
[image: Cover Missing]


Further Titles by Deryn Lake in the John Rawlings, Apothecary series

DEATH IN THE DARK WALK

DEATH AT THE BEGGAR’S OPERA

DEATH AT THE DEVIL’S TAVERN

DEATH ON ROMNEY MARSH

DEATH IN THE PEERLESS POOL

DEATH AT APOTHERCARIES’ HALL

DEATH IN THE WEST WIND

DEATH AT ST JAMES’ PALACE

DEATH IN THE VALLEY OF SHADOWS

DEATH IN THE SETTING SUN

DEATH AND THE CORNISH FIDDLER

DEATH IN HELLFIRE


DEATH AND THE BLACK PYRAMID

Deryn Lake

[image: Logo Missing]


This eBook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author's and publisher's rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.



First world edition published 2009

in Great Britain and in the USA by

SEVERN HOUSE PUBLISHERS LTD

of 9–15 High Street, Sutton, Surrey, England, SM1 1DF.

Copyright © 2009 by Deryn Lake.

All rights reserved.

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data

Lake, Deryn

Death and the black pyramid. - (A John Rawlings mystery)

1. Rawlings, John (Fictitious character) - Fiction

2. Pharmacists - England - Fiction 3. Great Britain -

History – 18th century – Fiction. 4. Devon (England) -

Fiction 5. Detective and mystery stories

I. Title

823.9'14[F]

ISBN-13: 978-1-78010-088-3(ePub)

ISBN-13: 978-0-7278-6770-4(cased)

ISBN-13: 978-1-84751-143-0(trade paper)

Except where actual historical events and characters are being described for the storyline of this novel, all situations in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to living persons is purely coincidental.

This ebook produced by

Palimpsest Book Production Limited,

Falkirk, Stirlingshire, Scotland.


One

The horses were being backed into the traces, the guard – heavily loaded with blunderbuss and pistols – was clambering up to take his seat beside the coachman, the passengers were all aboard. The stagecoach bound for the West Country stood almost ready to leave, the relatives waving a farewell, two or three of them gathered on the covered balcony of the Gloucester Hotel and Coffee House for a better view and also to keep out of the rain. For, even though it was September, the weather was inclement, the shower being of the fine sort that drove into one’s face and rapidly made one’s clothes damp and unpleasant.

A figure came running through the gloom; a figure holding its hat firmly upon its head as it sped along shouting, ‘Have you any room left?’

The coachman called an answer. ‘Only in the basket, Sir.’

There was an audible groan. ‘Oh dear. I feel I’m getting a little old for that.’

But at that moment the door of the stagecoach swung open and a young man, looking very pale and covered in a clammy cold sweat, got out, reeling slightly. A girl popped her head out of the window.

‘Are you not well, Sir?’

‘No,’ he gasped. ‘I’m afraid I feel very poorly. You must proceed without me.’

‘But...’

The young man made a gesture towards the heavens, said, ‘Excuse me,’ and bolted off into the dismal night.

‘It’s an ill wind,’ called John Rawlings, and cramming his hat on his head, sprinted the last few yards and leapt into the coach before anyone on the roof had had time to descend and take the seat.

The hands of the coachman’s watch were pointing at eight o’clock and it was time to depart. With a loud crack of the whip the stagecoach rumbled out of the yard, past Boone’s the hat maker and Joseph Miller the fish salesman, who also had premises at Billingsgate according to the sign on his shopfront.

‘First stop Brentford, ladies and gents,’ called the guard, and with that they were off on the start of their long journey.

John Rawlings, still gasping from his exertion, settled in his seat, removed his hat, and looked around him at his fellow passengers. Immediately opposite him was sitting a very pretty dark young woman, who inclined her head graciously as John bowed to her. Next to her was a seedy looking individual, somewhat sad of appearance and giving the impression that he had fallen on hard times. But it was to the man in the corner of the coach that the Apothecary’s eyes were drawn and on him that they lingered. For he was one of the finest specimens that John had ever seen.

Jet black and extremely handsome, with elegant, regular features and melting black eyes fringed by voluptuous lashes that would have well become a woman, the man had a finely toned physique. John reckoned that the Negro must have stood well over six feet and boasted a powerful pair of shoulders, at present concealed in a damson velvet coat and a travelling cloak, slate grey in colour.

John glanced to his right and saw a large woman sitting in a huddled posture. She had a fishy, colourless eye which immediately caught the Apothecary’s, causing her to glare at him suspiciously. Beside her and immediately next to John sat a neat little man, all tidy feet and hands, with a white wig placed at a correct angle on his natty head. John at once decided that the man was a dancing master, mainly because of the precision of even his smallest movements.

The woman with the fishy eye suddenly let out a great sigh and speaking in a pronounced German accent said, ‘Ach, I am so worried about mein luggage. Will it get safely to Exeter, I ask? I doubt it. I truly do.’

‘Why, Ma’am?’ enquired the dark young woman opposite.

‘My dear young lady you obviously have not travelled much or you vould know that the vays are littered with rogues and vagabonds. Think of the coaching inns, the posthouses, the horse keepers, the hostlers – to say nuzzink of highvaymen and other robbers. I tell you vun’s baggage is not safe anyvere except under vun’s nose.’

‘But there are no facilities for that in a stagecoach,’ said the dancing master mildly.

The fishy-eyed woman rounded on him. ‘Zat is obvious, Sir. Othervise I vould be guarding mine with mein life.’

John produced a book from inside his cloak and tucked his nose in it, determined not to get drawn into such a pointless and silly discussion. The ploy worked and the conversation flowed round him, the German woman growing tetchier by the second, the young lady playing the innocent and taking the rise out of her, but oh so gently. The dancing master, very sensibly, relapsing into silence.

