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Foreword

I humbly thank you for buying this book.

I am sure you will enjoy it; but let’s face it, I know that I am not the Grand Sophy of the Modern Regency Romance novel (though I may be a close second--ahem).

Still, I understand perfectly your need to get value for your money. And, knowing that, I am sweetening the pot by giving you a bonus for the money you are spending on this book.

Remember in the Sunday paper’s entertainment section, how there might occasionally be a black and white drawing of say, a forest. And in that drawing of trees and rocks there would be cleverly embedded, oh, maybe a fox, and hunter, and possibly a pouch or boot--or some other accessory? On closer inspection, in the crook of a tree, for instance, one might discern an emerging image of the fox’s head, or a musket. It was fun to try and find all of the objects that the artist would “hide” in a picture that at first glance seemed only to be a country lane in the woods.

Using that principle, to give you more value for your money, I have very cleverly, I feel, embedded into this story a recipe for delicious Olde English Scones--meaning with the purchase price of this book you get both a marvelous story and a delicious recipe for classic scones! So, when you read a passage like, “…enraged and desperately reaching for his scabbard, he drew forth a cup of flour and a teaspoon of salt...”--write that down! That’s recipe-puzzle gold! 

In that way, as you find these clues throughout the novel, ending about two-thirds of the way through the book, you will have discovered the entire recipe. Thus, when you have found and written down all of the embedded clues, you will have slowly built the complete and timeless formula for an evening well spent: a good book to read and delicious scones, which, with a hot cup of your favorite tea, you can enjoy as you comfortably relish the final chapters of this charming story.

Happy reading!
LL
Manhattan, KS
12/07/16

[The above is a perfect example of what is known in the field of literary criticism as the “unreliable narrator.” This device is employed when a writer tells a story through a questionable character, or as in this case makes a claim, that is untrue purely for the sake of artistic expression. There is no recipe in this story.

You know, I used to like this job, but since we have signed this new “artist”--not so much. ed.]

 




THE WAGER



Prologue

It was a dark and stormy night.

Yes, yes, I know. The common witticism is something like “night is always dark,” or “dark night is redundant”; but in defense of all writers who take up their pens to tell tales of Noble Deeds performed by Heroic Souls, I must and will defend; and yes, I dare say, even explain that time-honored introduction.

So here goes: If one were to venture out of doors after sunset—not that I recommend it, dashed uncomfortable, I call it—far too buggy for my tastes—one might find that the night is very dark; especially when one has galloped far from the lights of city, town and tavern, as our hero in this tale has done. Ah, but let me not yet begin this story, until I have finished my disquisition.

Now where was I?—Oh yes: but if, for the sake of science (putting aside one’s loathing of creepy-crawlies), one were to venture out for several nights in succession, with a little luck, one might discover a temporal phenomenon known as moonlight. This glowing orb mitigates the darkness allowing one to see surprisingly well considering that the sun has gone completely from the sky. It has been the aid of laborers, lovers and travelers for centuries.

No, I am not kidding. One can indeed see surprisingly well on a moonlit night. I am quite serious. It has something to do with reflected light and the motion of planets; but I will have to skip that part as I am not perfectly sure I have the concept exactly right in my mind well enough to explain it to you.

Anyway, the upshot of all this is: sometimes the night is pitch dark and sometimes it is not, because, thanks to star and moonlight, the night has varying degrees of darkness, you see, which has made that time-honored opening to all of the best stories so very necessary; for this was one of those nights when it was dark—pitch dark, I mean—well, almost.

(I am beginning my tale now, you see.)

 



Chapter 1

There should have been a full moon on this night, even if only a little one, for the honorable Theodore Rutledge Everette Brookwater—our hero, and Teddy to his friends—had observed a waxing moon two nights before, while making his way home to his apartments in Half Moon Street, after an evening with members of the Four Horse Club. It had caught his attention because he could have sworn he had seen three of them (moons that is) dancing about in the night sky.

This had caused him to stop in mid-stride, look up—the vapor of his breath rising, gently curling, in the frosty night air—and consider at length “. . . earth’s lovely and so faithful attendant . . .” something he usually never did.

However, a few minutes of strenuous, or should I say spirituous, deduction led him to conclude that the ocular phenomenon of dancing moons was not a rare celestial event at all, but only a by-product of his being a bit on-the-go.

He continued on his way, pleased with his own powers of deductive logic, unaware that the Watch, from a shadowy recess across the street, was observing his progress, or the lack thereof, with a fulminating and shivering, glance. The Watch had just bethought himself of slipping into a shadowy and snow-dusted doorway, for stopping young Brookwater after his potations had proven to be a painfully uncomfortable business on far too many occasions, to which the soreness of his beezer [nose-ed.] currently attested. So, Teddy had continued on his way unimpeded, in the predawn hours of that early morning.

But back to the present time of my story.

Of course, on this night—of all nights—the moon would have to be obscured by tattered clouds driven across the troubled sky by the restless winds.

And worse upon worse, it was bitterly—no, dangerously cold—and sleeting and snowing by turns in fits and starts. The temperature had dropped dramatically in the past two hours, which he could feel; but indeed, so had the barometer, yet Teddy was blissfully unaware of this important fact.

What had been a light frost only a few nights ago, especially in town, was on this night, in this distant countryside, a full-blown attack of early winter. All the old servants, bunions afire and throbbing like Mohock drum beats, had predicted as much, but Teddy and most of the younger set had brushed aside such dire prophesies with youthful disregard. But now, tonight, he was brushing nothing aside. “Dash the Luck!” he exclaimed inwardly, and inaccurately; for it was not a matter of luck. It was a matter of listening to wiser heads who knew a thing or two.

