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      I am going to be bold here and say humans have long been fascinated by history. The past intrigues us and we find ourselves drawn towards knowing what life was like in previous centuries. Love it or hate it, the past determines where we are now and often shapes the future. Literary historical fiction, such as books by Phillipa Gregory and others, open up new worlds and allow us to explore the past in an accessible manner. However, being literary they can often be more in depth and may be offputting to some readers. Fascinating? Yes. Interesting? Yes. Truly accessible. Yes and no depending on your reading tastes.

      Another genre which is becoming increasingly popular is Cozy Mystery. Here, the reader finds themselves investigating crimes, in the company of amateur sleuths who seem to muddle along and get themselves into all sorts of scrapes; yet, somehow, they always seem to catch the guy or gal.

      In our time-starved, modern day world, short stories are also becoming increasingly popular. Therefore, contemporary readers are often searching for books which can be read on the commute or in the lunch hour.

      A Right Cozy Historical Crime combines all three, with stories from rural Scotland to American Cities and from the pens of some truly great authors. My wish is that you enjoy your visit to the past and find yourself engrossed in the words and worlds within it.

      

      
        
        Wendy

      

        

      
        Wendy H. Jones

      

        

      
        Author and Publisher

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter One


          

          
            A MONSTER IN THE VILLAGE

          

          Lexie Conyngham

        

      

    

    
      Something very odd is happening in Mrs. Michie’s cottage – her tenant is not at all suitable for the delightful Scottish village of Ballater. It falls to Hippolyta Napier, wife of the local doctor, to investigate. Could a happy ending be possible, even for a monster?

      

      The first Hippolyta Napier knew about the matter was when Mrs. Michie, a woman nature had never designed for running, came pelting towards her across the village green.

      ‘Mrs. Napier. Oh, Mrs. Napier. Is the doctor in? I need the doctor – or the minister – or the constable, or someone.’ Mrs. Michie flapped at the evening air with the tails of her shawl, as if she could disperse the problem like smoke from a blocked-up chimney. She was a most alarming colour. Hippolyta put a hand out to steady her.

      ‘Mrs. Michie, whatever’s the matter? Come inside, please. Dr. Napier will be back any minute.’

      ‘I can’t go in, I must go back. Oh, Mrs. Napier. My poor cottage.’

      ‘Your cottage? Which one?’ Even as she asked it, Hippolyta thought it sounded a silly question. But Mrs. Michie, a youngish widow, owned several cottages in the village, which she let out to visitors. They were always clean and well-kept, though small for a family, so the venture did not make Mrs. Michie particularly prosperous and she did most of the work herself.

      ‘The one in the lane over there,’ said Mrs. Michie, catching her breath, though her face was still flushed. Her bonnet was crooked, and her boots, Hippolyta noted, were scraped about the toes. ‘Bedroom and maid’s room, parlour and kitchen, and a drying green. It has been empty for a week but I have a woman coming to take it tomorrow, and I went to dust and sweep and clean the windows and set the fire and – and so on.’

      ‘Of course.’ Mrs. Michie was taking refuge in domestic details, and Hippolyta began to wonder what all the fuss was about.

      ‘And I’ve got none of it done, Mrs. Napier, for there’s a monster in the house.’

      ‘A what?’

      ‘A monster. Oh, a monster.’ She waved her hands wildly. ‘Or maybe the Devil. There was a funny smell – maybe it was sulphur. I should fetch the minister – ministers know about the Devil, don’t they? But what if it’s not the Devil? What if it’s some kind of wild beast? Who is it who deals with wild beasts? Should I find a gamekeeper? But it’s no a fox, not at all. No, no – a monster.’

      ‘I’m sorry, Mrs. Michie, I don’t think I understand. What kind of a monster?’

      Mrs. Michie shook herself, and her bonnet tilted further. She jammed it down on her head, then started an untidy enumeration on her fingers, as if counting might bring it under control.

      ‘Its hair is wild and its eyes are staring and it has a strange smell, and it roared at me. It seized me by the waist and spun me round, and then dragged me to the door and flung me out in the lane. From my own cottage,’ she squeaked, as though such behaviour would have been perfectly acceptable in a strange house.

      That, at any rate, explained the boots and the bonnet. A monster, here in Ballater? And a violent one? What was to be done? Such a situation had not arisen in her time in the village – and, she assumed, for some considerable time before that. When she had left her parents’ home in elegant Edinburgh to marry Patrick Napier and move to this spa town in the Highlands, her friends had warned her against wolves and bears, but this did not sound like either of those. Wolves would not grab you about the waist, and bears would be more likely to drag you into their den than to throw you out of it. No bear would want to turn down a tasty snack, even one in a bonnet and boots.

      ‘Let me fetch my servant, and then I’ll go back with you and look.’

      She stepped back to her front door and called for Wullie. The boy came at once. Small and scrawny, he was unlikely to appeal to a bear, but he had a fine turn of speed.

      ‘Wullie, we are to look for a monster in Mrs. Michie’s cottage,’ she told him. ‘If it should emerge and eat one of us, you are to run for Dr. Napier straightaway. Dr. Napier will know what to do.’

      Thus reassuring herself, but baffling the wide-eyed boy, Hippolyta Napier led the way across the green and down the lane to Mrs. Michie’s cottage.

      ‘That one, there,’ Mrs. Michie whispered from behind her.

      ‘There are no lights on,’ Hippolyta murmured.

      ‘Why would a monster need lights?’ asked Mrs. Michie reasonably. ‘He can see by the light of his own glowing eyes.’

      ‘Maybe he’s gone out,’ Hippolyta suggested. ‘How long has he been there? What could he have been eating?’

      ‘People,’ quavered Mrs. Michie.

      ‘I haven’t heard of anyone going missing,’ said Hippolyta. ‘Nor anything. Not even a hen.’