They had been travelling an hour and quiet had been restored when suddenly the black man spoke into the hush.

‘Does anybody know what time we reach Brentford?’

John looked up, surprised indeed by the man’s voice, which was educated and pleasant to listen to. He glanced at his watch.

‘In another twenty minutes or so.’

‘Excellent, my friend. Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Jack Beef.’

‘And mine is John Rawlings. Are you travelling all the way to Exeter?’

‘I am indeed. May I present my manager?’ He gestured towards the seedy-looking man. ‘This is Nathaniel Broome.’

John bowed as best he could. ‘Delighted to make your acquaintance, Sir.’

‘Delighted to make yours,’ replied the other, in a high, tight voice.

‘You may be wondering why I travel with a manager,’ Jack continued, laughing gently. ‘The answer is that I am a bare-knuckle fighter and I am going to Exeter to take part in a bout.’

‘How interesting,’ said John, meaning it.

Jack Beef looked melancholy. ‘In fact it is a hard life. I admit that I get to see some interesting places but that is the sum total of it.’

Nathaniel spoke up in his congested tones. ‘Oh come now. What about your fat purses? And the lords of the land whose hands you have shaken?’

The black man gave a broad grin and explained to his fellow travellers.

‘My professional name is the Black Pyramid, apparently because my torso resembles one – inverted I might add,’ he informed the others with a rich laugh that made several people in the compartment smile, other than, it need hardly be said, the German lady who continued to cast her eyes towards the roof and mutter, ‘Ach’.

Then, as quickly as it had started, the conversation died away and they continued to journey in silence until at twenty minutes past nine the coach pulled up in the stableyard of The Three Pigeons in Brentford. John, recalling the terrible Christmas he had spent on the run heading for Exeter, when he had been accused of the murder of his wife, gave an involuntary shiver as he stepped down onto the cobbles.

The dancing master noticed and said, ‘Are you all right, Sir?’

John smiled down at him. ‘Yes, perfectly. It is just the inclement night, don’t you know.’

The little man bowed. ‘Allow me to present myself. My name is Cuthbert Simms. And who might I have the honour of addressing?’

‘John Rawlings. I am an apothecary by trade. And you, Sir?’

‘I teach the art of dance to folk young and old. For many years I was attached to a great household but...’ He sighed. ‘Things change, alas.’

John silently gave himself a good mark for guessing correctly.

‘Indeed they do. Allow me to buy you a drink, Sir. I think we have thirty minutes before we plunge on again.’

The little man looked gloomy. ‘The coach travels through the night I believe.’

‘Yes. They’re changing the horses now.’

And it was true. The original team was being led out of the traces and the horsemaster was backing in four fresh beasts.

‘Well, we’d better drink up in preparation,’ said Cuthbert and followed John into the inn.

Half an hour later and all the passengers were getting on board. The German lady had spent the time half threatening, half pleading with the guard to check her luggage.

‘Please to make sure that everyzing is in its place.’

‘I assure you, Madam,’ the man repeated, with just the slightest edge in his voice, ‘that there are three bags and one hat box in the basket.’

‘But are zey mine?’

‘Yes, Madam. I put them in there myself.’

Slightly mollified the woman got in and plonked herself in the corner where she petended to fall asleep immediately. John, studying her, noticed that one of her eyes remained slightly open and drew his own conclusions.

It was now almost three years since the life of his wife, his beloved Emilia, had been cut so brutally short in the gardens of Gunnersbury House. Three years in which he had run the gamut of emotion, from grieving widower to a man in love once more. For in that time he had again met the capricious Elizabeth di Lorenzi, older than he was and as different from him as a nun to a courtesan. Where he wanted marriage, she would have none of it; where he wanted to settle, she wanted to rove wild and free. Indeed he had almost given up all hope of her when a mysterious letter had arrived, virtually commanding him to go and see her at her magnificent home just outside Exeter. And it was for this reason that he had caught the all-night stagecoach driving to that city, leaving his daughter, Rose, in the charge of her grandfather, the formidable and fascinating Sir Gabriel Kent.

What, he wondered, could Elizabeth possibly want with him now? He had thought when he had last seen her that there was no chance for them. That there was hardly a word left to say. And now this extraordinary summons. With a sigh, John snuggled down into his cloak and attempted to go to sleep.

Beside him Cuthbert Simms, neat as a dormouse, slept quietly, his head falling gently onto the Apothecary’s shoulder. Opposite, the dark young lady, bonnet removed and held in her lap, slumbered, leaning her head against the wall of the coach. But it was the Black Pyramid and Nathaniel Broome who amused John on the odd occasions when he opened his eyes. They inclined inwards, resting one upon the other like a pair of elderly ladies, snoring gently, Broome softly, the Black Pyramid with a deep sonorous note that befitted his size. John’s thoughts stole upwards to the two unfortunate women who sat on the roof, and his conscience pricked him that he had taken a seat inside at the very last moment. So much so that he considered giving it up at the next stop.

He slept as best he could and when next he raised his lids he saw that dawn was just starting to streak the sky and the coach was slowing down as they drove into the village of Thatcham. At The Swan with Two Necks they changed horses again and the passengers were given a forty minute stop for breakfast. Stretching and yawning outside while the others made their way within, John gallantly assisted the two females sitting above to descend. One of them had a very familiar face and the Apothecary became convinced that he had seen her before somewhere. The other was an altogether sensible type of woman with a friendly visage and clear blue eyes. This, despite the fact that she had spent the night sitting bolt upright in the chilly and damp conditions.

