this desire, this need to be in control. Without it, William Harker would have been just another barefoot and shabbily dressed little boy, a little boy that would have been a puppet to someone else’s whims. Harker the boy had seen that in others and determined he was not going to be a puppet, William Harker was destined to be the puppet master and woe betide anyone who got in his way.

His aggressive behaviour from an early age had led to many fights and many a police officer’s slaps on the side of the head. And, more than once, he had been beaten and almost left for dead. But always William Harker had risen, shrugged off the hurt, wiped away the blood and mercilessly made his plans for revenge. But revenge in such a way that led to a profit at the end of what he called the action. 

It was the beginning of his ability to build threads that linked these actions. One action led to another. His main source of income was protection money, paid to him by shopkeepers and business owners. But these weekly visits to collect insurance against any calamity, be it injury, fire, accidents or even death, often also led to snippets of information. That information could lead to another action that could bring a lucrative renumeration. And so on and so forth. One action, to another and another all generated via different threads of information. The insurance money, payable to him, was a good source of income and if it wasn’t paid on time this would lead to a calamity that befell the business or family who had failed to pay their insurance policy. Harker would make sure it was a swift and memorable calamity that would ensure prompt payment in the future. A broken leg or arm of a loved one were his stock in trade and this usually made sure the insurance was paid on time.

And then there were the gangs. Harker was a loner. A lone human crook trying to make a living surrounded by gangs of crooks trying to take over each other’s patches. One Lung Curran’s Gopher Gang was one such gang and the Grafton’s another. Harker decided he needed to stake his claim, to make his mark. He had to make an example of one gang for the others to leave him alone. In typical Harker style he went for one of the biggest and hardest gangs edging into his territory, the much-feared Grafton Brothers. The two brothers were from an extended family that were once the scourge of London. Being British, Harker saw it as his duty to remove them from American soil. Harker’s solution was simple. He used dynamite to destroy the old warehouse the Grafton’s had commandeered as their headquarters. Harker packed the small warehouse with dynamite and doused the basement in petrol, just for good measure. The resulting explosion and conflagration not only wiped out the Grafton crime family but killed half a dozen innocent bystanders who were in the wrong place at the wrong time.

The result was a simple message from Harker to all gangs. Stay clear or else.

But now it was time to look to the future and that future was in legitimate investment. But for that, William Harker needed sound investments. To that end, Harker moved the bulk of his wealth into stocks & shares, including Government Bonds and other share issues he was not altogether familiar with. The world of big business and high finance were something of a mystery to him, but as luck would have it, he knew a man who could point him in the right direction. His broker was one Jerome Salter. Harker trusted Salter to the extent he trusted any man, which means he didn’t trust him at all. But Harker had no choice if he wanted his fortune in a place as safe as Wall Street. Harker had been reliably informed, by Salter, that Wall Street was as safe as the London Stock Exchange or even Fort Knox.

Harker’s business life was thriving, his home life, on the other hand, was verging on a disaster. Harker’s wife was a lost soul and had been for several years. When Harker’s wife became pregnant with their first child, it was a shock to both when the baby boy was stillborn. Mrs Harker never fully recovered from that shock. She functioned as a human being, but the emotional shock had left her drained. Harker expected the arrival of the twins would give her more cause to come out of her fugue. It did not. If anything, she grew distant from the twins and her husband. She looked after the twins, a boy and a girl, but that was as far as her emotional attachment to the twins, or indeed to Harker, went. She was cold towards everyone and would not let anybody enter her timeless world where her little boy was still alive.

And so it was that William Harker and his wife moved their separate ways. Harker moved ever more into social circles and his wife, Florence, moved deeper into her own fantasy world. She did no housework, cooked no meals and only ensured her interaction with the twins was minimal. Did they but know it, Florence and William Harker had that one thing in common, neither showed any interest in their twin's upbringing, this being left to a nanny and house servants. 








  
  

Chapter seven

A Precarious Situation





It was long held as a belief that according to the laws of nature, what goes up must come down. Nash Henson was extremely aware of this law as he climbed the cliff face. He knew his situation to be perilous. He wasn’t someone who enjoyed climbing rocks, but he had a duty to a friend, Richard Blackmore. And if Blackmore was still alive, Nash Henson was the man to save his life. 

