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Captive




Felicity knew for a fact that the village constabulary had no experience investigating a crime as serious as murder. As she watched the constable and his men poke through the slurry pit and scour the yard, she hoped they’d feel no urgent need to expand their skill set. The blood-smeared grass was, indeed, a troubling portent, but it could mean any number of things, and as far as she could tell, all other signs pointed to plain abandonment. Her father had simply packed a bag, and left. 

The sun began its evening dip into the band of forest that edged the farmyard, spreading a sheen of gold over the treetops, and Bess, the brown-spotted cow, let forth a moo of complaint. It was time for milking. Felicity scooped up the tin pail and let herself into the pasture, careful to avoid the splintered wood where it was all too easy to pick up a sliver. There was no time for lounging about and with father gone, she and Maggie would have to fill the gap.

Metallic music, made by streams of milk against tin, accompanied the flurry of her thoughts as she relieved the cow and filled the bucket. Where had her father gone, and what had prompted his departure? She wouldn’t miss his dour countenance, sharp tongue, or the hand quick to lash out in expression of his displeasure, but his absence presented a whole new set of problems to be worked through.

Finished with the milking, Felicity carried the bucket past the pens of hogs. Their snuffles and snorts were subdued and half-hearted as they watched her passage with indifference. Maggie must already have thrown them their slop, and with their bellies full, they had little interest in her activities.

Felicity paused to scatter a handful of corn for the hens and noted that the men were gone from the yard, and not much to show for it, she suspected. As there was no body, and few who would complain about her father’s absence, Felicity believed the matter would soon drop.

She could not have been more mistaken.

As she entered the house, she heard voices from the kitchen. Maggie, her face blotched with tears, stood in the center of the room with her eight-year-old daughter, Eliza, whose dark eyes seemed wide enough to swallow her face. Constable Irwin was speaking, but as Felicity entered, the room fell silent.

“What is it?” Felicity asked. “Have you found something?”

The constable scowled, and Maggie’s face went white, leaving the angry blotches to stand out like blood on snow.

“We’ve found enough to make me uneasy about leaving this be. Pack a few things together, Miss Felicity. You’ll be going with me to the jail. I’m taking you in on suspicion of murder, in the case of Charles Jennings. Your father.”



[image: image-placeholder]“Here now,” shouted Jacob Pinion, hurling the spoon onto the stone floor where it bounced and clattered. “This swill is only fit for pigs.” 

“Right you are,” said Justin, the county jailer, making no move to retrieve the spoon or upgrade the prisoner’s fare.

“I can’t abide this,” Jacob said, shaking the iron bars, his narrow face pinched and pleading. He was a tall man, thick of hair and sparse of tooth, a prigger who would steal anything, from drying clothes on a line to chickens pecking in the yard, and sell it at the nearest tavern or market. He rattled the bars again. “I really can’t stay.”

“This is not an afternoon tea,” Justin said, “but how polite of you to let me know.”

The man pressed his face between the bars and howled like a wolf, his yellowed eyes rolling toward the ceiling. “Please, mister, please. I don’t like being in jail.”

“Then you must either become an honest man, or a better thief.”

Justin moved away from the cell, and closed his ears to the prisoner’s continued cries. He was used to Jacob’s cajoling and knew the fits would pass. When he became docile, they’d let him out to steal again. 

He opened the front door of the jail and leaned against the frame, welcoming the rush of fresh air that met the stuffy room and dried the sweat from his brow. This job had been his father’s before him, and his grandfather Tolliver’s before that. It was not an inspiring position, but he had seen it support his family for generations, and that was what interested him now. Justin was thinking of starting a family of his own.

He’d been in love for more than two years, but the young lady was inaccessible to him, and wholly unaware of his feelings. The first obstacle that stood between them had been his lack of livelihood, but now that his father had been promoted, the position of first jailer had come to him, with salary enough to support a wife. He pushed off the doorframe as he spotted a rabbit moving through the twilit garden. Stooping for a handful of pebbles, he launched them, one by one, scaring the coney from the cabbages.