      ‘It’ll be starving,’ said Wullie, ‘whatever it is, ma’am. I couldna do a week without food.’

      Wullie could not, in Hippolyta’s experience, do much more than five minutes without food, but she made no comment.

      ‘It might not have been there so long. Whatever it is.’ She drew a deep breath, braced her shaking shoulders, marched over to the door and knocked.

      The echo drifted through the house, as if something inside had frozen, listening. She nearly jumped out of her skin when her knock was answered by three heavy blows on the other side of the door. Mrs. Michie screamed. Hippolyta leapt backwards so fast she nearly fell over, and scuttled ignominiously back to Mrs. Michie and Wullie. Mrs. Michie clutched Wullie’s shoulders hard.

      ‘Will I go for the doctor, ma’am?’ said Wullie, braced to run.

      ‘Yes, Wullie. Quick as you can,’ said Hippolyta, before considering that really, they could all have gone for the doctor and put some sensible distance between themselves and the cottage. But Wullie was away already, bare feet pounding the ground. Mrs. Michie had pressed herself hard against the wall of the cottage opposite hers. A few doors had opened after Mrs. Michie’s scream, and a few women, not averse to being interrupted in the making of supper, had emerged to see what was going on. They formed a huddle almost opposite the mystery cottage, watching.

      ‘A monster?’ asked one, scratching her head. ‘I thought that cottage was empty this week, Mrs. Michie?’

      ‘So did I,’ said Mrs. Michie, then added, testily, ‘I wouldn’t have let it out to a monster.’

      ‘Aye, I thought there was someone in there,’ said another woman, nodding comfortably. ‘There was a light on last night.’

      ‘No, no,’ Mrs. Michie hurried to correct her. ‘That’s his glowing eyes, ken?’

      ‘Did you see it, then?’ asked the woman, and Mrs. Michie was delighted to give her account again, showing the damage to her boots and encouraging gasps and groans from her neighbours. Hippolyta stood to one side and watched the end of the lane. In a moment or two – sooner even than she had hoped – she saw the familiar, handsome shape of her husband, Patrick Napier, and, to her extra delight, the outline of their friend Durris. Mr. Durris was the sheriff’s officer: between them, he and Patrick could deal with almost anything. Almost anything – and Hippolyta could usually help if they got stuck.

      ‘What’s going on?’ Patrick called. ‘Wullie was making no sense – he claims there’s a monster in a cottage.’

      ‘Oh, Dr. Napier. He’s right,’ gasped Mrs. Michie, abandoning her neighbours for a new and grander audience. ‘There’s a monster in my cottage. It threw me out.’

      And she told her story again, with no embellishments this time. Dr. Napier was known as a sensible man, unimpressed by any patient’s wild stories.

      ‘Have you seen this creature?’ Patrick asked Hippolyta.

      ‘No – but when I knocked at the door it knocked back, much harder.’

      ‘Hm,’ said Durris. ‘Some wild beast, perhaps?’ But he looked far from convinced, and turned back to Mrs. Michie. ‘Did you see it clearly? What did it look like?’

      ‘A wild thing,’ cried Mrs. Michie. ‘As tall as a man, but with a great shaggy head, and claws, and fierce eyes. And a funny smell. And roaring. Roaring.’

      ‘Hm,’ said Durris again, and exchanged looks with Patrick. ‘Tell me, Mrs. Michie, was it wearing clothes?’

      ‘I – ah – ah –’ Mrs. Michie flapped her hands suddenly, and blushed to the band of her bonnet. ‘Aye, it was.’

      ‘Maybe it had stolen them,’ suggested one of the neighbours, and a couple of others nodded.

      ‘It’s no a bear, then,’ said one neighbour sensibly. ‘It must be a monster.’

      ‘I think we should make a closer examination,’ said Durris firmly, and led the way over to the cottage. The windows were shuttered on the inside, and no light was visible. Durris knocked briskly on the door – much more confident than Hippolyta had been – and the crowd held their breath. Hippolyta felt her heart beating, waiting for the knock in reply. But nothing came. Durris looked back at Patrick, nodded, and turned the door handle. The door opened into darkness, and Durris and Patrick went inside.

      The cottage was not a large one, and there would have been little to explore before they encountered whatever was in there. Seconds passed like infinity. Then there was an enormous crash, a cry of alarm, and some very peculiar growling. Hippolyta squeaked, and ran for the door.

      ‘Patrick.’ she cried. But Patrick did not reply. Instead, a figure appeared in the doorway, catching its sleeve on the latch and tugging it free. Hippolyta blinked.

      They had only a moment to take it in. Wild hair, wild eyes, grunting and panting, and then it was away, along the lane at a terrific pace, and into the dusk.

      ‘Monster. Monster,’ cried the neighbours, pointing after it, but not one of them had the nerve to follow it. Hippolyta was more concerned about her husband.

      ‘Bring a light, someone,’ she cried, and plunged into the dark of the cottage.

      The source of the crash was obvious. The cottage’s front room had been furnished with a dresser, holding dishes and plates, all of which were now on the floor under the tumbled dresser, along with Patrick and Mr. Durris. In the lamplight, Hippolyta could see that they were both awake and alert, and in a moment both had been dragged out and dusted down.

      ‘Cuts and bruises,’ said Patrick lightly, with a smile at Hippolyta. She knew he did not wish to worry her, and smiled back, though she would assess the accuracy of his statement later. Durris looked in much the same state, and rubbed his head where the top of the dresser had caught it.

      ‘He escaped, then?’ he said.

      ‘He did. Who wants to run after a monster?’ asked Hippolyta. Mrs. Michie, surveying her ruined cottage, nodded.

      ‘You see now what I meant?’ she asked. ‘Terrible, it was. And that growling.’ She shivered violently. ‘That’s no human, is it?’