John made a bow. ‘May I offer you my seat for the next stage of the journey, Madam?’

She shot him a look of pure gratitude. ‘I would be delighted to accept, Sir. And at the next stop I shall surrender it to Mrs Gower with whom I have just shared a terrible night in the elements.’

The Apothecary nodded. ‘I can imagine. I shall see if any other gentleman would be willing to change with her.’

The woman curtseyed. ‘Thank you. Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Lucinda Silverwood.’

‘And I am John Rawlings.’ He bowed and she responded with a brief bob.

‘I am going to Devon to join my daughter who is expecting her first child shortly,’ Mrs Silverwood continued.

And John, remembering the fuss that Emilia’s mother had made at the time of Rose’s arrival, felt a momentary touch of bittersweet sadness as he recalled the time when he had first laid eyes on his daughter.

‘I am sure you will be a great comfort to her,’ he said. ‘And now, Madam, allow me to accompany you in to breakfast.’

As they went inside the last two remaining passengers climbed down from the roof and John glanced at them. One was a plumpish fellow, clearly bald beneath his somewhat ornate wig of curling brown locks. He had fat pink hands and a startled expression caused by the fact that his eyebrows were scantily defined. The other man, by contrast, had raven black brows and a savage hawk’s face, which was pitted and scarred by the ravages of smallpox. His eyes were dark and as John stared he turned a look on the Apothecary which made John start at its ferocity and quickly turn his head away. He made his way inside the inn without glancing back.

Within it was all comfort as the landlord, used, no doubt, to coaches arriving at this ungodly hour of the morning, had produced a fine bill of fare. A large ham jostled a side of beef and from the kitchen came the reassuring smell of eggs being fried to a crisp. John took his place at the large trestle table which had been set for the occasion and bowed Mrs Silverwood into her place. Behind him he could hear a commotion and, turning slightly, saw that it was the hawk-like man insisting on dining in a private parlour. The landlord, looking put out, was somewhat reluctantly showing him to a snug leading off the passageway.

John turned to the second woman who had travelled on the roof and whose face was so familiar to him.

‘Forgive me, Madam, but I feel that perhaps we have met before. Do you recall where that could have been?’

She turned on him a beaming smile and said in a broad Welsh accent, ‘No, Sir, we have never met but I expect you might have seen me in the theatre. My name is Paulina Gower. Not that I am in the first rank of actresses, mark you. I expect ’tis more likely that you have seen me playing a maid or some such thing.’

John lit up. ‘Of course. I was – many years ago I might add – a friend of Coralie Clive’s, though I believe that she has now retired completely. Unlike yourself?’ he added, a slight question in his voice.

Mrs Gower looked sad and knowing simultaneously. ‘I wish that I had married well – as did she – though I learn she is now widowed, poor soul. But yet to give up the stage entirely would be difficult indeed.’ She sighed. ‘However I’m afraid that I do not have the choice. I must continue to work in order to survive.’

John pulled a sympathetic face. ‘We live in hard times, I fear.’

Cuthbert Simms spoke up from across the table. ‘Indeed we do, Sir. At my age I am still forced to teach to make ends meet.’

‘But surely,’ said John, addressing the two of them, ‘you both love what you do and to continue it is no hardship.’

But he never heard their answers because at that moment the breakfast party was rudely interrupted by the arrival of the German woman who was shrieking at the top of her voice.

‘Ach, but some of mein luggage is missing. There is a thief here. Vere is the coachman?’

‘Having his breakfast as you should be, Madam,’ somebody answered rudely.

She glared in their direction, unable to identify who it was who had spoken.

‘I can eat nuzzink. I am fit to vomit with all this jigging about.’

‘Well don’t do it in here,’ the same voice replied.

The Fraulein – at least John presumed she was such – gave another basilisk stare, turned on her heel and marched into the interior of the inn, clearly to find the driver and twist his ear. There was a general sigh of relief as she left.

Thirty minutes later they were clambering back on board. Most of the men – with the exception of Cuthbert Simms who claimed fear of the rheumatics – had taken their seats on the roof so that the two ladies could have some respite from the elements. John noticed that the man with the hawkish face had also gone within and had huddled down in his cloak to sleep. The German woman, hurrying up at the last minute, having rechecked the basket and deciding that all her luggage was complete after all, got inside with bad grace and a grumpy expression. The coachman cracked his whip.

‘Next stop Marlborough, ladies and gents.’

And they set off.

John found himself sitting next to the man with scant eyebrows who turned out to be a pleasant fellow, a country solicitor with a practice in Exeter, returning home from a visit to an elderly sister who dwelt in London. Having exchanged courtesies and names – his was Martin Meadows – they chatted nonsense to one another until eventually the solicitor said, ‘Tell me, do you treat many patients with delusions?’

John stared at him. ‘Of what kind do you mean, Sir?’

‘Well, those who think people are plotting against them. That type of thing.’

The Apothecary regarded him seriously. ‘No, Sir. To be honest I can’t say that I have. Why?’

Meadows looked non-committal. ‘Oh, no reason really. I just wondered.’

They relapsed into silence but John, staring out at the tints of autumn, the first hints of which were just starting to emblazon the trees, wondered what was behind the question. He shot a sideways look at Martin Meadows and saw that his face was giving away nothing as he too gazed out at the ever-changing landscape.

John had always loved the county of Wiltshire, found it mystic, a dark and brooding landscape containing some of the country’s most ancient and mysterious artifacts. The riddle of what Silbury Hill actually was; the looming question of the purpose of Stonehenge; the standing stones at Avebury. All these things intrigued him and he had often, when working alone in his compounding room, puzzled over them.