But he had not listened and now here he was.

There was a good four inches of snow on the ground by now causing the black silhouettes of the skeletal trees to stand out eerily in the gloom, when there was enough light to see by, with that faltering moon. And the ever-stirring wind, sighing as it went, made the limbs of naked trees rub together and groan in the night—and always behind one where it was most disturbing. It made the innocent act of turning one’s head around to investigate seem an admission of blind terror, for which one could only find relief by tearing across the frozen plane, galloping through the night, screaming for one’s life—dash and blast and dash again!

Unconsciously, he squeezed the grip of his pistol tighter, both for security and to make certain it was still there in his pocket and at the ready.

And, since he was already in that pocket, he took out a large, white handkerchief with a silver-monogrammed B, to work on his nose which the cold wind was causing to run too freely in a distracting way.

As he re-pocketed the useful item, he thought: If only I had accepted father’s surprising invitation to have dinner with him at White’s. Internally, he expanded on this theme, while returning the handkerchief to his pocket.

Perhaps the invitation had come because it was the Christmas season—a kind of Christmas miracle. Teddy had heard of such things before but didn’t believe those stories to be true.

In any case, one never knew quite where one stood with the old gentleman, Lord Augustus Danforth Brookwater, by name, the fifth duke of Brookwater. Lord Brookwater could be indifferent or he could deliver a fierce dressing down. Either way, he did not cause his children to gravitate toward him. Teddy had been far more attached to his kind and gentle mother than his aloof and unpredictable father.

An interesting chapter in the family history that, considered Teddy in the dark to entertain himself; while unconsciously patting his horse’s neck and mane, gently soothing his trusty steed. Teddy’s horse, a roan colored gelding, was usually very calm and stalwart, but tonight the animal was oddly restive. He seemed to distrust the wind.

To beguile the time, Teddy recounted that chapter concerning his mother and father’s courtship marriage in his family’s history.

Some two and twenty years ago, his father, at the age of thirty-five, and no longer a young man, had fallen passionately and completely in love—for the first time in his life—to the amazement of all his friends and family, when he met the sweetly beautiful Miss Caroline Everette, a maiden of nineteen summers. Lord Brookwater pressed his suit and was accepted. They were married the following year, in one of the most sumptuous weddings within memory, as attested to by all the senior mavens of the fashionable haute ton.

Under the gentle influence of his wife, Lord Brookwater had been a kind and attentive father to their two children, Teddy and Emily, but whatever degree of natural warmth and affection Lord Brookwater had been able to feel for his children, it had ended with the untimely death of Lady Brookwater, his young wife. It seemed she was the only person whom he could ever have loved. His natural aloofness reasserted itself with her passing, and, sadly, he afterward felt little to no emotional ties to his children—only leaving them to the care of a series of governesses, until they had reached adulthood.

Now, Teddy a young man, was living in bachelor’s quarters in Half Moon street, as noted earlier, while his sister, Emily, being out and eighteen, and unmarried, lived with her father and her paid companion, a Miss Plimpton.

Lord Brookwater, not a kind father as a rule, his occasional invitations to Teddy to dine with him always seemed to catch his son off guard, bringing an inevitable refusal.

For all these reasons and more, Teddy had had the response he always did to his father’s rare invitations: mistrust born of fear, and so had cried off pleading a previous engagement. True enough, he did have a previous engagement, to meet his cronies at the Fives Court, but he could have sent round a note to them excusing himself, joined his father instead, and even now be sitting snugly by a generous fire sipping the finest brandy.

Moreover, what really galled young Teddy was the knowledge that he might also have been put in possession, by his father, of a roll of soft which would have allowed him to pay off a few creditors, and certain gambling debts, instead of having to accept this silly wager from Lord Rixby (not usually one of Teddy’s intimate circle of friends) which has him here now slowly and painfully freezing to death.

For the most part, Theodore, our Teddy, was a favorite in London society, being a kind, thoughtful and handsome young man, in the opinion of many, (excluding the Watch), with bright blue eyes, sometimes called china blue, and hair of golden curls.

Young Brookwater was as much sought after for his social address as well as his graceful and elegant dancing skills. His personal charm, good looks, and a willingness to be pleased with nearly any sort of entertainment made him a welcome addition to either drawing room or ballroom. Whether it was the ladies of the highest social order, who threw elegant parties for the haut ton; or match-making Mamas who gave dancing parties in order to find eligible husbands for their daughters, they never failed to send an invitation to young Brookwater. His silver breakfast tray was continually heavily-laden with invitations each morning that his valet, Twimbly, brought it upstairs to his bedroom. In sum, he was a young man, of a well-to-do family—the scion of a noble house—gallivanting about town enjoying the springtime of his life while usually incurring many debts along the way.

His father, though, lacking in the proper share of human warmth, fully understood the expenses a young gentleman of fashion incurred moving in the highest social circles of the ton, as it were, and so dibbed up the possibles with surprisingly little grumbling. Though his father was generous, Teddy had a feeling that could he learn how to be thrifty, he would not find himself so short before the quarter day when his father’s bank sent his allowance. But he brushed the feeling aside. Vaguely, in an unconscious sort of way he figured: Why should I have to practice thrift—my friends do not.

So, by scorning thrift, here Teddy was now in the gloom of this winter’s night, concealed behind an oak tree of innumerable years with a mass of tangled briers clinging to its craggy and misshapen bark. He was crouched beside one of the King’s Highways, ready to hold up the next coach that presented itself—he and the briers making a fearsome silhouette, in the fugitive moonlight.