      But only Hippolyta had been close enough, when the creature had tugged its sleeve free from the door latch, to hear it pause in its growls and mutter,

      ‘Oh, bother.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Durris was promised to them for supper, and so Hippolyta was able to carry on to the social engagement she had been going to when Mrs. Michie had interrupted her. She would hear all Durris’ thoughts later. But he did stop her before she left.

      ‘Mrs. Napier, I daresay the whole story is around the village already, but I should like not to spread it further than necessary. Just say that a man is on the run, and I shall start up a search party in the morning. There is no sense now, at dusk. And I have a feeling such a creature will not be hard to catch.’

      ‘Of course,’ said Hippolyta dutifully. ‘But I think it is not a creature, or not the way Mrs. Michie means.’

      He raised his eyebrows, warm brown eyes questioning.

      ‘Monsters don’t take snuff, you mean?’ he asked. ‘Did you smell it?’

      She smiled. Mrs. Michie must not have smelled much snuff before.

      ‘That, and speaking the King’s English,’ she said, ‘if only briefly.’

      ‘We’ll find him,’ said Patrick, touching her arm. ‘Now we’ll go and tidy up and make a start, and we’ll see you later. No gossiping, remember?’

      Hippolyta made a face at him. She was bound to take tea at the Strongs’, and their maid, Margaret, was a remarkably efficient gossip. There would be no need for Hippolyta to add to her store.
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        * * *

      

      The Misses Strong lived at the top of the green, in the house of their late brother, the village’s lawyer. Thanks to his profession, they had a wide acquaintance even as far as Edinburgh, and often visitors to the village, there for the spa or the fresh Deeside air, called on the sisters. On this occasion, Hippolyta, daughter of a lawyer herself, had been invited to meet a father and daughter who were to be given tea – not dinner, nor supper, Hippolyta had noted with interest. Perhaps the pair were pressed with social engagements and could only squeeze in a fly cup, or perhaps, if they were visiting the spa, their diets were difficult and tea was all they could manage in polite company. Hippolyta, for whom curiosity was as breathing, was eager to find out.

      ‘Here she is,’ said Miss Ada Strong, when Margaret showed Hippolyta into the parlour. ‘We thought you might have been eaten by the monster.’

      For Heaven’s sake, thought Hippolyta, smiling all the same.

      ‘Monster? Oh. Mr. Durris said that there is a man on the run, that is all,’ she said as smoothly as she could.

      ‘I told Margaret it couldn’t possibly be a real monster,’ said Miss Strong, the elder sister, sensibly. ‘Ada, you must not spread rumours.’ Not that Miss Ada would pay any attention. Miss Strong turned to the guests standing politely by the parlour table. ‘Mrs. Napier, may I present our guests, Mr. Arthur from Dundee, and his daughter Lucinda.’

      Miss Lucinda Arthur was much more noticeable than her father. Dressed in the height of fashion, she was almost as slim as Hippolyta and only a little younger, with elaborately curled fair hair and blue eyes busy with calculation. She took advantage of her curtsey to survey Hippolyta from boots to bonnet, and smiled politely. Mr. Arthur sagged a bow. Hippolyta wondered if Miss Arthur took after her mother: apart from their pale, sharp faces, there was little resemblance between them. He looked exhausted, but the spa up at Pannanich was very bracing for those worn out by professional life, or so Patrick often told her.

      ‘Is – is there really a monster in the vicinity?’ Mr. Arthur asked, as they all took their seats. His voice was scrapy and uncertain, and he glanced at his daughter for guidance. Certainly he looked like a man on the edge of a collapse in his health. Hippolyta wondered if she should fetch Patrick forthwith. ‘I have been told,’ he went on apologetically, ‘that there may well still be wolves, up here in the wild country.’

      Before Hippolyta could open her mouth to offer reassurance, Miss Ada pursed her lips and said,

      ‘Aye, well, there’s strange things out there, that’s for certain. And who knows if it might be wolves? Or worse?’

      ‘Ada,’ snapped Miss Strong. ‘Be sensible.’

      ‘Where are you staying, Miss Arthur?’ Hippolyta asked, keen to leave thoughts of wolves and monsters. She still felt unsettled, even though she was sure it was not a real monster. But then what form did monsters take? There were a few she knew about who had looked very much like humans.

      ‘We are staying at the inn, for now, Mrs. Napier,’ said Miss Arthur, her lips pursed. ‘It seems a respectable enough establishment, I suppose.’ She touched a yellow silk flower formed of a twist of ribbon, adorning the elaborate cuffs of her dress, indicating that she herself was above that class.

      ‘It is, indeed, a most respectable establishment,’ Hippolyta assured her. She was wearing her best day dress, but it was much less decorative than Miss Arthur’s and she felt a sorry lack of yellow silk flowers.

      ‘Though not, perhaps, one you’d want to stay in for long,’ added Miss Ada. ‘Not for a week, or anything like that.’

      ‘No,’ agreed Miss Strong. Hippolyta blinked. Miss Strong had always had a good opinion of the inn.

      ‘Oh, I doubt we’ll be staying as long as a week,’ said Miss Arthur, dismissively. ‘But tell me, Miss Strong, where do the better class of people stay?’ She smiled, a sideways little smirk. ‘We are looking for a friend of ours who has gone ahead of us.’

      ‘Without telling you where they were staying?’ asked Miss Ada.

      ‘We think a letter went astray,’ said Mr. Arthur, with a look at his daughter. She gave a little nod, and he relaxed slightly.

      ‘That’s right,’ she said. ‘But we believe he came here.’

      ‘The hotel up at the spa is the best accommodation,’ said Hippolyta, not sure what game the Misses Strong were playing. ‘The inn is probably the second best. But there are private houses for renting, of course, and some of them come with servants and everything organised if your friend is not travelling with his whole household.’

      ‘And certainly the spa is patronised by the gentry and the nobility,’ added Miss Strong.