And now in the early morning light he breathed in the freshness of the air, looked around him at the magnificent rolling countryside, and fell quietly asleep.


Two

John was awoken by the sound of shouting and looking down saw that hostlers were running to give assistance as the coach pulled into the yard of The Castle and Ball in Marlborough. Looking round him he noticed that the Black Pyramid and Nathaniel Broome were standing up in preparation for descending and that Mr Meadows was clambering to his feet. Hastily adjusting his hat which had slipped down over one eye, John also rose.

The inn, which was extremely old, was comfortable inside and having made use of its facilities the Apothecary settled himself in a quiet corner and indulged in his favourite hobby of observing. Needless to say the German woman was complaining bitterly about something or other – John did not strain his ears sufficiently to discover what – and was being soothed down by Lucinda Silverwood. Paulina Gower, by contrast, was laughing merrily with the dark young lady, Jemima Lovell. He noticed that once again the man with the hawk’s face had vanished and that Martin Meadows was also absent. Following a whim, the Apothecary made his way to the back of the inn where the private snugs were situated.

‘...I tell you, Sir, that one or two faces are familiar to me,’ a harsh voice was saying quite loudly.

John could not help but listen, standing quietly outside the door.

‘Are you certain, Sir? Surely it could be a trick of your imagination.’

‘It’s the black man. There could not be two like him around.’

Martin Meadows answered, clearly trying to soothe the speaker down. ‘Oh come. He is a type. A bare-knuckle fighter. I have seen several people like him in my time.’

‘Have you indeed? And all black?’

‘Well, no,’ came the reply. ‘Not all of them.’

There was silence and John decided that this was his moment to make an entrance. Grinning cheerfully, he gave a rat-tat on the door and walked into the room.

Meadows and the hawkish man were sitting round a table in deep discussion. They looked up as the Apothecary went in, the solicitor giving a smile of relief, the other glaring fiercely. John ignored him.

‘Well, gentlemen, I hope I’m not interrupting. Can’t find a seat in the other bar so I thought I would try in here.’

‘Come in, come in, Mr Rawlings, take a chair, do,’ said Meadows. ‘May I present Mr Gorringe to you? Mr Gorringe, this is Mr Rawlings.’

John gave an effusive bow. ‘A pleasure, Sir,’ he said in an affected voice. ‘Truly a great pleasure.’

Gorringe half rose, still looking furious, and gave the curtest of salutes back. ‘Actually Meadows and I were having a private conversation.’

‘But we have finished that,’ said the solicitor hastily. ‘Indeed we were looking for some young company.’

‘Then come into the taproom,’ John answered, laughing merrily over nothing. ‘There’s a goodly crowd in there. That is if you don’t mind standing.’

‘If you’ll excuse me,’ said Gorringe, and getting to his feet he left them abruptly, swirling his dark cloak as he went.

John looked at Martin Meadows. ‘What a strange character.’

The solicitor motioned him to sit down. ‘Indeed, indeed,’ he sighed. ‘He is under the strong conviction that he has met the black man before somewhere.’

‘And what of it?’ said the Apothecary, pretending carelessness.

‘God knows, my dear friend. He is the type of man who sees a plot in everything. It is my belief that he suffers from some kind of mania.’

John would have replied but was prevented from so doing by a call of, ‘All aboard the Exeter coach, Ladies and Gentlemen.’ He and the solicitor made their way out to discover that Gorringe was already sitting on the roof and had produced a book which he was studying assiduously. He merely grunted as John and Martin took their places above. Below them, however, a scene was going on.

‘My luggage. Zere is vun piece missing,’ the German lady was screaming.

‘I can assure you, Madam...’ the guard was answering her patiently.

Behind her the Black Pyramid loomed suddenly and unexpectedly.

‘Be silent, my good woman. I suggest that you spend the next few hours checking and rechecking everything you own.’

And with that he leant over into the basket and removed all her bags and an unwieldy-looking box and dumped them on the ground at her feet.

‘But...’ she protested.

‘No buts, Madam. No buts, merely baggage.’ And he climbed into the coach.

‘Sir,’ the driver called down urgently, ‘we are due to leave immediately.’

The black man stuck his head out of the window. ‘Then do so,’ he instructed.

‘But the lady...’

‘I shall have ze law on you if you go vizout me!’ she shouted, shaking her fist.

‘My card,’ said the Black Pyramid nonchalantly, and with the enormous reach of his arms handed her one as the coachman cracked his whip and the new team of horses led them outwards.

That evening they spent the night at Bath, clattering into the courtyard of The Katherine Wheel some hours later. Accommodation was limited and they were all forced to share their rooms with at least one other person. John found himself in company with Cuthbert Simms, while Mrs Silverwood doubled up with young Jemima and Paulina Gower. Lucinda and Jemima were informed that they would have to share a bed but they took this news cheerfully enough. The Black Pyramid – pleased as punch that he had got rid of the German woman, whose name turned out to be Fraulein Schmitt – took a bottle of brandy to the room he was allocated with Nathaniel Broome. That left the peculiar Mr Gorringe who, yet again, seemed to be paired with Martin Meadows.

John, remembering his previous visits to Bath and the many adventures he had had in that city, went to bed late. It seemed to him, sitting alone in a snug with a bottle of wine before he retired, that the ghosts of the past came back to haunt him. He saw Coralie as she once had been – young and fresh, vigorous and full of life, longing to taste it all, eager to build her reputation on the stage. How bitterly it all had treated her, he thought. And thinking of Coralie brought back memories of himself as a young man, relishing everything and treating the world as a huge plaything. Yet, he considered, there was no point in looking back. The secret of a successful life must surely be the ability to go forward. Then he thought of that great beau, Orlando, a doyen of Bath, who had sacrificed so much in order that others may move on and live in peace.

