

[image: cover]






Bella Ellis is the Brontë inspired pen name for the award winning, Sunday Times bestselling author Rowan Coleman. A Brontë devotee for most of her life, Rowan is the author of fourteen novels including The Memory Book, The Summer of Impossible Things and The Girl at the Window.





Also by Bella Ellis

 

The Vanished Bride

The Diabolical Bones





The Red Monarch

 

 

Bella Ellis

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[image: TitlePg_2Line_logo]

 

www.hodder.co.uk





First published in Great Britain in 2021 by Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK company

 

Copyright © Bella Ellis 2021

 

The right of Bella Ellis to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 

Cover image: Shutterstock.com

 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

 

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 

 

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

 

eBook ISBN 978 1 529 36341 8

 

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

 

www.hodder.co.uk





For my niece Victoria 





I knew not ’twas so dire a crime

To say the word, ‘Adieu’;

But this shall be the only time

My lips or heart shall sue.

 

That wild hill-side, the winter morn,

The gnarled and ancient tree,

If in your breast they waken scorn,

Shall wake the same in me.

 

I can forget black eyes and brows,

And lips of falsest charm,

If you forget the sacred vows

Those faithless lips could form.

 

If hard commands can tame your love,

Or strongest walls can hold,

I would not wish to grieve above

A thing so false and cold.

 

And there are bosoms bound to mine

With links both tried and strong:

And there are eyes whose lightning shine

Has warmed and blest me long:

 

Those eyes shall make my only day,

Shall set my spirit free,

And chase the foolish thoughts away

That mourn your memory.

 

‘Last Words’ by Emily Jane Brontë
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Haworth, August 1852

It seemed as if all was in the doldrums. Though the weather was seasonably warm, the summer concealed itself behind a low barrier of cloud, making even the outdoors close and confining. To Charlotte it felt as if time stood still that August, trapping her in one identical day after the next, condemning her to a purgatory of isolation.

Ellen had written again, concerned by Charlotte’s listless correspondence in recent months. It was in a state of near despair that Charlotte had been obliged to reply, explaining once again that she was silent because she had nothing to say. That she might indeed repeat over and over again that her life was a pale blank and often a very weary burden, and that sometimes the thought of the future appalled her. Indeed, no matter how she tried to muster her old vitality, it continued to elude her.

That day’s pages of Villette, her most recent work, lay before her, only two and a half of them, and not one word even near satisfactory. Charlotte pushed them away from her unhappily, averting her eyes from the papers, unable even to look at them. There had been a time when to write was an easy impulse. But now, without her sisters and her brother at her side, it felt as if her joy had been buried, piece by piece, along with Branwell, Emily and Anne, part of her soul rotting alongside them. What had once been a fiery passion as effortless as the arrival of spring had become a hard laborious winter that brought forth nothing but misery. Charlotte could write no more today.

Instead, she drew her writing slope to her and opened the concealed compartment where she kept her greatest treasure. With the utmost care she gently took out a small notebook with dark red covers, measuring no more than four by six inches, and held it for a moment between her palms, as if in prayer. Within the covers were contained more than forty of Emily’s poems, each one written in her minute printed hand, the seal of approval that showed a poem was complete. Charlotte held it to her breast. It was almost like having a small portion of her sister’s spirit, pinned to the pages by the sheer force of her words.

For a few precious moments the poems returned Emily to Charlotte, seating her dear sister beside her at the table to talk and fight and wonder, restoring to her at least a portion of the sisterhood that Charlotte so deeply mourned.

The truth is that no one would ever truly know Emily. No one ever had, not even during her lifetime. Charlotte knew that her sister kept secrets even from her. From everyone, except her own heart and mind. And if in a hundred or two hundred years, people still talked of Emily Brontë, they would be obliged to piece her together from the poetry and fiction she had left behind. Even then they would find not one identity but at least a dozen, for Emily moved as fluidly as a river from one persona to the next, each one seemingly just as natural and as true as the last.

Emily had been a buccaneer and a wild moorland faerie. She had been a sour-faced misanthrope, a boisterous playmate, a gentle creature who cared for all that were not made human, and a human being unlike any other that Charlotte had ever known, or could ever know, even if she lived a thousand more years. Emily could be as beautiful as she was ugly, and as frightening as she was mild, but always, always through it all, her spirit shone like a beacon calling Charlotte home.

As she read, Charlotte hesitated over one poem in particular; one that brought back to her a time so strange and full of dark adventure that – had she not witnessed it herself – she would have believed it to have been a half-mad fantasy.

Except that the dreadful events of that particular excursion had gone on to haunt them all for years to come, with consequences they could have never foreseen.