      ‘If that’s what you’re looking for,’ added Miss Ada, as if it wouldn’t be the kind of thing she would go for herself.

      ‘That sounds like the place our friend would stay,’ said Miss Arthur with certainty. ‘Don’t you think, Father?’

      ‘I suppose,’ said the man wearily.

      ‘In any case, you can visit the wells without staying at the hotel,’ said Hippolyta, anxious that he should benefit from the water, before he collapsed.

      ‘No time …’ he murmured, watching his daughter. ‘No time.’

      ‘I hope there is nothing the matter?’ asked Miss Strong. ‘A concern over your friend’s health?’

      ‘No, he is perfectly healthy,’ said Miss Arthur. ‘Or was when we last met. We only fear missing him again, should he decide to move on … could he move on?’ she asked, suddenly worried. ‘If someone had come this far – all this way – is there anywhere further they might go, or would they have to turn back?’

      ‘Aye, there’s miles to go yet,’ said Miss Ada, nodding. ‘Miles and miles, each path wilder. If there are monsters down here, just think to yourself what it might be like further into the mountains?’

      ‘Hush, Ada,’ said Miss Strong. ‘My sister is being foolish, Miss Arthur. Of course it is perfectly safe, and there is a road of some decency all the way to Braemar these days.’

      ‘If you can find anybody there speaks the King’s English,’ added Miss Ada, then looked at her sister and for once subsided. ‘No, I’m jesting – anybody you meet will speak English well enough.’

      The King’s English, thought Hippolyta – just like the monster. Miss Ada was right, for most of the folk in Braemar still spoke Gaelic, and the Arthurs might indeed struggle to make themselves understood. But Miss Strong seemed very keen not to deter them, all the same. Yet the kind thing would be to let Mr. Arthur stop and rest and take the waters. Assuming Mr. Arthur wanted to – and assuming his daughter would let him.
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        * * *

      

      When the Arthurs had departed, to walk back down to the inn, Hippolyta lingered, hoping that Miss Ada’s noted lack of discretion would show itself. She was rewarded.

      ‘Fit a pair. Maybe the monster’ll eat them,’ muttered Miss Ada, and returned to her chair to swing her short legs briskly over the edge. And again, for once her sister agreed.

      ‘We’ve never liked them,’ she explained to Hippolyta. ‘Well, he was all right, in his youth, but not a bone in his body to stand up to anyone. His wife was a bully, and his daughter’s the same – well, Mrs. Arthur’s dead now, of course,’ she added thoughtfully.

      ‘No loss,’ said Miss Ada, and Miss Strong did not pass comment.

      ‘Who is this friend they’re pursuing?’ asked Hippolyta.

      ‘No notion,’ Miss Ada shrugged. ‘I hope for his sake they dinna find him. If he owes her money she’ll have him flayed for the siller in his pooch.’

      ‘English, Ada,’ said Miss Strong absently.

      ‘Aye,’ said Ada, with a half-hearted scowl. ‘So tell us about this monster, then, eh?’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Not a monster, I’m fairly sure,’ said Mr. Durris at the supper table. ‘Setting aside the smell of snuff – and even a bear might roll in that, I suppose, if we had bears – there was what you heard, Mrs. Napier, and also the fact that several neighbours noticed lamplight about the place over the last week.’

      ‘And a well-cut suit of clothes,’ added Patrick.

      ‘Certainly a monster of some distinction,’ said Hippolyta. ‘But what could he have been doing in Mrs. Michie’s cottage for a week?’

      ‘We shall ask him when we find him,’ said Durris. ‘And we shall find him. The search parties are organised, and a full description has been collected. We know he headed off towards Braemar, for the gardener at Dinnet House was back late and saw him passing the end of the drive, and a farmhand at Glengairn told the constable about meeting a stranger last night. I’ve a feeling the monster is indeed a stranger to the country and will stick to the roads – we’ll find him at first light, or not much after.’
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        * * *

      

      Hippolyta was not, of course, expected to assist with the search, though as a good housewife and the wife of the local physician she did spend a little time before breakfast ensuring that her store of bandages and salves was ready. But once the men were away, she took herself down to the inn and had the stable lad set up her pony and trap that were kept there. The pony could do with some exercise.

      The stable lad at the inn was well-paid for his attention to the pony, for the beast had a reputation and the stable lad was prepared to be brave. Hippolyta liked the boy, and was haunted by guilt at leaving him to the pony’s mercies. For the lad at the stables at Pannanich, however, she had no compunction: the boy, Sandy by name, was slimy towards wealthier guests, and disrespectful of lesser ones, particularly the invalids, but worst of all he treated the horses and dogs in his care badly when he thought no one of influence was watching. Hippolyta had seen him on several occasions and was gathering evidence to give to the hotel keeper. Today, however, she hoped the boy would serve a more useful purpose than usual, and the horses and dogs might have some satisfaction.

      She crossed the Dee by way of the wooden bridge, the pony’s little hooves hollow on the planks. On the south bank, amidst pale birch trees, she turned and headed up the hill towards the spa, the Dee spreading below to her left. It was a steep drive: she knew the pony would be even more irritable by the time they reached the top.

      Hippolyta stopped the trap in the stable yard, going to the pony’s head and looking about for the lad Sandy. After a long moment, Sandy peeped around the door of a stall, eyed her up and down, and emerged reluctantly to stand just at the door, out of the pony’s reach.

      ‘Ah, Sandy,’ said Hippolyta, bringing the pony forward slightly. ‘Are you busy just now?’

      ‘I’m always busy, missus,’ replied Sandy, though if he was he hid it well.

      ‘I mean the hotel. Plenty of guests?’

      ‘Aye, I suppose. Plenty of horses.’

      Hippolyta took another step forward, and Sandy eyed the pony thoughtfully. They had met before.

      ‘Any empty rooms?’

      ‘I wouldna ken, missus.’