With a sigh, he tossed the remaining stones to the sky. The second obstacle loomed insurmountable before him. Felicity’s father was a violent-tempered and controlling man who cared nothing for his daughter’s happiness, and wouldn’t hesitate to ruin any young man who sought to deprive him of the slave labor she provided. Under his domineering eye, Justin hadn’t dared make the first move in her direction, for fear of making things worse for her.

The sound of hoof beats tore into the fabric of the night, and Sergeant Drew appeared, riding the constable’s horse. He climbed from the animal’s back and secured the reins.

“Prepare the tower cell,” he said. “We’ve a prisoner coming.”

“Number two is empty, next to prigman Jacob.”

“Nay, it wouldn’t do. It’s a woman.”

“A woman! What’d she do?”

“Killed her father, it would seem.”

Justin stood frozen, a foreboding teasing the hairs at the back of his neck. He watched the constable drive the cart into the courtyard and pull the prisoner from its confines. A prickle of horror slashed through him as he caught sight of the stunned and beautiful face of Felicity Jennings. The woman he loved.



[image: image-placeholder]Felicity lay on the hard bunk, staring up into the night. It was warm in the tower cell, fine for the night, but tomorrow noon would be sweltering. Worse than the heat, was the darkness. The walls were so thick, and the single window so small and high, that the meager moonlight it captured threw only a feeble beam across the heights of the room, leaving the darkness below impenetrable. 

And there were noises. Faint and scrabbling, but because she was unable to see their source, they grew in magnitude in Felicity’s mind, clutching and stretching her imagination. She was so distraught that she shrieked when the door scraped open to admit a flickering light.

“Who is it?” she asked, her voice sounding harsh in the echoing chamber. “Who’s there?”

“It is I…Justin. Don’t be afraid.”

Bewilderment, anger, shame, and fear played within her, making her peevish. “You, who command me not to be afraid—what are you to me, Justin?”

“I am your….”

The voice trailed off and she studied the man’s face, dimly lit by the lantern he held, the tiny flame causing the shadows to shift and writhe across his cheeks and beneath his questioning eyes. 

“Speak!” she snapped, irritated with his hesitation. “What is that you say?”

“I am your jailer, but I would be your friend.”

Felicity stared, a bubble of indignation rising within her.

“Fah! No friend he, who turns the key on me.”

“I shall turn it again on the morrow, when they see you are innocent.”

Felicity peered more closely at the face behind the candlelight. A young man near her own age, with dark hair that sprang away from his face as if with a life of its own. His eyes shone gold in the flame, holding an expression both solemn and fervent, and sparking a faint sense of recognition, though Felicity had no clear remembrance of meeting him before. She gave a snort.

“If you knew my father, you would not believe me innocent.”

He didn’t reply at once. Felicity listened to the sigh of the wind passing through the tiny window high above them. After a moment, the man came close to the bars. 

“Take the candle,” he urged. 

She drew near and lifted the taper from him, their fingers brushing. A sudden desire to grasp his hand and cling to it, to feel a measure of human warmth and support, flooded over her. Biting her lip, she quelled the impulse and withdrew her hand. 

“And these,” he added, handing her three more candles. “They should see you through the night.”

A wave of gratitude rushed over her. “I thank you for this, Justin,” she said, allowing herself a bit of hope that the nightmare could end with the rising sun. 

She could no longer see his face in the dark, but she sensed the smile in his reply.

“You are most welcome, my lady. And now, I must leave you.”

The door screeched open once more, but before it closed, Justin had one more thing to say.

“I do know your father, Felicity, and I would swear to your innocence, on my soul.”

Huddled on the bunk, her feet drawn up under her, and with a candle to keep her fears at bay, Felicity pondered the astounding events of the day. 

Father had missed the morning chores, and when there was still no sign of him come noon, she and her stepmother, Maggie, had checked his belongings and found a bag missing, along with some clothing. He had gone. Without a word, or any indication, though he’d threatened time and again to leave them, and on many occasions, Felicity wished he would.

Before she could recover from this turn of events, the constable and his underlings arrived. There had been reports from the neighbors of a disturbance in the nighttime.

“Aye, we had an argument,” Felicity told them. “Name a day we didn’t have one, and that’ll be something worth crowing about.”