Not that he would keep the loot, he reviewed to himself, he would return that after showing it to his cronies, and Lord Rixby, as evidence of his having committed the deed. He would then simply look for the report of a highway robbery in the newspaper naming the victims. This would enable him to discover their direction telling him where to return to its rightful owner the ill-gotten loot—all anonymously, of course. Teddy would then collect the rather large wager, pay off his most pressing debts, and live in high style once again until next quarter day; or at least, until some other venture came his way to put his finances in order, as the need arose. A consistent morality was not one of Teddy’s primary virtues, truth be told.

He waited, shivering in the freezing darkness.

Still holding the reins in a steadying manner with his left hand, he pulled his shepherds’ hat of heavy black leather, lined with felt, lower, and tried to draw his coat tighter with his right hand in a vain effort to get warm. Luckily, he had had the foresight to “wear flannel next his skin” as he had been taught from early childhood. But this was more than offset by the pain of his chapped lips worsening now with each new blast of the searing wind.

“Dash!” he cried silently to himself again.

He settled in; and as he began to imagine the very cozy and comfortable things he would do with his winnings, a blast of frigid wind drove the freezing sleet painfully against his face, like so many stinging needles, bringing him back to reality. His black loo-mask gave some protection to his exposed skin, but not nearly enough.

After venting his feelings with a few well-chosen epithets for Lord Rixby and his own foolishness, he consoled himself with the gloomy prediction that the next coach would undoubtedly be the conveyance of yet another testy old gaffer—this time with a brace of pistols—who would make short work of him and his prank, much like the old fellow earlier whom Teddy had “practiced” on.

Who would have thought so elderly a gentleman knew so many pungent oaths, he recalled, marveling to himself. No doubt he would have slain Teddy with the pot-shot he took, had his carriage pistol not been rendered impotent by damp powder. The struggling projectile had fallen well short only spattering snow on his gelding’s front hooves. A near-run thing that, Teddy thought, and the thought made his blood run cold in a way having nothing to do with the winter weather.

At that moment, to Teddy’s great surprise, a small but very distinct voice—not a sound, but more than a feeling—said to him “Beware, you are on a dangerous path.” For a terrifying moment, Teddy thought he was not alone in the frozen night. He jumped so much that he conveyed his fear to his horse, through that mysterious connection between horse and rider, which made the gelding try to bolt again. He had much to do to keep his seat and restrain the animal. By the time he had done so, Teddy was able to shake off the feeling that something unusual had happened.

Funny ain’t it, how we need heavenly guidance, and yet manage to put up little umbrellas of emotional resistance to Grace when God tries to shower us with His Loving Kindness?

Still, shaking off the feeling as mere nerves, he continued his inner musings, returning to the interrupted theme concerning the old gaffer. “I’m glad I did take his watch—serves him right—old blighter,” philosophized Teddy. He mused halfheartedly about not returning the old fellow’s watch; or at least, when he did return it, including a note recommending that he mind his tongue in future.

Then everything seemed to happen at once.

Another gust, blowing with sudden ferocity, startled his usually dependable mount again, causing it to buck and bridle. It required all of Teddy’s considerable horsemanship to steady the animal and soothe its triturated nerves. The idea of having to walk home after a failed prank would be the fitting end to an ill-conceived notion, he knew, but the thought did nothing to ease his temper.

No sooner did he have his horse calmed, then the dreary night wind brought the sound of an approaching carriage scant seconds ahead of its appearance through the swirling gloom, miraculously giving Teddy an extra second to draw his pistol, bolt into the road ahead of the carriage horses, and shout imperiously, “Stand and Deliver!”, in the bloodthirsty manner of highwaymen.

 



Chapter 2

Exactly what went wrong was never quite determined, even by a formal inquest.

In retrospect, as near as anyone could determine, Teddy had kept the pistol in the large right-hand pocket of his coat, as well as a very used handkerchief, also kept in said pocket, a corner of which had frozen to the barrel of the pistol.

When Teddy drew forth his weapon and shouted into the wintry night, it appeared to the startled attendant, riding shotgun on the carriage, that the flapping white object and frightful scream could only be a ghost intent upon terrorizing nocturnal travelers. Naturally, the youthful attendant, in a paroxysm of fright, let loose with the ancient blunderbuss he held at the ready, striking the highwayman on the side of his head (a feat of marksmanship he could never have achieved on purpose), knocking the bandit off his horse and onto the frozen, snow-covered, and iron-hard road.

Teddy’s mount, unable to bear further torment (it having been filled with dread all evening), tore off into the darkened forest kicking and neighing wildly as it galloped away, the snow muffling its hoof-beats; and confusing its direction of flight to all those present, on that fateful evening.

There, sprawled out upon the lonesome way, lay Teddy’s motionless body, a sad little figure in the night, blood oozing copiously from his head-wound, soaking the snow in which he lay. If left alone, in a few moments, the swirling winds would cover him completely with the now rapidly falling snow. It was as though the violent explosion of the gun powder had burst the laden clouds bringing down a smothering torrent of flakes.

The storm already had the nerves of the three females in the old coach on edge. The thunder of the blunderbuss and the scream of Teddy’s horse only served to set them into an uproar.

The first person in the carriage to regain her voice after the roar of the blunderbuss, and the subsequent commotion, was Mrs. Alice Smith an older, widowed lady; who had served at Edgewood Hall all of her working life, and who now served Miss Cecilia Edgewood, also in the carriage, as dresser these last nine months—ever since Cecilia’s coming out ball.