      ‘Oh, I’m sure you know all the gossip. Any guests, perhaps, who arrived and then left more quickly than expected? Perhaps leaving their horse behind?’

      ‘I couldna say, missus.’ Not the same as ‘I wouldna ken’, she noted. Sandy’s gaze had lighted on her reticule, and a glint of hope appeared. Sandy liked cash donations. Hippolyta thought self-righteously that she had no intention of rewarding his indiscretions – where her own morals were in encouraging the same indiscretions she chose not to think. She eased the pony another step forward, and noted Sandy’s hand feeling for the doorpost. The pony watched him, too, no doubt remembering their previous meetings.

      ‘Let me help you,’ she said, in a friendly fashion. ‘A gentleman in a well-cut suit, perhaps from Dundee?’ Sandy blinked. ‘He would have left unexpectedly, perhaps five or six days ago.’

      ‘Six days, missus,’ said Sandy, then blinked. ‘I mean, six sounds more likely than five,’ he added, unconvincingly. Hippolyta and the pony took another step. They had not been far away to begin with: now the boy was almost within reach of the pony’s notorious teeth.

      ‘Goodness, how I wish I could find him.’ Hippolyta exclaimed suddenly, and let go of the pony's bridle. The pony lunged forward, ignoring the trap, and seized Sandy’s right arm in its yellow teeth. Sandy squawked in alarm and pain. He looked at Hippolyta with complete understanding.

      ‘His name’s Melrose. Henry Melrose.’ he gasped. ‘He’s from Dundee an’ all. The master was saying he didna ken how long to keep his room, or if he should tell the sheriff’s man Mr. Melrose was away – he’s left all his stuff and everything. Oh, missus, take the pony away. Please.’

      ‘Come now,’ said Hippolyta, laying a hand again on the pony’s bridle. The pony, amenable only to Hippolyta – and then only sometimes – gave a little nod of satisfaction at its revenge on behalf of horses everywhere, and turned aside.

      ‘Henry Melrose,’ Hippolyta repeated. ‘Very kind of you, Sandy. I’d go and run that arm under some cold water, though. It could be a bad bruise.’
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        * * *

      

      She returned to the village and took the pony back to its usual stable, but as she emerged to walk home she noticed a new buzz about the place. People stood in twos and threes, talking in low voices, and pointing, she noted with some dismay, towards her own house on the green. She hurried there, and opened the front door cautiously. Patrick met her in the hall.

      ‘We have the monster.’ he said, waving at the parlour door. Hippolyta started. A monster in the parlour? But Patrick did not look overly concerned, and led Hippolyta in to see.

      The shutters were closed and the lamps lit. Mr. Durris stood as Hippolyta came in, and bowed. But for once he had little power to attract her attention.

      The monster lay on the sopha, feet up on cushions. A pair of excellent boots, one of them now sadly cut about, stood on the floor beside him. His suit of clothes, which had been fine, was muddy and torn, and there was a smell of dank water about him. His hair was indeed wild, and he had a good growth of beard, but otherwise the monster was a rather ordinary, chubby young man with a pained look of bewilderment on his pink face.

      ‘Good day to you, madam,’ he said in a hoarse voice. ‘Please forgive me for not standing: they tell me I have broken my ankle, and I can well believe it.’

      ‘He must have hit his head,’ said Patrick. ‘He’s a little dazed – though a night in a ditch will not help with that, either.’

      ‘You don’t remember your name, do you?’ asked Durris, a note of cynicism in his voice.

      ‘I believe I can help there,’ said Hippolyta. ‘Mr. Henry Melrose, is it not? From Dundee?’

      The man jumped, then grunted with pain.

      ‘Damn it,’ he said, then cast a quick apologetic glance at Hippolyta. ‘I believed that in heading north I was escaping all this civilisation – that I could flee into the safety of the wilds. Not that I was very good at it when it came to managing in the wilds,’ he added. ‘I should perhaps have done better to sit and await my fate somewhere more comfortable.’

      ‘Your fate being Miss Lucinda Arthur?’ asked Hippolyta.

      ‘Good heavens,’ said Henry Melrose, ‘Are there still witches here, too?’ Then he frowned. ‘Or have you met her?’

      ‘I have,’ said Hippolyta, taking a seat in an armchair to face him. ‘She seems a determined young woman.’

      ‘Oh, she’s that.’ sighed Melrose. ‘She’ll have me before a minister before the year is out – especially now I cannot run.’

      ‘A breach of promise case?’ asked Durris, not without sympathy.

      ‘A trap,’ Melrose corrected. ‘And her father does anything she tells him to, so when a respected local man of law says you have proposed marriage to his daughter, and you deny it, who do people believe?’

      ‘Forgive me for asking,’ said Hippolyta, ‘but why does she want you? I mean,’ she added hurriedly, ‘why specifically you?’

      ‘I inherited my father’s business,’ said Melrose, ‘a very successful jam manufactory. Not that Miss Lucinda has much interest in jam, but she is very interested in the money that flows from it. I would almost give it all up to escape her,’ he added bitterly. ‘At least, after I have paid for the damage to that little cottage that gave me sanctuary. I’m afraid I left quite a mess. I’m very sorry.’

      Hippolyta looked up at Patrick, then over at Durris. Patrick cleared his throat.

      ‘Well, hot water and shaving things,’ he said, ‘and then something to eat.’

      ‘Oh, thank the Lord,’ cried Melrose. By his figure, he was a young man who enjoyed his food, and he could have had little of it in Mrs. Michie’s cottage.

      ‘And we shall leave you in peace for a little,’ Patrick went on. ‘Come, my dear.’

      With the arrangements made, Patrick led his wife and Durris into his study. The three made themselves comfortable, and both men looked expectantly at Hippolyta.

      ‘Well,’ she said, and told them first about her meeting with Mr. and Miss Arthur, then about her visit to Pannanich. ‘It all seemed to join together,’ she finished.