Henson had spotted Blackmore’s inert form snagged on the remains of a dead tree, hanging perpendicular to the cliff face. From a distance he couldn’t see too much because dawn was some time off. As he climbed dawn came forth and the further up, he climbed the lighter it got and it became apparent how precarious and dangerous Blackmore’s position was. A tree had once grown from the land upright and strong, but time and erosion had caused landslides and the tree had found itself shifting position and dying off. What was left of the trunk was now Blackmore’s resting place and Henson hoped and prayed it wasn’t his friend’s final resting place. As he approached Blackmore’s body, he could see the tree and Blackmore were both moving, swaying, in the slight breeze. Henson knew that a full-blown storm could spring up in minutes and had to somehow get Blackmore from the tree, onto the rock-face, down the rock-face and into his boat.

“All in a day’s work,” Henson gasped as he finally managed to drag his aching body alongside Blackmore. “Like Ships that pass in the night,” Henson muttered, trying to catch his breath and make his situation seem as normal as possible.

“Longfellow,” a low voice muttered with a distinct sigh.

“Richard?” Henson waited for a response, but none was forthcoming. The smallest of ledges gave Henson a place to place one foot and a similar footing below and back made his position tenable, but dangerous. Henson caught his breath and then reached out to try and examine Blackmore. He placed his left hand over Blackmore’s heart but felt nothing. Moving to the neck and jugular he stretched to feel for a pulse and the ledge his left foot rested on crumbled and shifted, causing Henson to exclaim his love of God and grab at a small knob of rock. At the same time, the tree that was Blackmore’s saviour creaked, loudly which gave rise to a distinct human groan.

Henson clung on for dear life but managed to touch Blackmore’s head briefly. “Richard!”

Another groan and this time movement from Blackmore… and the creaking tree as it gave of a sharp crack and bent downwards.

Henson looked down and thirty feet below his boat bobbed furiously in the heavy sea, too close to the rocks for comfort.

He had a coil of rope over his shoulder which he hoped to somehow use to tie Blackmore and lower him down. It was now all too apparent that wasn’t an option. Henson realised, with dismay, that if as it seemed Blackmore was still alive, he must climb down carrying Blackmore at the same time. Or he would have to tie one end of the rope to Blackmore, climb up himself and then haul Blackmore up the cliff face. It was a shorter distance if he chose the latter option, but then he would have to carry Blackmore’s body, quietly past the cannery to avoid another encounter with Blackmore’s missing lover and her penchant for shooting said lover. Henson sighed. There was only one option, to carry or lower Blackmore down and avoid the wrath of the mad woman.  


      [image: ]It took Henson a few minutes to assess his situation, decide what to do and then change his mind. It was a dilemma and with no obvious and safe, solution presenting itself to Henson. In the end he decided on a one-step-at-a-time approach. Henson tied Blackmore and lowered him down, as far as he could, which in the end turned out not to be as far as he first thought before dawn shed some light on his situation. It was far enough for Henson to be able to tie Blackmore off. Then he climbed down himself, passing Blackmore and down in the short distance to his boat to retrieve more rope. Then he climbed back up to where Blackmore swung giddily in the dawn light and untied him. Next, he tied off the new rope, tying the other end round Blackmore and lowering his inert form once more. It was a precarious and tiring operation and something Henson never wanted to repeat, ever again.








  
  

Chapter eight

No Body





As the Doctor left the room, Maggie noticed the Chinese man stood in the background and beckoned him over. “Follow me.” 

The pair left the room and Maggie tentatively made her way back to the office she woke up in. A few wrong turns later and she was sat in the creaking leather chair where she had woken from her enforced slumber. 

“Did you find him?”

The man shook his head. “No body. He go on boat.”

“Boat! What boat?”

The Chinese man shrugged. “Man take Blackmore down cliff. Go on boat.”

“He’s alive? Richard’s alive.”

Another shrug from the Chinese man.

“Very well. I need help in tracking him down. Can you read English?”

The man nodded again.