Yes, it had been real, the London detection. As real as the dull grey day that now stifled Charlotte’s every breath. The terrors and the cruelties they had seen there, the murkiest corners of the human soul they had revealed, often lay in wait for her in the darkest hours of the night.

That time was her own secret to carry alone now, and she would carry it to the grave, burning every trace of evidence to protect her beloved sister’s privacy. For if in a hundred or two hundred years, people still talked about Emily Brontë, then they would never truly know her.

Charlotte was certain that was exactly how Emily would want it to be.





CHAPTER

ONE

[image: The Red Monarch (exported)_img1]

 

The door exploded inward in one splintering thrust, ripping Lydia Roxby from her restless slumber in an instant. Clambering backwards on the bed until her back met the wall, she struggled to make sense of what was happening. It was as if her fragmented nightmares had spilled into reality. Suddenly their room was full of men, crowding around their bed, peering with menacing intent. Lydia thought she saw clubs and blades, though the lanterns held aloft blinded her against making out more detail.

‘Harry!’ she cried her husband’s name as he was dragged from bed and thrust up against the wall of their chamber by the huge hand that encircled his throat. Lydia tried to scream, only to realise that filthy fingers were clamped so firmly over her mouth that she could taste soot and sewage on her captor’s skin. Was this how she was to meet her end? But she could not, not now. She could not allow it, if not for her own sake and for Harry’s, then for the life that grew within her. This was no time to die.

‘I always thought you a fool, Roxby,’ a deep rasping voice growled at Harry. ‘But to steal from me and then to neglect to hide yourself is a grave error indeed.’ The huge man tilted his head to one side as he observed the life draining out of his prey. Harry’s eyes bulged in fear and desperation, his lips turning black in the lamplight. Some alien rage, unlike any emotion she had ever known before, engulfed Lydia.

Biting down viciously on the hand that stifled her, Lydia elbowed the man in his guts hard enough to wind him as she scrambled to save Harry. With more strength than she might ever had supposed she possessed, she shouldered her way into the arm that had Harry pinned, barging the assailant with enough force to surprise him into releasing Harry, even if he laughed as he let her husband go.

‘Please! Leave us alone, you vile creature!’ she shrieked, much to the amusement of her tormentor, but Lydia stood her ground between him and her husband.

‘Oh, my dear,’ he said, holding the lamp up so that finally Lydia saw his face. ‘You are far too fine a specimen for this limp fool. Perhaps I’ll take you tonight instead of him; for you are a beauty, with fight to match.’

The identity of their attacker stunned Lydia into a terrified silence.

For this was death himself, who had kicked his way into their room. This was Noose, lord of The Rookery, general of thieves and murderers, who had turned a thousand criminals into his own deadly army, and who controlled half of London – the darkest half – as his own. A man who would kill you for crossing him without a second thought. Icy dread filled Lydia as she felt a cold sweat break upon her skin.

What had Harry done?

‘Please,’ Harry whimpered, ‘I swear, I have stolen nothing. I went to collect the jewel as you told me, but the seller did not appear. I waited the whole night and came to tell one of your men at dawn. That is the truth of it, Noose, I swear it is. Like you said, I would have run if I had stolen from you! I have been honest in all my dealings, I swear it. I beg you, do what you will to me, but let my wife go free. She knows nothing of my work for you, and she is with child!’

Lydia sat down on the bed, feeling the weight of her belly on her knees. In that moment, amid the chaos, confusion and fear, all she could think was how much satisfaction her mother would feel when she heard the manner of her wayward daughter’s death.

‘Take him!’ Noose barked at his men. Lydia remained frozen as she watched her husband being dragged away as he cried out her name. Cradling her arms around her baby, she said a silent prayer, and looked up at the man who was about to slit her throat.

‘You have a week,’ Noose told her. ‘Be sure not to waste it.’

‘What? What do you mean?’ Lydia asked him.

‘I mean that if you want to see your husband again, you will find what he has stolen from me and bring it to me. You have until exactly midnight, seven days from now, to return what I need and save both his life and yours.’

‘But . . .’ Lydia struggled to order her thoughts. ‘You said you had to kill any man that wronged you.’

‘I did and I do,’ Noose said, suddenly seating himself in the one chair they had in the room. ‘But here’s the thing, Mrs Roxby – I need that jewel back. I need it more than I need vengeance. And if there is one lesson I have learnt in this long life of mine, it is that a woman in love will fight to the death for the man who holds her affections. It’s clear to me that you love that useless fool with all your heart. So, if you help me, I will help you. Return the jewel to me within the week and I will let you both go free, as long as you leave this city behind you for good. Fail and I will kill your husband, and you soon thereafter, no matter where you flee. For, I promise you, there is no corner of this earth that is safe from me. Are we in agreement?’