      ‘Undoubtedly,’ said Patrick, smiling at her with some pride. ‘And the Strongs did not like them?’

      ‘Not at all, and they had clearly known them for years.’

      ‘The Strongs are good judges of character,’ Patrick acknowledged. ‘But what now?’

      ‘He has not given out his name in public,’ said Durris, with care, ‘not since we brought him in. And as we carried him down the road he seemed very confused. Anyone who saw him would have said so.’

      ‘An act?’ asked Hippolyta.

      ‘No matter,’ said Durris, ‘if he can keep it up.’

      They looked about at each other. Patrick’s lips twisted.

      ‘You think she would not wish to marry a man who was out of his wits? However rich?’

      ‘He would require quite a bit of nursing,’ said Durris, straight-faced. ‘Expensive nursing.’

      ‘And there’s the appearance of it in society,’ added Hippolyta. ‘I mean, he could grow worse. He might end up in an asylum.’

      ‘And there’s the question of whether or not any minister would allow him to marry, if he were out of his wits,’ said Durris.

      ‘On the whole, I should think she would be better off without him,’ said Hippolyta. ‘And, should the subject come up, I should advise her of that.’

      ‘And will the subject come up?’ Durris asked.

      ‘I can go and speak to her at the inn now,’ said Hippolyta. ‘Take her the bad news – the friend she has been seeking has met with an accident, and the prospects are not good for his full recovery.’

      Mr. Arthur was seen to escort his daughter on to the mail coach that afternoon, knocking the dust of Ballater from their heels. Hippolyta, who was watching from the stable where she was attending to the pony, saw Miss Arthur cast a swift glance around as she paused on the carriage steps, as if making sure that no madman – or monster – was likely to catch her.

      Henry Melrose stayed at the Napiers’ until he was fit to be moved back to Pannanich. Washed, shaved and fed he revealed himself as a paunchy, kindly-faced young man with a fine tenor voice, happy to sing while Patrick played his violin, and concerned about the welfare of the horse he had left up at the spa stables. He could not have fitted in better. At his request Mrs. Michie came timidly to visit him, and was more than recompensed for her fright and her trouble. She warmed to him considerably, and when Melrose realised his prospects of a comfortable return to life in Dundee were limited by Miss Arthur’s continuing presence, it seemed a very reasonable solution to marry Mrs. Michie, and stay in Ballater, enhancing her property empire.

      But no monsters were ever seen again, in any of the properties.
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Chapter Two


          

          
            THE MARRIAGE GIFT

          

          Olga Wojtas

        

      

    

    
      A young girl in Renaissance Italy is forced to bow to the wishes of her father the Duke and marry a neighbouring nobleman, a man who frightens and repulses her. But a dramatic turn of events on the day of the wedding leaves both men dead. Is the girl as innocent as she seems?

      

      The Wedding Day: 1

      

      The Duke’s palace was always a place of luxury and splendour, but the day of the marriage ceremony surpassed anything we had ever seen. Its vast high-ceilinged hall was adorned with garlands of ivy, laurel and fresh flowers, so many that one could scarcely make out the tapestries hanging on the walls. More garlands were woven along the gold-embroidered linen covering the long banqueting tables, and the air was filled with the scent of roses, orange blossom and incense.

      There was sound as well as scent: musicians played lutes, viols and flutes while mountebanks, jugglers and acrobats wandered among the guests, weaving chaos and delight into the rigid elegance of our usual courtly life. The mountebanks improvised farcical skits, and pretended to be learned astrologers, offering guests comic readings of their future, based on the colour of their shoes or the way they sipped wine. The jugglers casually tossed and caught fruit, candlesticks, knives and goblets, while the acrobats balanced on stilts and chairs before somersaulting gracefully to the ground.

      Most of the guests were laughing and applauding in delight, but one who didn’t was the Archbishop. He sat on a gilded chair, his mitre resting beside him on a silk-covered stool. He had his fingers laced tightly in his lap as though he was trying to stop them shaking. He wasn’t an old man, so I reckoned he was in dread of offending the Duke. Of course, he had expected the wedding would be held in the cathedral, a sacred union sanctified in the house of God. But the Duke dismissed that idea with a wave of his hand, saying: ‘This wedding shall take place where the people may see the strength of our house - not in the cold shadow of saints.’

      I could see it was difficult for the Archbishop as he sat in resigned obedience, having to bless the wedding even though it was nothing to do with a sacrament. He understood why the Duke wanted the ceremony in his palace: power, spectacle, control. If the Archbishop had tried to challenge the Duke’s decision, it would have been political suicide, and probably much worse than that.

      There was no altar. Instead, at the end of the hall was a grand elevated dais draped in velvet and brocade. The Duke himself sat in the middle. His shoulders were as broad as ever, and his jaw as strong. He was never a man for laughter, but today his unsmiling face was especially noticeable. His hair usually fell carelessly down his back, but for this occasion it was styled and carefully oiled.

      Near him was Lorenzo Canestri, come to claim his bride ten years after the betrothal. I hadn’t liked the look of him then, and I liked it even less now. He had a dark, menacing face that put me in mind of a hawk, vicious and predatory. But of course, I had said nothing of the kind to my colombina, my little dove. It wasn’t my place. Oh, as her nurse I felt as close as a mother, but this wedding was a political arrangement and she had no choice about it. I had to encourage her, reassure her.

      But I could scarcely congratulate her as I watched her up on the dais, on the other side of her father. Her face was as white at the linen tablecloths and her eyes looked glassy with fear. She was of perfectly marriageable age, but she looked much younger than her fourteen years. Her wedding dress was a breathtaking thing of crimson velvet embroidered with pomegranates and lilies. Gorgeous as it was, it seemed too heavy for her. Her hair, which had always been kept loose until this day, was twisted into a crown of braids, studded with tiny seed pearls and orange blossom. Her gauze veil was kept in place by a gold circlet.