Maggie took a piece of paper from the desk paper tray. “His name is Richard Blackmore, Captain Blackmore,” she said as she wrote the name on the paper. “He was the captain of a steam ship, The Lady Jane. I know he was Canadian and here is the place he mentioned to me where he had a home. A place near Richmond, in Canada.”

“I know, you been there.”

Maggie looked up at the man, a look of incredulity on her face. “I’ve been to Richmond?”

“You and boss man travel there when I first arrived. You need supplies, they have supplies until you get own supplies.”

The English was a little laboured, but Maggie understood what he was trying to say. She had been in the very town that Richard had told her about and for all she knew, he had been there at the same time. Maggie looked around and saw a safe in one corner of the room. She stood and walked over and noticed with a sigh of relief the door wasn’t closed. She pulled open the door and inside was a cash box. It too was open. Maggie blew out air with relief that Magda wasn’t too bothered about security. She pulled out a wad of notes, counted out two hundred dollars and handed it to the confused man. “What’s your name?”

“You not pronounce my name, Chinese too hard. You call me Charlie, or boy. Depends.”

“Depends on what?”

“How angry you are.”

Maggie smiled at the man. “Okay, Charlie, I promise to not get angry again if you do this for me. $200 is a lot of money and I want you to use it wisely. Get passage to Richmond, because whoever his saviour is you can bet that’s where he’s taking him. Find anyone who knows Richard Blackmore, even better, find the man himself. When you have done all you can, bring Richard or information on Richard back here to me. I will reward you with another $200 for yourself.”

Charlie was confused, but nevertheless understood what his strange boss lady wanted. He took the money and slip of paper and put them both safely in a leather pouch he had tucked at his left thigh. “I go firs’ light, boss.”

Maggie nodded. “Do a good job, Charlie, I’m relying on you.”


      [image: ]Dawn had broken and Maggie spent an hour wandering around the cannery, watching the evening catch being offloaded, the mainly Chinese women gut and clean the fish and the preparation for canning. As she stood watching the canning process, a vague memory came to her of a dream, a dream where she was sat near a river watching the salmon swimming upriver and where her lost lover, Richard Blackmore, was talking to her. The dream was vague, but she knew she had experienced it and that it seemed to foretell the future. He’s alive, I know it. He’s alive. Maggie kept repeating the words in her head, hoping it would make them true. It was all she had to hold onto, a glimmer of hope that Blackmore was alive and that somehow, she had averted killing him when Magda pulled the trigger. It was then that Maggie realised Magda was the true owner of her body, that she, Maggie, was the interloper. It was a sobering thought and one that didn’t sit well with Maggie, for she realised at any moment her persona may disappear and not come back. It was this frightening thought Maggie decided she had to get away, as far away from the cannery as possible. She had to make the journey to Richmond herself and go with Charlie.








  
  

Chapter nine

A Prelude to War





It was a sunny day, on Sunday, 28 th June 1914 and the young man was sitting at a café, watching and waiting, nervously drinking his coffee. He picked the small cup up, sipped, put it down and looked around. He performed this routine several times. He was wondering what had happened to the other men he had been with. Each of them were there that day to perform a specific task, but each had failed. The young man was at a loss as to what to do next. So, he watched and waited.

While the young man nervously sat at the small table situated on the outside of the café, small boys and girls were playing in the surrounding streets thankful their parents had allowed them to gather with the crowds to watch the important people drive by. Of course, the children had no idea who these important people were, only that their parents were too enthralled and eager to see the motorcade to worry too much about their children. They were all middle-class parents and most had nannies looking after their offspring.

Ten-year-old Draga Vanović had decided he had played with his hoop and stick enough that sunny day. He was hot and wanted a cool drink of water. As he walked down the street, looking for his parents, he passed the young man, still sat at the café table, watching and waiting. Draga paid him no heed but stopped next to the young man as he heard automobile engines close by. Draga turned round and waited with bated breath. He had always wanted to ride in an automobile and maybe today would be his lucky day.

Sure enough, down the street, a line of automobiles came along, engines chugging, smoke pouring from the exhausts and people in the vehicles waving to the rapidly gathering crowds.