Lydia wanted to shout that no, they were not in agreement. For how could she, a weak, unworldly woman, who was heavy with child and had not a friend in this vast metropolis, search for and find something that she knew nothing about? Yet this proposal gave her precious time, and it was all she had. So, instead, she straightened her back and lifted her chin.

‘We are in agreement, sir,’ she said.

The room was suddenly empty, the broken door mewling on its hinges.

How Lydia wished she could run home. How she wished she could run into her mama’s arms and lay her head in her lap, and beg to be forgiven and that Mama would be kind to her once again. But that path was closed to her now, and not only because her mother, the elder Lydia Robinson, would never forgive her for what she had done.

Noose was quite correct: Lydia did love Harry with all her heart, and she loved their unborn child a thousand times more. There had to be a way to save them both – there had to be, and she had to find it, or at least call on the help of someone who could.

One name came to mind at once.

For there was only one person in all this world she could call to her aid now. One person who, she was certain, would not let her fall prey to Noose’s deadly threat. Going to her trunk, she pulled out her writing slope and, opening it on the floor, dipped her quill into the last of the ink and began to scratch out an urgent plea for help.

A letter, addressed to one Miss Anne Brontë, The Parsonage, Haworth.





CHAPTER

Two
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Charlotte

‘Of course, he then became intolerable. Throwing all about him into hubbub and confusion with his emotions,’ Charlotte said, as she and her sisters took to the heights of the moor in search of some respite from the gloom that their brother Branwell had cast over their little home in recent days. ‘It is as if no one else has ever felt an emotion, ever lived with a broken heart, ever had to plough on with life in the face of bitter disappointment.’

It was a fine July day. The sky, traced here and there with little wisps of wind-laced cloud, opened ever upwards towards heaven, and the cotton grass danced in amongst a fresh crop of tender green heather. Flossy ran on ahead, leaping over ridges and furrows with joyful abandon, her long ears streaming after her. Keeper kept close to his mistress’s side, occasionally lolloping after Flossy, but always returning a few moments later to bump his head against Emily’s hand. As for the three sisters, they climbed ever higher without any particular thought as to where they were going, yet somehow all agreed on their destination.

‘I fear we have lost him for ever,’ Emily agreed unhappily, pausing for a moment to kiss Keeper’s head. ‘He was not in full possession of his wits before Mrs Robinson’s husband passed, but now . . . He cannot conceive that she still will not have him. Poor broken soul, he’s a near lunatic howling at a moon of his own creation, with his whole future snuffed out in an instant. And to send her coachman to reject him on her behalf, it is intolerable.’

Emily gathered her skirts and hopped in one bound from the lower path on to a higher trail, which, judging by the expression on her face, pleased her enormously, as it did her dog, who was happy to follow at her heel.

‘I believe you do Branwell a disservice,’ Anne said presently, as Anne was wont to do. Charlotte exchanged glances with Emily. They had noticed that as their baby sister came into her own, she was altogether more opinionated, and much less obliging. Oddly, it only made Charlotte love her more.

‘Is he not languishing in our parlour as we speak, filling the air with his putrid misery?’ Charlotte asked Anne. She had not meant to sound quite so harsh, but the nerves that had kept her awake most of the night had sharpened her edges.

‘Yes, indeed he is,’ Anne conceded. ‘But I have seen a change in our brother these last months, and not all for the worst. A deepening of thought and sensibility, as if he is awaking to the seriousness of life, and the marks we leave upon this world when we depart it. Just this morning he showed me something he had written, and though he did not specify, it seemed clear to me that it was about . . .’

Anne trailed off, not knowing if she would mention the very thing that none of them ever mentioned, not even to one another.

‘The child.’ Emily released the words for them to be borne away by the breeze. ‘Yes, he showed it to me too.’

Charlotte did not wonder why Branwell hadn’t asked her to read his work, for he knew that she would not be able to bear it.

‘Yes,’ Anne confirmed, bowing her head. ‘His heart has travelled to many dark places of late and it has brought him low. I am certain that in each past transgression he has revisited, he has become a little more steadfast, a little more true. There is a promise of a future for our brother yet, though he might not believe it; as those who love him, it is our duty to help him find the reason he needs to live.’

Neither Charlotte nor Emily commented further, and the walk fell into silence – as silent as it could ever be on the constantly whispering moors. It was impossible for her to speak of their brother’s illegitimate daughter, the weight of shame was just too great. Even thinking of it brought Charlotte to anguished tears. That a baby girl lay cold in her grave, without a father’s name to shelter her, was intolerable. Why had her brother not been born a better man? She hoped that Anne was right, that Branwell could be saved yet, but it was harder to believe such a thing was possible this summer, when every day that passed etched away another layer of hope.