The third traveler was Miss Cecilia’s upstairs chambermaid, Betsy Cowfold, whom Cecilia liked to take with her on little trips, this to ease her work load of fetching and carrying all day. Betsy being new to Edgewood Hall, some of the other servants took advantage of her and foisted as much work onto her as they could, though both Cecilia and Stephens, the head butler, had remonstrated with them about this.

Now Betsy, only fifteen, began having a fit of the vapors, her imagination being stronger than her ability to control it.

Quite naturally, Miss Smith, as a senior member of the staff, held herself as Guardian to Miss Cecilia’s Person, and so stepped into the breach to defend her young charge.

She lowered a window, put out her head and turned, so as to be able to address the coachman more directly, he being perched up on the driver’s box. Miss Smith shouted against the wind, which was now blowing the snowflakes harder and steadier, “Merciful Heavens, John, what is all of this?” In the moment it took her to say this, her face had become well-blotched with snow.

The coachman stopping the carriage as quickly as he could, though he had driven past the fallen highwayman—while trying instinctively to avoid the body in the road—had at last brought the unwieldy vehicle to a standstill. Before John coachman could stop the carriage, get down from it, and go to her window to reply, one of the other outriders, Jorby, being fleeter of foot than his fellows, had dismounted and gone back to examine the fallen highwayman, before the coach had fully stopped. Hearing her call to John, he ran up to her window and reported, shouting above the storm, “A highwayman Miss, and dead most like. Ol’ George killed his man! Who would have thought he could shoot! Haw!”

‘Ol’ George’, the wielder of the blunderbuss, had climbed down from the coachman’s box upon which he rode, and hearing this news, propped the ancient weapon against the carriage wheel, and went over to the side of the road to heave. Evidently, he was not as blood-thirsty as his fellow servants. Moreover, like Jorby, he was himself a lad of only sixteen and of a very sensitive nature.

His groaning in his distress, amid the moaning of the wind, caused more wailing and sobbing from Betsy in the carriage.

During this time the coach driver, being all of fifty-seven, taller, heavier and considerably older than his underlings, had descended ponderously from the drivers’ seat, the cold and the blinding snow making his efforts even more toilsome. Not trusting the judgment of his crew—”a handful of gabies” was his usual assessment of them—he removed a carriage-lamp and went to inspect the figure in the road, only to return with sad tidings.

“Wot Jorby sez is true, Ma’am. He’s as dead as a ‘erring, begging your pardon, I’m sure.” His deep baritone carried easily over the slightly-lowered window glass above the roar of the wind.

But by this time, Miss Cecilia Edgewood, youngest child of Lord and Lady Edgewood, and possessor of the tender gift of seventeen summers, had gotten control of her feelings being determined to take charge of things. She wanted to say later—show to her parents, as it were—that she was quite a grown up young lady capable of knowing her own mind. If, for instance, she wanted to wed a young gentleman, she believed her parents would more readily consent seeing her as a sensible and capable young woman, and not merely a chit just out of the school room. If pressed, she would no doubt have said it is not that she had any particular young man in mind, you see; she just thought she should be ready, on general principles, in case the fates were to bring an eligible young man in her way.

Curious ain’t it—how very prophetic young maidens can be when it comes to love, and the “Mysteries of ‘Hymen’s Labors’?

Gaining control of her emotions after her initial panic, she called out against the strengthening storm to the coachman through the partially opened and frosted carriage window. “John, it is I, Cecilia. Can you hear me?”

“Aye, Miss Cecilia—wery well, thank ye.” Had she been able to see him more clearly, she might have been startled into thinking she was addressing Old Man Winter, so thickly were the snowflakes fixed to his beard and sticking all over his figure to the rough and simple clothing he wore.

She continued, “Do you get poor Hobbs back onto the coach, and gather up that unfortunate wretch from the highway. I’ll not allow anyone to die and be abandoned in the road like a dog.”

The snow swirled between them and the wind fair roared above their shouting voices. “But miss—!”

“At once, I say!” she cried, stamping her little foot, though the storm and the confines of the carriage restricted the effect of her emphasis.

“—Yes, Miss.”

On a mild night, John Coachman might have tried to remonstrate with Miss Cecilia, as is the tendency of long-serving family retainers; but tonight, he only wanted to get home as soon as could be. A rare blow was brewing, as his bunions had prophesied, and he had no wish to be out in it more than was necessary. Gripping the collar of his greatcoat more tightly about his neck and throat with one hand and bearing the carriage-lamp in the other, he groped his way back around the coach, through whirling flakes, to relay the orders to his underlings.

His fellow servants were not at all pleased at the thought of traveling with a corpse in that tempestuous weather, said weather being conducive as it were to prompting all sorts of ghostly activity, as everyone knew, or at least, believed. Taking advantage of the darkness and the blowing snow, there was a smattering of crossing and of blessing themselves, and even, surreptitiously, the making of signs against enchantment—if truth be told—though I am sorry to have to report it.

John, seeing the young fellows were badly frightened by the corpse, tried to lift their spirits by chivying them, saying they should have thought of that before they let loose with firearms at the least provocation. This brought a general outcry, for only one had fired his weapon, but they worked as they complained against the roaring and buffeting of the wind and the blinding snow; and the chivying worked its own spell of lighter hearts—though all the while they were shooting glances of disapproval at the lone culprit, George Hobbs.

All that notwithstanding, they soon had the body of the highwayman wrapped in a canvas tarpaulin, bundled up and onto the top of the carriage, in spite of their misgivings.