John sighed and taking a candle went up to his room and crept inside, careful not to wake Cuthbert who slept like a little child, his breathing light and fast, his small frame barely making a bulge in the bedclothes. Thankful that there were two beds in the chamber, John undressed and climbed in, instantly falling asleep, lulled by the wine.

He woke some hours later, listening intently, certain that he had heard a voice. Then quite distinctly somebody close to him said, ‘Take care, Fulke Bassett, take great care.’ This remark was followed by a laugh, so sinister that it made the Apothecary’s blood run cold. Reaching for the candle John struck a tinder and lit it. He looked round. The room was empty, other than for the sleeping Cuthbert Simms, who had turned over and was facing the wall. After several minutes spent sitting up in bed, gazing around him, John blew the candle out and tried to sleep. But this time it did not come easily and he lay awake in the darkness, wondering whether he had dreamt the entire incident or whether a voice had actually spoken those strange words and laughed that terrible laugh.

They set off early the next morning, before breakfast – much to the Apothecary’s chagrin – heading for Wells. Arriving there some three hours later they had a thirty minute stop and time to settle down to some serious eating. John found himself seated next to Cuthbert and felt tempted to mention to him the strange event of the previous night. Eventually he did so.

‘Did you sleep well, Mr Simms? I did not disturb you when I came to bed?’

Cuthbert turned on him a jovial little face. ‘Not at all, my dear chap, to answer your second question. As to the first, I slept soundly, though I dreamt rather a great deal.’

‘Oh really? What about?’

Simms gave a piping laugh. ‘Dashed if I can remember. By the way, did I tell you that I am heading for Lady Sidmouth’s place, just outside Exeter? I was attached to her household some years ago, but only for a short while.’

‘No, you didn’t. May I ask the purpose of your visit?’

‘Indeed you may. She has engaged me professionally, don’t you know, based on her past experience of my work. I am attempting to teach the dance to her grandchildren, one of whom is a great lumpkin of a fellow – or so I am told.’

‘I am sure you will manage splendidly,’ John replied gallantly. He paused, then said, ‘Tell me, did you hear anyone speaking in the night?’

Cuthbert gazed at him blankly. ‘Speaking? What do you mean?’

‘I don’t quite know what I mean. It’s just that I woke to hear a voice – I could have sworn it was in the room – saying something. Then the man laughed.’

‘What did it – he – say?’

‘Watch your step Fulke Bassett, or something like that.’

There was a fraction’s silence before Cuthbert said, ‘I think you must have dreamt it, my friend, because I heard nothing.’

‘Perhaps it was you talking in your sleep.’

Cuthbert adjusted his cuffs. ‘It might well have been,’ he answered lightly. ‘I told you I had a night of dreams.’

The conversation had reached a natural halt and John was trying to think of something trivial to say when a familiar voice boomed out, ‘Are, zere you are. I have found you at last.’ And with a gusty sigh Fraulein Schmitt dropped heavily into the empty seat opposite his having caught them up in record time. John remembered his manners and rose to make her a small bow, as did Cuthbert Simms. Looking down the table he saw that the others had not noticed her arrival – or at least were pretending not to do so.

She glared about her. ‘It vas very vicked of zat black man to drive off vizout me.’

Hearing a reference to himself, Jack Beef turned round and stared at her with a certain amount of foreboding. Somewhat to John’s surprise she waved a waggish finger at him and said, ‘You are a naughty, naughty boy.’

He stood up and came towards her. Then he took her hand and kissed it in what the Apothecary could only think of as an extremely theatrical manner.

‘Madam, I crave your pardon. It was very wrong of me to do what I did.’

She fluttered at him, all smiles and eyelashes. ‘I vill forgive you if you vill buy me breakfast.’

‘Nothing would give me greater pleasure.’

John was frankly astonished, firstly that she should have forgiven the Black Pyramid at all, let alone so easily. And secondly that he should have given in without saying a word in his own defence. For the journey made without her nagging presence had been peaceful and harmonious indeed. Puzzled, he looked at Cuthbert, but the little man was busily tucking into ham and eggs and did not return his gaze.

Half an hour later the coachman called them and they set off for the final leg of their journey. This took them through the rest of Somerset and finally into the mysterious county of Devon where he had spent his memorable honeymoon and had also met Elizabeth di Lorenzi for the first time.

John, sitting on the roof once more, studied the landscape and wondered for the umpteenth time why Elizabeth had sent for him. He would have thought – in view of their frank discussions on the last occasion they had met – that their relationship had sadly reached its ultimate conclusion. But obviously he was wrong. Suddenly John wanted to reach Exeter in a hurry and give thought to his future, whether it would include the Marchesa or whether he must continue on his own.

After stopping at Taunton and Collumpton – where they dined – they finally arrived in Exeter some thirteen hours after leaving Bath. Their journey ended at The Half Moon in High Street. John, miserable as the place made him, was too weary to book himself in anywhere else. For the inn brought back cruel memories of his honeymoon and Emilia’s sweet warmth and comforting presence. Yet he gallantly strode in with the others and asked for a room for the night.

Almost the entire party was present. Mrs Silverwood, as charming and capable as ever, leading Jemima by the hand; Paulina following with Fraulein Schmitt, very subdued and not questioning her luggage once. The Black Pyramid and his manager strolling in, laughing at some private joke. This left John to walk in with Cuthbert Simms and Martin Meadows. Of that strange character Mr Gorringe there was no sign.