      She glanced towards me, and I smiled to let her know she could go ahead. She turned to her women and one of them handed her the gloves that had been commissioned as a gift for her husband, pale pigskin, exquisitely worked with his initials L and C. Then my little dove walked over to Lorenzo Canestri and deferentially presented them to him.

      I saw him grip her hands, possibly to reassure himself that she was wearing the ring he had given her. He gave a curt nod of approval, whether for the gift or for her it was impossible to tell, and tucked the gloves into his belt. He nodded again, this time indicating that she was to sit beside him.

      He turned to his retinue and signalled to one of his men, who knelt before the Duke and offered him an intricately carved box. The Duke wrenched the lid open and gave a satisfied grunt when he saw the contents. The gloves my little dove had given Lorenzo Canestri suddenly seemed tawdry. The ones Canestri had commissioned for the Duke were dark red, worked with gold thread and jewels to show not simple initials but the two families’ crests.

      The Duke tugged them on and sat admiring himself. After a few moments he scowled, shifted in his seat and called for more wine. Suddenly I saw something like disbelief on his face, disbelief that changed to rage as he stared at the gloves and tried to claw them from his hands. He was trying to speak but no words were emerging, and he half-rose, fumbling for the dagger at his belt.

      I ran forward, placing myself between him and my little dove, and screamed: ‘No.’ He blinked, then staggered forward and flung me aside with surprising force for a dying man. He plunged the dagger straight into Lorenzo Canestri’s chest and it seemed to me that their souls left their bodies in a single moment.

      There was shouting and the clatter of half-drawn swords as the Duke’s men and Lorenzo Canestri’s retinue confronted one another. But they hesitated, since nobody knew what the quarrel was, and the Archbishop called for calm, rushing forward to pray for the two dead men.

      

      All at once my little dove dropped to the floor. There was no sign that she was still breathing.
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        * * *

      

      One Day Earlier:

      

      The bridegroom’s arrival was not quiet. It was a spectacle, designed to show that Lorenzo Canestri was coming to claim his bride not as a supplicant but as an equal. A line of riders swept through the palace gates shortly after midday, their banners fluttering in the summer wind, black and red, the colours of the house of Canestri.

      At the centre of the column, surrounded by six armed retainers, rode Lorenzo, sitting straight in the saddle. He wore a doublet of midnight blue velvet and a short mantle fastened at his shoulder with a clasp shaped like a lion’s head. He had no sword, since this was diplomacy, not war, but a jewelled dagger hung from his belt.

      And behind were gift-bearers, carrying lacquered chests filled with an array of lavish, exotic presents that had everyone gasping and exclaiming in delight. My little dove’s serving women excitedly shook out the lengths of oriental silks, delicately tapped the crystal to hear it sing, and marvelled at the beauty of the gold and silver plate.

      My little dove had watched his arrival from behind a curtain in an upstairs room, but now it was time for them to meet face to face in the great hall. She hesitated as she reached the doorway, and it was only the soft pressure of my hand on her back that kept her moving forward. When she reached him, she gave a deep, flawless curtsey which she had practised a hundred times, not looking into his face.

      He took hold of her chin and tilted it upwards, appraising her as though she was an expensive artwork. Not a flicker of a smile touched his face, although this should surely be the most joyful of occasions, greeting his bride-to-be. Smoothly, he produced a fine ring engraved with his personal emblem and placed it in her palm. He would expect her to wear it on the day of the ceremony as a token of her obedience to him.

      ‘Thank you, my lord,’ she whispered.

      He paused for a moment, as though waiting for something. Then he said, ‘I see you have no gift for me. But soon you will give me the most precious gift of all, yourself.’

      The women all chuckled behind their hands and applauded his gallantry, but I saw my little dove flinch.

      I nodded to her, to make her speech as her father had instructed.

      ‘I would like to make you another gift,’ she said, her voice shaking slightly and her eyes again modestly downcast. ‘We have a glove-maker here who my father says is the greatest craftsman north of Rome. I wish him to make gloves for you in finest kidskin.’

      Her women twittered approvingly, and Lorenzo Canestri bowed to her in acknowledgement. She was still looking down, but as I stood behind her, I saw his expression, the sudden flicker in his eyes. Not gratitude. Something sharper. Opportunity.

      Later that day, I was the one entrusted with visiting the glove-maker, the workshop tucked into a narrow lane, the faded wooden sign reading Bartolomeo da Lucca, Guantaio al Duca. I stepped inside the doorway, breathing in the scent of leather, beeswax and lavender oil.

      The glove-maker rose instantly to greet me; he knew I was a respected member of the Duke’s household.

      ‘For the wedding?’ he said with a faint frown. ‘Tomorrow?’

      ‘Exactly,’ I said.

      ‘I’m afraid we already have urgent and complicated work⁠—’

      ‘That’s none of my concern,’ I said. ‘This is a commission from the bride. The Duke’s daughter.’

      ‘But—’

      ‘And since I know you wouldn’t want to disappoint either of them, I’m confident you’ll get it done in time. I’m sure it’s not the first time you’ve worked through the night,’ I said with a smile, and left.

      That evening, I helped my little dove get ready for bed, thinking that this might well be almost the last time I did her this service. She hadn’t had a chance to ask Lorenzo Canestri whether I could come with her to her new home, and even if she did, there was every likelihood that he would say no.

      The bedchamber was lit by beeswax candles, and scented with dried rosemary. I placed the linen night-chemise in front of the hearth to warm.

      ‘Come now, my little dove,’ I said. ‘It’s been a long day, and your eyes are heavy.’

      I unlaced her shoes, and undid the garters round her woven silk stockings. I unpinned the veil from the gold wire coif at the back of her head. Then I untied the embroidered sleeves of her gown, unlaced the bodice taking care with the fine brocade, and eased the gown and silk day-chemise over her head before dressing her in her night clothes.