It was as they were tying down the corpse that it gave a low moan to the renewed terror of the freezing crew, but amidst the shrieks and wails of fright, Hobbs was delighted. He jumped down to the ground and stumbled up to the window crying out, “Bless you, my lady!” addressing himself to Miss Cecilia though he could not see her—”He still lives! If we had left him in the road he surely would have died. Now he owes his very life to you, Miss Cecilia. God Bless your kind heart.” And, in the over-flowing of his abundant gladness, he shouted to all and sundry, “A Christmas Miracle! Merry Christmas! God Bless Us One and All!” He was overjoyed, you see, that he had not killed his man.

“Then do let us make haste. We may yet be able to assist him further,” cried Cecilia, through the narrow opening in her coach window, now opened minutely again, her youthful heart touched by Hobbs’ outpouring of relief and blessings.

At once all were united in the commonality of humanitarian effort to save the life of a fellow human being. All thoughts of ghosts were banished. Indeed, one of the good fellows even reopened the canvas wrapping a little, near to the wounded bandit’s lips, to allow air to get in to the reviving sufferer.

John used every feat of his driving skills, learned from thirty plus years, to maneuver through the blinding snow. A rare phenomenon of lightning flashes in the snow storm, occurring ever so often, helped light the way and the coach made reasonably good time, with the aid of the occasional soft but eerie, now-pink-now-green, illumination.

Soon, with the help of the lightning, an enormous edifice could be discerned in spite of the tempestuous snow storm. It was Edgewood Hall the ancestral home of Miss Cecilia and to the seven successive generations of Edgewoods, which had preceded her.

A massive gate was at last seen through the whirling flakes. John drove easily through, and in a moment brought up the ponderous vehicle under the lesser portico of the servants’ back entrance, a flickering lantern on the ancient stone wall helping the travelers to find the door in the thickening snowfall. Assisting the ladies to disembark, John caught the eye of Miss Cecilia’s dresser and exchanged significant looks, tacitly agreeing that Young Miss was growing up, taking charge, and would soon be capable of running her own household. They were both pleased.

Arrived at Edgewood Hall, Cecilia now in command of her nerves, and shrouded in her heaviest, though quite becoming, winter cloak of dark blue bombazine trimmed with ermine, stepped down from the coach and hastened into the entrance’s tiny vestibule—an area through which various servants passed going about their several duties—and began to issue orders to the indoor servants to facilitate preparation for the injured and unconscious young man. Curious servants working near that area came to the door with lanterns, drawn by the racket and commotion, and were quickly pressed into service.

Noting that her orders were being carried out, she began to remove her snow-wetted cloak, with assistance from Mrs. Smith, and tried to ready herself for the next step in caring for the unexpected and injured guest. When this work of only a moment had been achieved, Cecilia bade Mrs. Smith to kindly convey the other passenger, Betsy, to her room upstairs. She had been badly frightened by the night’s events. With that and the frigid temperature, she was near hysterics—her teeth chattering and eyes staring.

Going well ahead of Miss Cecilia—for she was drawn into an argument between two cooks (who between themselves have nursed a long-standing feud), and hearing her, had come out of the kitchen with their complaint—the post boys carried the young man upstairs, and with commendable efficiency, they soon had the highwayman inside, upstairs, stripped and put into a warm bed in the guest room, with very little arguing and recriminations. A doctor would be sent for, but everyone understood that he might not arrive soon enough to save the poor highwayman, due to the storm, which by now had become a blizzard of terrible force.

“God bless all travelers by land or sea this night,” reverently intoned their elderly housekeeper, as she paused to hear the howling wind outside beating the fragile snow in great thumps against the noble edifice.

 



Chapter 3

However, while the outriders had been examining Teddy’s body and later events unfolded with the people involved in this story, Teddy’s horse was itself an agent working on Teddy’s future.

In wild-eyed equine, terror—unbridled terror—one might say, Teddy’s horse, Trajan by name, galloped blindly through the nocturnal forest, with reins trailing and stirrups flapping out from his sides as he ran, his great body making momentary tunnels in the whirling flakes. Directed by instinct, for there was no path, the poor creature ran pell-mell wherever he found the least resistance of bushes, limbs and briers. For how long he ran one could not say, but sadly, the beautiful steed ran wildly, farther and more deeply into the ancient forest, until he was exhausted. Eventually, fully spent, he came to a stop in a small clearing, with the blizzard winds slackening but still worrying the tops of the trees. Struggling for breath, his powerful sides heaved in great, frosted gusts, straining for air. As he stood, legs locked, head bowed, he began to quiver and shiver in the frozen night. In his misery and distress, he whinnied.

His coat, wetted and matted by snow and froth, was now wholly incapable of insulating him, and as exhaustion overcame him his inner temperature began to drop. Soon he would be too delirious to keep his balance; his legs would then not support his body; in a few minutes, he would fall down in darkness, and that would be his end.

He had begun to sway side to side slipping in and out of lucidity, when his acute, equine hearing—one of God’s many gifts to horses—caught a glorious sound riding on the wind. He heard, in response to his own reflexive cry, the whinnying of other horses!

A surge of adrenaline coursed through his veins giving him a strength and a will to live that he did not have only moments before. If he could just hear it again and find the direction from which it came.

It came! He heard it again. He forced his stiffening body to turn and face in the direction of hope.