Having secured a room – on his own he was delighted to say – John made his way to the taproom determined to raise his spirits. Mr Simms and Mr Meadows were there before him, the little man sipping a glass of port while the solicitor was imbibing a cognac. Asking if he might join them, John sat down. The dancing master was in full flow.

‘...oh yes, I was quite the talk of the town in my day. Everyone came to me – members of the nobility and even a crowned head or two. But then alas,’ He sighed, ‘fashions changed and Italian dance teachers became quite the thing. But I was delighted to say that I was taken into the household of a great merchant, to teach his offspring the Terpsichorean art. One of them was outstanding and a great beauty as well. Indeed I miss my little Helen so much.’ He sighed again and John found himself thinking that the man was very slightly tipsy. ‘She was the belle of the neighbourhood – and of London as well. And as for Bath, let me tell you that she took the place by storm. But she had other ideas and her father threatened to turn her out of the house.’

Meadows looked shocked. ‘What an unpleasant thing to do.’

‘Yes. It was.’

‘What happened to her?’ This from John.

‘She died, alas.’

‘How very sad.’

‘Oh, yes it was. A tragedy in fact.’

Cuthbert Simms sighed for the third time and stared into the dregs remaining in his glass.

‘Allow me to get you another port,’ said the Apothecary, standing up.

‘Just a wee one perhaps.’

As John crossed the floor to attract the attention of the potboy his eye was caught by the late arrival of Gorringe, the reception area being clearly visible to his left. The man strode in and shouted at a maid who happened to be standing in the hallway at the time. She bolted off and a few minutes later the landlord appeared. Unfortunately, the Apothecary could not hear a word of what was being said but he guessed that the hawk-faced man had gone to look for alternative accommodation but had been unable to find any at this hour of the night. Now he had returned and was demanding a room. Rather hoping that the landlord would refuse, John’s hopes were dashed as a key was produced and Gorringe was shown upstairs.

The potboy was at his elbow. ‘Yes, Sir?’

‘Two cognacs and a glass of port at that table, if you please.’

‘Very good, Sir.’

‘You’ll never guess who has just arrived and been given a room,’ John said, rejoining the other two.

Martin laughed. ‘William Gorringe – and he hasn’t just arrived. He was first out of the coach and booked a room for himself before the rest of us had a chance to stir. Didn’t you see him?’

‘Frankly, no I didn’t. I wonder where he wandered off to instead of coming in to have a drink?’

Cuthbert Simms gave an exquisite little shrug. ‘La, who cares? I think he’s a horrid man and not worth the discussion.’

John laughed. ‘You’re right. Let’s talk of something else.’

But the dancing master downed his port and stood up, wobbling just the slightest bit. He made a perfect bow however.

‘Gentlemen, if you will excuse me. I am afraid I am not used to so much alcohol. I must take to my bed immediately. Goodnight to you.’

And he went out using tiny precise steps. John turned to Martin Meadows.

‘Do you have a room to yourself?’

‘Yes, fortunately. The landlord was expecting our coach and had accommodation ready for several of us. And you?’

‘Yes, I also.’

They finished their drinks then, having collected candles, made their way upstairs. John led the way and eventually found his room high up on the third floor. It was rather cramped but it had a clean and comfortable bed in it and he took off his clothes and crawled into the sheets. Contrary to his expectations, he slept fitfully, dreaming wildly and waking at least once an hour. Checking the time by his travelling clock he saw that it grew late and still he had not achieved a proper rest. Reluctantly he got out of bed and made his way to the bedroom door, thinking of going downstairs and getting himself a glass of water. And it was while he was standing there that he heard a noise from the floor below. Slowly, and somehow stealthily, he heard a door open and close.

Wondering why the sound should have made him so uneasy, John peered over the banisters and down the stairwell. He saw a figure – quite unrecognizable – moving swiftly along the landing, holding a candle aloft. Looking to see whether it was a man or a woman – for the figure was wearing a floor-length cloak – it vanished before he had time to come to any conclusion. John went slowly back to his room, deciding to forget the glass of water.

He sat down on his bed, thinking. Then he concluded that perhaps it had been a secret tryst and that it was no business of his to enquire further. And it was with this thought uppermost in his mind that he finally fell into a deep and dreamless sleep.


Three

John woke late, so late that for a second he thought he must have missed the coach. And then he recalled that his journey was over, that all that remained now was to hire a horse from a livery stable and make his way up to Elizabeth in her great house high above the river Exe.

He got out of bed and washed in cold water, scraping a razor over his chin as best he could. Then he went downstairs and into the guests’ parlour to partake of his usual hearty fare. Somewhat to his surprise – it being a little after nine o’clock – he found that the only other person sitting there was Jemima Lovell. And on enquiring where the rest of their party were, was informed that most of them had left the inn on the final stages of their journey.

‘I’m afraid that I overslept,’ said John apologetically.

‘I too. I did not sleep well the night before. Paulina Gower snores rather and it kept me awake.’

‘Yes, of course. You were bundled into a room with two others. Did you have a place to yourself last night?’

‘Yes, I did,’ she answered.

John, remembering the strange person wandering on the landing of the floor below his, wondered if Jemima had heard anything but did not quite have the temerity to ask her.

‘Tell me, where do you go from here?’ he said instead.

‘To Lady Sidmouth’s house, not far from the small fishing village of Sidmouth. Do you know it?’ Without waiting for his reply she plunged on, ‘I am going there to make her a hat or two and some headdresses. I am a milliner, you see.’