When she looked up, Charlotte was glad to see they had found their way to Alcomden Stones, for it was as beautiful a place as any that God had ever created. Here at the uppermost reaches of the moor, great ancient stones lay scattered, or piled one upon another as if carefully placed to make a natural temple in homage to the landscape. The stones were warm to the touch, and Charlotte wrapped her arms around one, laying her wind-chilled cheek against its rough surface as she looked out at the blue-hazed horizon, her heart full of love for the landscape. It was the perfect place to carry out their very important and serious business.

‘Well?’ Emily said, as she scrambled atop one of the rocks, smoothing her wild hair back from her flushed face, only to have the air tangle it free again one moment later. Keeper, who couldn’t scramble up the stone as Flossy had, lay at its foot, his head resting on his crossed paws, his expression most disconsolate, for he hated to be parted from Emily, even by a few feet. ‘Let it be done with, then. If it is to be done, t’were well it were done quickly.’

‘It’s a book review, Emily,’ Anne laughed, ‘not a Shakespearean murder.’

‘That we know of,’ Emily said, grimly. ‘For many a murder of an author’s hope has been committed by a critic.’ Emily had been against the publication of their work from the outset and now that there was tangible proof that it had been read by outsiders, she was all the more unsettled. Indeed, as Charlotte took the long-awaited copy of The Critic from her basket, she found herself balking at opening it, the very thought of its judgement stealing the breath from her lungs.

‘I cannot,’ Charlotte quailed, thrusting the publication at Emily and then Anne and then Emily again.

For it had been her who had pushed her sisters into this venture; she who had convinced them that their words were sufficiently good to be examined by the world. If the review was cruel and damning, she would feel as if it were her who had dealt her dear sisters this blow, and though she could take criticism from a stranger, she could not bear the thought of hurting them so.

‘Well, I shall not read it,’ Emily said. ‘Anne, you must do it.’

‘Gladly,’ Anne said, arranging her skirts about her on the flat surface of the stone she had sat upon. She looked so uncommonly pretty in that moment that Charlotte already regretted the tears that she felt certain were about to stain her dear Anne’s complexion when she read of her abject failure at producing any work of literary merit.

Regretfully Charlotte handed over the papers and waited. As Anne opened the magazine, a letter slipped out, fluttering down, and then almost gusting away on the breeze. Darting forward, Anne was just able to catch it in time.

‘Why this letter is for me!’ she said, examining the address. ‘From London! Who do I know in London?’

‘Open it, and then you will find out,’ Emily said dryly, crossing her arms impatiently.

‘Oh yes, I picked it up with the magazine this morning and then forgot about it,’ Charlotte said. ‘Still, there is time enough for letters, Anne. Please let us know the worst, for I cannot bear it a moment longer.’

‘I know this hand,’ Anne said, tucking the magazine under her skirt and instead tearing open the envelope. ‘For I schooled it long enough. This is the hand of Lydia Robinson, or Mrs Roxby as she is now called.’

‘Runaway Lydia?’ Emily said, happy to be distracted from the review, much to Charlotte’s annoyance. ‘Eloped and disinherited Lydia?’

‘The very same,’ Anne said, as she hastily tore open the envelope and began to read.

‘Yes, but the review?’ Charlotte reminded her sisters, as Emily joined Anne on her rock, perching her chin on her younger sister’s shoulder so that she could read the contents simultaneously. ‘Surely the review of our first ever published work takes precedence over the empty-headed prattling of a Robinson girl?’

It seemed that Emily and Anne were too immersed in the contents of the letter to hear her. Charlotte resigned herself to wait.

‘Oh dear,’ Anne said, looking up at Emily at length. ‘Oh dear, poor child.’

‘A devilish mystery to be solved indeed,’ Emily said.

‘Let me see,’ Charlotte sighed and, taking the letter that Anne handed her, she scanned it, her eyes widening with every word.

‘Well,’ Charlotte said, once she had finished reading. ‘Lydia is alone and at the mercy of ruffians in London. What are we to do about it?’

‘What we have become accustomed to, and rather expert at, of course,’ Anne told Charlotte. ‘We shall save the day, shall we not?’

At that precise moment, a sharp gust of air whipped their copy of The Critic from where Anne had secured it, its pages flapping like an inelegant bird, away and up into the sky, where it was torn asunder and borne rapidly in several directions, one page plummeting directly into the path of Flossy, who pounced on it with great glee and made sure to thoroughly kill it before returning it in soggy shreds to Anne.

‘Oh,’ Anne said, inspecting the remains that Flossy presented to her. ‘Oh well, I don’t think this was the relevant page, and anyway there are more pressing matters at hand.’

For now, at least, they would not know what the world thought of their book of rhymes; and perhaps, Charlotte thought as she watched the remnants of the paper fly ever closer to the sun, that was for the best.
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