The pause in the storm had cleared the air for a brief few seconds and then, looking in the direction from which the neighing had come, he caught a glimpse of a small point of yellow light. He knew what it meant—man!—and therefore food and shelter. He began to walk, ponderously but steadily through the snow, toward safety, where there were people—and other horses!—and continued life.

*   *   *   *   *

The man in the small, remote cottage, heard the alarm his horses were giving—riders approaching!—or at the very least another horse nearby; but what were the odds of a horse coming through the forest at this time of night, in this weather, without a rider, and one coming so near to his cottage by accident?

It’s a little too early for Father Christmas, he thought to himself with a wry smile, as he donned, with smooth efficiency, his hat and great cloak (both black as night) found his pistols, doused his candle; and acting on the assumption that its light had already been seen, slipped out through a side panel of his cottage to outflank any approaching enemies. It was a secret egress—hidden by foliage in summer, and in the winter, barrels and lumber—that he had made for just this sort of contingency five years before. He had calculated that the slight edge this might give him was better than no edge at all, and could very well prove the difference between life and death.

He knew the howling of the storm, though starting to abate somewhat, was still loud enough to cover any sound of his movement, therefore he moved more hastily than he might have done on a calm night.

By careful and stealthy degrees, hiding when there was cover, he made his way in a large half circle around to the stable where his two horses were. He kept his powder dry by the simple expedient of holding his hands down and at his sides well within the full cover of the great cloak.

He had gathered by instinct mostly, that the rider, or riders, had gone to the stable, perhaps to see how many horses there were, and by association how many outlaws there might be in the cottage, and so plan the strategy for their attack accordingly.

But now that the lone figure was in a good position to defend himself, he paused to consider: Instinct, chronically honed, had caused him to stop and take note of things more carefully. Something was not quite adding up.

The wind and snow had calmed suddenly. The night-shrouded forest was now very still, and after the roar of the storm, profoundly quiet.

A few stray snowflakes sprinkled his face.

He thought and he thought, but he could make no sense of the situation. He was now certain, from the sounds he was hearing, that there was definitely a third horse in the little stable that he had made for his own two horses, necessary tack and grooming equipment; but how had the animal gotten in? And where the rider was now—if there was one—he could not say. Not frightened, but confused, he continued to wait. Patience was a virtue that had saved his life on more than one occasion.

As he stood in the darkened forest, speculating amid the lonesome winds, he suddenly caught a quality to the sounds he was hearing that put him at ease, the animals were making sounds of a social-type. As a man does when his very life is dependent on his mounts, he was able to distinguish whether his horses’ vocal sounds were conveying distress, danger or, as in this case, simply greeting another horse. He could also tell that there was only one (as yet) unidentified horse in his stable.

Moreover, knowing how sensitive horses were to their master’s mood it was less likely, judging by the calm and friendly social behavior of the new horse, that anyone had only this moment dismounted from the animal, and was now trying to be secretive nearby. This was a stretch, he knew, but he weighed it with the other observations.

As he sifted rapidly through all these thoughts, the animals continued to wicker and whinny in their subdued, but welcoming way.

*   *   *   *   *

His feet getting cold and his curiosity roused, he worked his way carefully and stealthily (He still thought it best to exercise caution.) to the entrance of the structure and found the answer to one of his questions, at least.

The violence of the wind had broken the latch, a leathern loop, on the door, and even in the relatively light wind, now picking up again, the door was swinging to and fro on its well-oiled hinges. He eased up to the trunk of a leafless tree near to the door, and pistols drawn, stepped into the aperture, when the swinging door was at the widest-open in the course of its arc.

Due to the snow on the ground outside, there was just barely enough ambient light, but the highwayman was able to discern, by the patterns of dark and less dark, that there was no one seeking him. He gave a sigh of relief, and eased off the hammers of his pistols, and set them into his belt.

It seemed his two magnificent steeds had found a new friend.

Moving with easy grace and taking a lantern from its hook, he made a light.

In the early years of his difficulty, he had traveled to Arabia, working aboard a privateer as a common seaman to earn his way. With his earnings in prize-monies from certain skirmishes on the high seas, he purchased two horses, one male one female, carefully chosen for the life he was about to enter into, when he returned to England. Frustrated by his loss at love, he had taken to the sea and teamed up (under an assumed name) with a privateer who had commissions from both the British and Spanish governments to harass the Barbary pirates. In this way, he was able to acquire wealth, serve his country and find the necessary adventure he needed to distract himself from his recent disappointments. So well did he take to the sailing life, and so profitable was it for him, he postponed his return to England for nearly six years.

Now back to our story and the horses: As well as being chosen for their speed and stamina, both horses were completely black—no markings of any kind that might reflect light.

Even a person who was not a good judge of horse-flesh could see that they were fine and beautiful animals with deep chests and powerful flanks. Bred for speed they were, when speed meant the difference between life and death.

Another virtue these animals possessed, invisible to casual observation (unlike their splendid bodily points) was their near-perfect training. How they responded to danger was carefully groomed into them in a gentle and loving way, involving years of patient communion, before the highwayman had returned to England, both at his home in Spain and during the voyage home. The result of the highwayman’s loving approach to the training of them was that these intelligent horses were fierce, fearless and motivated wholly by love and loyalty—qualities which he knew well might one day be the difference between life and death for him.

For now, though, by the soft yellow light of the lantern, he was able to study the newcomer at his leisure and in detail.

He looked over the various points of the roan-colored gelding. He could see this was a ‘prime bit of blood and bone’, as the young fellows liked to say. This horse had cost someone a pretty penny; and it was just the kind of horse that a young man would want to ride upon around town to impress his friends, and the young ladies too. This meant to the studier that the rider was most likely a young man, typically on the strut, rather than a middle-aged gentleman needing to practice economy as he provided for his family.