‘Isn’t that where Cuthbert Simms was off to?’

‘Yes. There is to be a huge assembly for her daughter’s birthday. He is to prepare them all for the dances and I am to make their headgear.’

‘How did he get there?’

‘Lady Sidmouth sent a coach this morning and like a ninny I slept through its arrival. I shall have to make my way by whatever transport I can find.’

‘Perhaps she will send it back for you.’

Jemima gave a delightful smile. ‘I think not somehow. Once will be quite enough in Lady Sidmouth’s opinion.’

‘I see,’ said John, and did.

They ate on in silence, the parlour almost empty except for a sprinkling of other guests who were partaking of their meal, their conversation sporadic. And then, quite distinctly from somewhere far above them, John heard a cry followed by the sudden pounding of feet.

‘Whatever’s that?’ asked Jemima, startled, looking in the direction of the sound.

‘I don’t know,’ John answered, but he half rose from his chair even while he spoke.

The noise of commotion grew nearer and the Apothecary stood up. Excusing himself to Jemima, he hurried into the hall.

The maid whom he had seen the night before being shouted at by William Gorringe was flying down the stairs at top speed, a jug in her hand, the contents of which was spilling out all the way down the staircase.

‘Oh help!’ she was shouting. ‘Oh help! Somebody help.’

The landlord appeared from the area of the kitchen. ‘What is it, my girl?’

‘The gentleman in 103...’ she gasped out.

‘What about him?’

‘He’s dead, Mr Tyler. Oh, Sir, it’s horrible.’

John stepped forward. ‘I’m an apothecary. Can I be of any assistance?’

Tyler looked him up and down. ‘Do you have a medical bag with you?’

‘No. I am here for social reasons. But I have one or two bottles of physic that I always carry.’

‘Perhaps you had better bring them.’

‘If the man is dead they won’t do him a lot of good,’ John replied shortly.

They climbed the staircase in silence, ascending to the second floor, the one below John’s bedroom. The door to 103 stood ajar and the Apothecary realized with a start that it was the very door from which he had seen the mysterious cloaked figure emerge. He decided that for the moment he would keep the information to himself.

Inside it was still dark for the curtains were drawn. Crossing to them, John pulled them back and autumn sunlight, piercingly bright, flooded the room. He heard Tyler the landlord give an exclamation behind him and, wheeling round, saw the body for the first time.

William Gorringe lay on the bed in a sea of his own blood, a sea which had spattered onto the walls and even the ceiling. To say that he had been bludgeoned to death would have been an understatement. The man had received so many blows to the head that he was virtually unrecognizable, his face reduced to a lump of flesh, his eyes dislodged from their sockets by the severity of the beating he had sustained. Taking a deep breath John leant over the body and stared at what remained of the head.

The brains were oozing through in a mass of grey matter, hair sticking in it just to make the scene more unpleasant. Slowly, the Apothecary let his eyes wander downwards and saw that Gorringe had several blows, including one to the knees, which were bent up slightly as if the man had been asleep when the attack began. John made a mental note to ask the landlord – who was on the landing making the most terrible retching noises – about spare keys to the rooms.

He straightened up and crossed to the window, noticing that it was closed and that the catch had been slipped through on the inside. Staring downwards he saw that below him was the stabling yard. So it would have been possible for a man to have taken a ladder and made his way upwards and closed the window after he had come in. John’s mind turned to the figure he had seen down the landing and he fervently wished that he had had both the time and the foresight to get a better look.

He turned once more to the body, thinking that Gorringe must have met his death at the hands of a madman or, at the very least, someone in an uncontrollable frenzy. He had a dozen or so separate wounds, the majority of which were to the upper regions. But his chest had also been viciously attacked and John wondered what implement could have been used. Possibly a heavy stick or a piece of piping. But a search of the room, albeit quick, revealed nothing. Whoever had killed William Gorringe had taken the weapon with them.

Outside in the corridor the landlord – very whey-faced – was waiting for him. John looked grim.

‘We’ll have to lock this door until the Constable comes. You have a spare key?’

‘Yes, of course. The girl uses it in the morning when she goes in with the hot water.’

‘And I presume that was what she was doing earlier?’

‘Yes, poor soul. She walked in on that scene of carnage.’

It was a good description, John thought. Aloud he said, ‘Where are the keys normally kept when they are not in use?’

‘They hang on hooks in the kitchen. Why?’

‘Because that could have been the way the murderer gained entry.’

‘But that would suggest some prior knowledge, wouldn’t it? They would have needed to know what room the victim was in.’

‘Oh undoubtedly. This is hardly the work of a stranger. More that of a long-standing enemy.’

‘I see.’

They walked down the stairs in silence to see a strained-looking group awaiting them at the bottom. There was the landlord’s wife, who had her arms round the hysterical maid. There was Jemima, very pale and wide-eyed. There were one or two other guests, drawn by the terrible scream and the general commotion. They reached the bottom and John drew Jemima apart.

‘Do you remember that man Gorringe from the journey?’

‘Yes, indeed I do. He sat in the coach wrapped in his cloak and would speak to none of us.’

‘I’m afraid he is dead, Miss Lovell.’

‘But how? Did his heart give out?’

‘The truth is that he has been cruelly murdered. A crime of passion if ever I saw one. Have you any idea at all where the rest of the coach party have departed to?’

Jemima slowly shook her head. ‘No, only Mr Simms who, as I told you, has gone to Lady Sidmouth’s.’

John pulled a face. ‘I think they’ll have to be found somehow.’

‘Why? You don’t believe that they could be connected with the crime, do you?’