Two cars passed Draga and then the third vehicle suddenly stopped. There was a grinding of gears and then the engine cut out.

Draga was so excited he walked toward the vehicle, hoping for a chance to look inside and maybe sit in the driver’s seat. As he came level with the young man sat at the table, the young man lunged forward, scattering the table and coffee as well as knocking Draga sideways.

The young man, Gavrilo Princip, stepped onto the car’s running board. He pulled out a handgun from his jacket pocket, took aim with the FN Model 1910 pistol and fired twice at point-blank range, hitting both the occupants of the back seat of the vehicle. Blood from Archduke Franz Ferdinand’s neck wound splattered on the right side of Draga Vanović’s face. Draga had no idea what had happened and was knocked to the ground as Gavrilo Princip tried to make good his escape. But was thwarted in the attempt by a local policeman.

Draga scuttled backwards on his bottom, pushing wildly with his little legs to escape the trampling feet of multiple adults who were trying to push the young man to the ground. Draga’s backward motion was halted by a wall and he curled into a ball, peering out as more men came along and began beating the young man to the ground with their fists.

Ten-year-old Draga Vanović cried that day, like he had never cried before. From that moment onwards, to the end of his short life, Draga Vanović would forever forego any chance at a trip in an automobile.


      [image: ]The assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife, in Sarajevo was something the Emperor of the Austro-Hungarian Empire had not foreseen and his ability to avert war was now futile. The people of the Austro-Hungarian Empire saw the assassination as an act of war. With the murder of Franz Ferdinand, the Emperor had little leeway and was inevitably drawn towards committing his Empire to a war, he felt, was probably unwinnable. 


      [image: ]Over many years in Europe and across the globe, proclamations of war were made to the accompaniment of military bands. In this modern era of the early 20th century, with telegraph offices and fast communication across countries and continents, the war that Europe was about to embark on was met with the same pomp and ceremony. But this would never be repeated. This war, what was destined to forever be known as the Great War, the war to end all wars, the First World War, would harden people’s hearts across the world and war would forever become a thing to fear, not to celebrate. But for now, military bands in Germany, Austria and many other nations were basking in the glory of war.

In Great Britain, things were a little less glorified and in the quiet halls of power, the secretary for Britain’s Committee for Imperial Defence had just produced a new volume of The Co-Ordination of Department Action on the Occurrence of Strained Relations and on the Outbreak of War, as he did every year. There were no military bands in the corridors of power in Whitehall. Instead, the sombre workings of Britain’s Civil Service went about its business as it always did, regardless. 

In Austria, there were people in the streets of Vienna, milling around as word got out that the army was about to mobilise and then invade Serbia. There was happiness, smiling people, children playing, with families discussing the coming war.

In France, there seemed to be no clear leadership to the populace and many were worried about a pre-emptive strike on France by Germany. The French people were not stupid. They knew Germany had long been making plans for an invasion of France and the people, much like those in Austria, were out and about in the streets. But the mood was not that of laughter and happiness, it was a sombre people who knew a war against Germany could not be won without the help of allies, such as Britain and there was no guarantee of that. 

Across Europe as the summer days wore on, a longer and longer shadow of war was spreading fast. Europe, for so long the scene of so many of the world’s major conflicts, was now edging towards a new war, a war where advanced technology was about to play a part like never before. This war, though the world didn’t realise it, was going to be a worldwide conflict where millions would die in the cruellest and most bitter way that any humans had ever suffered since the dawn of mankind’s dominance of the planet.

The German High Command was the driving force in the coming war, pushed along by their allies, a war like no other war and humanity was walking into a devastating catastrophe of epic proportions, wearing a blindfold.


      [image: ]In the United States of America, the coming war in Europe was met with indifference by most of the population. The White House administration of President Woodrow Wilson regarded the war as something to avoid, but also something to take advantage of. European combatant nations will need supplies and Wilson’s cabinet were aware of this. As were others. America’s business acumen and attitude toward earning more of the mighty American dollar was becoming an imperative to many an American businessman and businesswoman.

It was June 28th and little did the world know that in another month, the blindfold would be off and the world’s eyes would be opened to a war that wrought carnage throughout the world.
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