Next, he went through the equipage on the horse. There was a beautiful saddle with saddle bags wonderfully crafted by J. A. Barnsby & Sons—the label told him. Lifting one of the flaps, as he was about to investigate its contents; he saw in flowing Copperplate Script, tooled into the costly leather: T R E B.

Even though the man was far from any town or city, he still had ways of keeping abreast of society, and yet he could not guess the identity of the animal’s owner from these few initials. They could stand for the name of someone he knew, or the initials could be any number of young bloods unknown to him. Therefore, positive identification was not possible, which perhaps was just as well, for with a positive identification, he would have been compelled to get word to the family of the rider of this horse, at great risk to himself— yet being a gentleman of honor he could not have done otherwise.

Putting away the equipage, he examined the beautiful horse itself for more information about the rider, as well as for the animal’s own sake.

It was a rare gift that God had given the lone figure. Animals, especially horses and dogs, were drawn to him. An anxious or frightened horse or dog would be more at ease and gently calm in his presence. They seemed to know they were safe with him. He was aware of his having this gift and used it to good effect. Indeed, he was doing so now, as he considered the new addition to his stable. The animal though still quivering was made calmer by the gentle manner of the solitary gentleman.

In close quarters the heat from the three horses’ bodies made the stable warmer than it was outside, but still the horses’ breath made great clouds in the stalls as the studier looked over the strange horse by the lantern light, with the soothing and tender way he had with animals.

The horse was flecked all over its neck, chest and sides with frozen foam; and also on its sides were light scrapes and scratches, markings indicating that it had run wildly through the woods off-trail.

Unconsciously he softly uttered ‘hmm’ as he looked closely at the horse’s mane with the lantern light held close by. On the mane and just below the horse’s ears; there was a smear, in a downward arc, of now dried and frozen blood, about the length of the man’s hand. And, unless he was mistaken, the smear suggested that the rider had fallen in a collapsing motion rather than being thrown suddenly backward. Falling forward, the rider’s head hit this point on the animal, and he had then slid farther downward and off his horse, the highwayman speculated. The amount of blood and the location of the smear on the horse suggested a head wound; and yet, other evidence—such as brain tissue—not being there, suggested that the rider might well have survived the injury. He certainly hoped that the young man had survived. He further surmised that the rider had not been in a hand to hand fight, there being no specific indications on the horse; and further that it was probably the sharp report of a musket or pistol blast, from some ways off, which had made the animal run wildly through the forest, most likely.

In the lamp-light the man’s face was very grim.

He knew that when he set out for his next foray; he must be prepared for something out of the ordinary. He did not know exactly what, but he thought he could make some pretty good guesses—some young buck, playing at being a highwayman and faring badly most like; but this much he knew with certainty: this escapade, if so it was, would make his work even more dangerous; there were several men he could name who would be happy to have him laid by the heels, and any increase in banditry would cause the authorities to again investigate this district, putting more pressure on himself, and any other brigands there might be out plying the kings roads—were they merely play-acting, or not!

 



Chapter 4

While the storm still raged and Teddy’s horse had fled in terror through the blizzard, events continued to unfold at Edgewood Hall.

By the time Cecilia had settled the dispute between the two feuding cooks, and the butler sent to oversee the care which the young highwayman was receiving from her staff, Cecilia thanked the postilion and outriders, and asked them to keep the news of the arrival of the young man at Edgewood Hall under their hats and by certain hints directing her concern toward her mother, Lady Edgewood, in particular. The guards, good fellows all, caught the gist if not the crux of Cecilia’s concern and readily pledged to be silent on the matter.

It would have surprised Cecilia to know just how devoted to her her servants were; it being universally recognized among them that she was the kindest and dearest of all the Edgewoods.

Then, slipping each a silver coin into their honest palms, she adjured a lower footman to take the men to the servants’ kitchen and dining area, where they would find warmth and a hot cider punch to chase away the cold, and perhaps join in a merry Christmas song or two.

Already, from the kitchen area down the hall she could hear voices of other servants raised in song:

“God rest ye merry, gentlemen. Let nothing ye dismay . . .”

Cecilia was giving them the remainder of the night off for the extra service they had rendered. The men were very pleased, and as they went down the passageway, pronounced Miss Cecilia to be a fair, thoughtful and understanding mistress. She knows how the cold gets into a fellow’s bones on such a wintry night, and too, she understands the very reasonable need for an aid to warmth. That she was both kind and sensible was the general consensus.

Outside, the snow storm continued to roar and gust belaboring the outer walls of the great Hall, as the night wore on.

Next, finding Hobbs, Miss Cecilia engaged the young man in speech, and expressed, in glowing accents, her approval of his finer feelings, and how his overall conduct had given satisfaction. She then pressed a large gold coin into his palm and wished him, with all her heart, a very Merry Christmas.

Hobbs was so simpatico with Miss Cecilia’s concerns, he needed only the lightest hint to be silent on the night’s adventure and whom most to keep the news from.

Hobbs’ youthful heart was overcome with gratitude and could only whisper past the lump in his throat, “Thank you, Miss Cecilia,” and bowed himself gracefully from the room, pledging to himself in his gentle soul to be a good and faithful servant to Miss Cecilia all the days of his life.

Retracing her steps back down the passage on her way upstairs to the room of the new guest, Cecilia made a mental note to promote young Hobbs’ welfare in future, and surprised herself too with the awareness that she knew she would do it!