“Mistress Hale said the ruckus ended abruptly.”

“So it did,” Felicity agreed. “He walloped me one,” she showed them her bruised and cut temple, “and went off to his bed.”

“If it’s as you say, you’ll have no problem with us looking around,” the constable had replied, motioning his men to begin the search.

The candle guttered, drawing Felicity’s attention back to the dank and stuffy cell. A misunderstanding, all of it. What else could it be? Her father would soon return, and the Constable Irwin would owe her an apology.

And if her father failed to return? Surely, there could not be enough evidence to hold her here. Maggie would be needing help at the pig farm. She must be frantic with worry and weighed down with the extra work.

Felicity drifted into an uneasy sleep, her cheek against the rough burlap of the mattress. She woke to daylight, and the screech of the opening door, sitting up in time to see Justin step aside, allowing the constable entrance into the tower room. The lawman carried a bundle under his arm, and he flung it before her, its contents spilling across the dusty stones of the floor.

“What do you see here, Miss Felicity?”

Her father’s clothing lay bunched and jumbled with half a dozen handkerchiefs and a tobacco pipe.

“I don’t understand. Where did you find these?”

“In the same place you hid them, unless I miss my guess.”

The constable stooped and plucked up a gold band, her father’s wedding ring.

“If he packed up to leave, as you and Maggie claim, why isn’t this ring on his finger? And more to the point, where is his finger, and the rest of him? You may as well own up. I’ll allow as the two of you might be in it together, but she’s got a young child to rear, so it’s down to you to pay for the crime.”

Felicity held his gaze, lips pressed together to staunch the retort that teased at her tongue. When she had control of herself, she said, “I did not pack those clothes, and I did not hide that bundle. To the best of my knowledge, my father is alive, though I don’t know his whereabouts.”

“Is that all you have to say on the matter?”

“That is all.”

“Suit yourself.” He turned to Justin. “Gather those things and hold them in evidence.” With a last scornful glance at Felicity, he left the room. She ran to the bars, and Justin met her there, his hands covering hers, the dismay in his eyes mirroring her own.

“What can it mean?” she asked. “I don’t understand what’s happening.”

“Miss Felicity,” he whispered. “I cannot at present enlighten you, but I promise I will do my damnedest to get you out of this.”



[image: image-placeholder]Justin slammed his fist against the prison hitching post, taking strength from the pain it engendered. Fate will rip off your head and laugh while you bleed. In a single derisive move, jeering Fate had freed his Felicity from one prison and placed her in another, thinking it a great joke to make him her jailer. 

In the years before he stepped into the family occupation, he had been a baker’s boy, stoking the ovens, hauling sacks of flour and oats, and taking care of the more unsavory chores in the back room, such as boning chickens and chopping kidneys for the delectable pasties and pies made by his employer.

It was from this vantage point, behind the baker’s counter, that he had first seen his fair Felicity. She came on Thursdays through the summer months, to bring the stillborn pigs used in Master Ludlow’s famous taddage pies. And her father traveled with her. 

Justin came to treasure these days as the highlight of his week, but it pained him to see how cruelly the father treated his daughter, and he did not fail to notice the bruises and blackened eyes so often apparent in Felicity’s lovely features. The whole town noticed, but it was a generally accepted code that a man had a right to beat his wife and children if they displeased him.

Justin began dreaming of ways to free Felicity from this tyranny. His heart warmed at the flash in her eyes, for she did not cower before her father, and would stand and take a bloody lip before backing down. He didn’t for a moment believe she had killed her father, but if she had, he’d lay his last cent it was in self-defense.

A movement caught his eye, and he turned from his stance against the wall to see Mistress Thurgood approaching. She was a small woman, mousy in color and demeanor, and she bobbed her head in deference as she stood before him.

“I’ve come to see Felicity,” she said, raising her head to hold his glance for one trembling moment, surprising him with the glint of determination he saw in her eye.

“Follow me.”

He took her up the staircase and through the screeching door, leaving it open before retreating a respectful distance down the stairs, but within hearing.

“Oh Felicity, I’m so sorry this has happened!” The woman sobbed into her apron, her next words muffled, but discernible. “And it’s all my fault.”
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