      I brushed her hair with long, soothing strokes in the hope that it would relax her, and helped her into bed, tucking the blankets round her. She hadn’t asked for either the rosary or the devotional book on the side table, and I decided against saying a prayer. Instead, I started humming a lullaby I had sung to her since she was a baby.

      She lay motionless, and when I stopped, she whispered: ‘I’m scared.’

      I leaned over and kissed her on the forehead. ‘Everyone feels scared before their wedding,’ I said comfortingly. ‘It’s natural.’

      ‘Do you remember the betrothal?’ she asked.

      ‘Of course I do,’ I said, laughing. ‘You were so tiny, four years old. When we put that heavy brocade dress on you, I thought you would never manage to stand upright. But bless you, you toddled off to the ceremony as though you were the grandest lady there.’

      ‘I didn’t want my father to be angry,’ she said. ‘You’d helped me to understand that I had let him down because I wasn’t a boy, but that he could use me to forge an alliance with the Canestris.’

      ‘And so he did,’ I said. ‘I’m sure he was very happy with you.’

      ‘But he wasn’t,’ she burst out. ‘You don’t remember at all, do you?’

      I remembered perfectly. I remembered my sweet little dove suddenly sobbing just as the Archbishop pronounced them man and wife, and the Duke jumping from his chair and roaring: ‘Take the mewling brat out of my sight.’

      We all had to run to hustle her back to her rooms.

      Now, she said: ‘The Archbishop told me to take Lorenzo’s hand but I was too slow, and Lorenzo grabbed my hand and twisted my fingers. He hurt me.’

      And I understood that when she had said she was scared, she was afraid he was going to hurt her again.

      ‘You have to make allowances for him,’ I said. ‘He was only fourteen.’

      ‘I’m fourteen,’ she murmured.

      ‘But boys lack refinement at that age,’ I said. ‘Now he’s a man of twenty-four, who’s been well trained by his noble family in how to behave.’

      I thought how much I disliked the look of him, and the way he had reacted to her gift of the gloves. But I couldn’t say any of this to her. She couldn’t escape this marriage, so we would all have to make the best of it.

      She was crying softly now. ‘I don’t want to die.’

      ‘Goodness, child, what a thing to say. You’re not going to die.’ I felt that was a better response than telling her that although I thought Lorenzo Canestri was a brute, I didn’t think he was a murderer.

      ‘My mother died,’ she said. ‘My mother died when she gave birth to me. Lorenzo Canestri will want me to give him a child. A son.’

      I put my arms round her. ‘Not every woman dies when she has a child. Look at me. Here I am, healthy and strong as an ox.’

      ‘But your baby died,’ she persisted.

      ‘That was God’s will,’ I told her. ‘And look what happened. That meant I was able to become your wet nurse, and here I am, still with you all these years later.’

      ‘Was it God’s will that my mother died?’ she asked.

      I looked at her in surprise. She had always been so docile, so obedient. I couldn’t believe that she was asking me such a question.

      ‘You know that everything is God’s will,’ I told her, a little more sternly than I intended. ‘Including this wedding. You should be grateful and happy, and looking to the future, not raking up the past.’

      ‘I don’t want to die,’ she said again as though she hadn’t heard me. ‘And then at times I think I do, as long as it’s soon.’

      I gently put a finger across her lips. ‘That’s enough talking. You should be asleep.’ I snuffed out the candle by her bed. ‘Remember, I’m just in the next room if you need me.’

      When I went back to my own room, I couldn’t settle. I picked up my rosary, but found it impossible to pray. What was happening to my little dove made me question what I had just told her. Was it really God’s will that she should marry Lorenzo Canestri? It seemed that it was more the Duke’s will. And the Duke had shown little respect for God’s will with his cavalier treatment of the Archbishop. Although I was a member of the Duke’s household, I didn’t feel that my thoughts made me disloyal, since all my loyalty was to my little dove.

      I will never understand why, but that night I felt I shouldn’t go to sleep in case she needed me. I wasn’t concerned about Lorenzo Canestri. He wouldn’t dare approach her before the ceremony, and I was sure the Duke would have posted his own men near Lorenzo’s rooms just in case he decided to go wandering.

      It must have been a good angel who kept me awake and alert because I suddenly heard a faint noise from my little dove’s bedroom. Footsteps. The creak of the door as it opened. She was running away. Perhaps I should have raced out and confronted her, or even raised the alarm, but instead I decided simply to follow her. I grabbed an unlit candle, draped my cloak round me and crept into the corridor, well-lit with torches, just in time to see my little dove, wearing nothing but her night-chemise, disappear round the corner.

      To my amazement, she headed down the servants’ stairs towards the kitchens. I wondered whether she had an unexpected craving for some wine or a sweet pastry. But in that case, why hadn’t she ordered a servant to bring it to her?

      Down here was darker, and she was so intent on her mission that I had no fear of her seeing me. She reached the low-ceilinged sleeping quarters for the scullions and kitchen maids, and stopped at the open door of the room where five girls were curled up on straw pallets, several of them snoring gently. The place stank of grease and smoke. She knelt beside the nearest figure and gently shook her shoulder.

      From my vantage point, I saw the girl stir and then sit bolt upright as she realised who had wakened her. I couldn’t hear what was said – my little dove stayed close to her and whispered in her ear. She gave the girl something - a coin, I deduced, by the way the girl bobbed her head in gratitude before standing up and stripping off her woollen kirtle. I supposed it was understandable to sleep in your clothes if you didn’t have a bed with sheets and blankets, but I wondered how sanitary the dress was that even now my little dove was pulling over her night-chemise. The girl helped to lace it up and pointed to a hooded cloak hanging from a hook in the wall. My little dove snatched it, and put on the pair of leather shoes the girl handed her.
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