The Apothecary looked at her. ‘It’s possible that one of them is a murderer.’

Jemima lowered her eyes. ‘Oh dear, I hope not. They seemed such a pleasant crowd.’

‘That,’ answered John, ‘is often the way.’

Two hours later he was free to leave the inn. The Constable had been; a lean blackbird of a fellow and a professional, in that he was hired by those whose turn it was to act as peacekeeper and had been in the position for some six years. Taciturn and dour, for all that John took to the man, for he clearly knew what he was doing and had organized everything very swiftly. William Gorringe had been removed from the room and dispatched to the mortuary awaiting the Coroner’s verdict. The Apothecary had furnished the Constable with a list of names of the other travellers on the coach, told him of the strange cloaked figure he had seen, and the remaining guests in the inn had all been asked to give their particulars.

‘Trouble is, Sir,’ said the Constable, scratching his closely shaved chin and looking at John with a black-eyed glance, ‘that it could have been a common thief. We’ve no proof that it was anyone that the victim knew.’

‘Except that there were no signs of anything having been taken. Admittedly I didn’t search the body but I did notice that the dead man wore a diamond ring upon his little finger and that it was still there this morning. Further, the room was left neatly and is it not the trademark of a robber that he always pulls the place apart?’

The dark eyes gleamed. ‘You seem to know a lot about it if I might say so.’

John looked worldly. ‘Merely facts that one picks up from reading the journals, don’t you know.’

And now, having given the Constable both his London address and the address of the Marchesa – a fact which had left a good impression John could tell – he was off at last to see the woman who still held him in her thrall. Leaving the inn, the Apothecary walked to the nearest livery stable where he hired a large, sensible-looking grey horse – his experience with hired horses being none too favourable – and set off to ride out of Exeter. Before he had gone he had seen Jemima Lovell into a small trap that was making for Sidmouth and had negotiated the fee for taking her the extra miles to Lady Sidmouth’s mansion. She said farewell with a sorrowful look in her brilliant eyes.

‘Goodbye, Mr Rawlings. How sad that our journey should have ended so horribly.’

‘Au revoir, Miss Lovell. Try not to think about it too much.’

‘I’ll do my best, Sir.’ And giving his hand a squeeze, she had disappeared down the length of the High Street.

John, having been given a leg-up onto the grey horse, spoke to it as they rode out of the town.

‘Now, my friend, I want a nice easy ride, do you understand. No funny tricks or rearing up. Just take me at a reasonable pace to Lady Elizabeth’s and you shall be rewarded with a nice loose box and a bag of hay.’

The horse twitched its ears and plodded forward, leaving the city behind and following the line of the river Exe. John decided to go along the riverbank, which was pleasant in the September sunshine, but when it came to the high hill on the top of which Elizabeth’s beautiful house was situated the horse refused to budge a step. In the end the Apothecary was forced to dismount and lead the beast upwards by its reins, puffing and panting as he did so. By the time he reached the lodge gates he was thoroughly out of breath and dishevelled into the bargain. Glad that he hadn’t worn a wig and that his hair was tied back in a queue, John mopped his face.

The lodge keeper was new and looked at him with a certain suspicion. ‘Can I help you, Sir?’

‘I have come to see Lady Elizabeth di Lorenzi.’

‘Do you have an appointment?’

‘No, not exactly. She wrote and asked me to visit. I am an old friend.’

‘I see. Well if you go up to the big house you can enquire there whether she is in.’

‘Thank you,’ John answered crisply, and feeling that he had done his duty by the horse, remounted and urged it up the curving, uphill drive.

As he rode the last few yards, the house now in sight, his throat went dry and he felt as nervous as a schoolboy. The last time he had been there had been in the spring of this year and Elizabeth had not been at home, gone to Bath for the sake of her health, or so he had been informed. He had taken that as her way of telling him that she had no further wish to see him. He recalled the time he had proposed to her and how she had turned to look at him, her long black hair blowing about her face. He also remembered her refusal, saying she preferred a life alone even though she was fond of him. She could hurt him, there was no doubting that. And yet out of a clear blue sky she had written to him, asking him to come to her, informing him that she had something of interest to tell him. Wondering what on earth it could be, John dismounted at the front door and handing the horse over to an hostler, mounted the six steps which led up to it.

A footman answered the bell and fortunately recognized John from the past.

‘Ah, Mr Rawlings, Sir. Is my lady expecting you?’

‘Yes and no. She wrote and asked me to visit her and here I am. But I didn’t inform her of the date of my arrival.’

‘I see. Would you like to wait in the parlour and I will see if she is at home.’

John stepped into the vast reception hall and gazed upwards. There, painted high above his head, was a representation of Britannia waving a spear. Smiling indulgently he traversed the large space, following the footman, and was shown into a small parlour leading off the Blue Drawing-room. His mind wandered over the difference in their stations in life. She had been born a daughter of the nobility, he the bastard child of one of the Rawlings family of Twickenham. She had married an Italian nobleman and had lived a wild and dangerous life. He had qualified as an apothecary and had found his excitement through working with Sir John Fielding. At that moment John realized with a horrible clarity that he could never offer Elizabeth the life to which she had been used and that he may as well leave now.

There was a noise in the doorway and John, turning, saw that the woman who filled his thoughts was standing there. He rose and bowed.

‘Madam.’

She walked towards him, smiling her delicious smile. ‘Sir,’ she replied.

And then John looked at her properly and his heart plummeted before it rose again and started to beat wildly in his chest.

She laughed then, throwing her head back and chuckling.

‘Don’t look so shocked,’ she said. ‘As you can see, my dear, I am quite definitely with child.’
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