Soon, having climbed the staircases and gliding down the hall which accessed the patient’s bedroom door, Cecilia paused in the hallway before a large, ormolu-framed mirror, having two candles on either side, and studied her appearance briefly to survey and repair any damage to her toilette, caused by the cold wind and snow.

A casual observer, looking over her shoulder, would have seen a young lady—she had just come-out, last spring, at the beginning of the season in London—dressed in a high-waisted, dark renaissance-green velvet gown trimmed with a pattern of tiny yellow flowers along the hem and a narrow and delicate lace about the bodice, in a fashion befitting the mode for the winter season, with a healthy complexion of the tone described as peaches and cream—that radiant hue, which stirs the souls of poets.

Cecilia’s youthful figure though somewhat slim, in her current age, was quite pleasing when attired in the proper gown. Her hair, cut in the mode a la Titus fashion, was a light brown, not quite golden tone. Her eyes were brown, with flecks of yellow that sparkled like gold when she was very happy. Her small and kissable lips were pleasant to gaze upon and seemed always about to smile, which I am happy to say they were, though she had had little to smile about in her short while of life.

And yet, in spite of all, Cecilia much preferred lightheartedness to brooding woe, but too often—especially of late—there seemed to be less and less to smile about. Young men had not made their way to Edgewood Hall to visit with her. When they did come, they always seemed to come to see Elizabeth, her older sister.

Though Elizabeth was not her only competitor—why only this year a young suitor, Willoughby Hornsby, from the family of their nearest neighbor, had come to visit Cecilia, but shied off after he met, and fell heavily for, according to rumor, Sally Durning, at an al fresco party, late last summer.

No young man had stepped in to take his place in vying for Cecilia’s hand.

She had had a keen attraction to a young man, Quinton St. John, whom she had met at a country dance, got up by Lord and Lady Camberly, but alas, that had come to naught.

And before him there was a young man she had met at that dance whom she had thought was paying particular attention to her ... but that was ancient history. She had only recently been able to not think about him, more than three or four times a day—so handsome he was and so kind ... best to let mistaken memories go.

Perhaps though you are asking how can a maiden so lovely have no other suitors and still be unattached.

Well, I think the answer is that if she had one flaw it was in her manner. In larger groups, she tended to be quiet, shy and retiring; and also, for certain reasons, Cecilia did not realize how very pretty she was. Too, she was not one of those dashing, forward kind of girls. With one or two girls her own age, she was all that was charming and convivial, but in larger groups of people, whom she did not know very well, she tended to look at the floor a lot —and in doing so hid her loveliness even in public. Cecilia was well aware of this short-coming in her personality, and even now was trying to mend it. She would never light up a room when she walked into it—at least not for a while yet—but she knew she could be a more substantive presence, and was, as our story unfolds, working toward that goal.

*   *   *   *   *

Taking a deep breath and gathering her nerves, Cecilia prepared to enter the wounded man’s room. She did not know what she would see or hear. She knew, instinctively, that at some date in the future, to be mistress of her own establishment, she might be called upon to face all sorts of difficulties including blood and gore. She re-channeled her thoughts into more general ideas, as she understood them, on nursing the wounded: boil water, keep the patient warm, read to them, apply sticking plasters, and the like—but she guessed correctly that her understanding of nursing was incomplete.

She had to chide herself for the relief she felt when, entering the room, she found that two of the under servants had been busy washing and dressing the head wound, and she was told that they had also administered a few stitches, thereby all the gruesome tasks had already been performed for the sufferer, by the staff.

However, when Stephens turned to give the basin to the footman for disposal, Cecilia did see its contents and nearly swooned. It appeared to be nearly filled with blood. Luckily for the patient it was nine-tenths water, but to Cecilia’s untrained eye it looked very grizzly indeed. But, by clinching her tiny toes in her little shoes and her fingers in her dress folds, she steeled her resolve and by sheer force of will made herself not faint.

As she got her feelings under control, she noticed that there was a palpable hush in the room—Cecilia could feel there was something unusual in the tone of the gathering of people tending to the young man. After a moment, she realized that it was not only a concern for the serious condition of the injured guest, but also a hush as a near-reverence for the great forces of nature working out their raging strength on the outer surface of the walls behind which these residents of the hall had gathered. For all in this little room knew by tacit agreement, that only a few precious inches of stone and wood preserved their lives from the deadly threat of nature’s winter fury.

Ever since man had been expelled from The Garden, untold millennia ago, he has sat in just this solemn way—in either cave or palace—with a feeble light pushing back against the titanic forces of a darkened and fallen nature; keeping vigil, waiting in helpless silence, to see if the morning light would find him and his tribe, or nation, still living or erased from the face of the earth.

 



Chapter 5

Now, upon entering the room, Cecilia had taken up a position by the door next to one of the chambermaids, while one of her family’s long-serving retainers, Mathew Brody, his figure casting a large shadow over the patient in the bed, and an alarming shape up the wall, examined his handy work, the stitching of the wound in the scalp of the injured highwayman. Cecilia noted, with only a little blanching of her cheeks, a pan with a needle and thread and a few pieces of blood-spotted gauze. Forcing her mind to be more disciplined, she considered the plight of the sufferer instead of her own squeamishness.

Crossing quietly to stand next to the fireplace, across from the patient, Cecilia silently regarded the shadow-shrouded figure of the young man lying in the bed who was gravely injured, she feared.

In the relative brightness of the room, Mathew Brody, a veteran of the war in the American colonies, had examined and worked upon the patient’s head wound.

Brody was nearer to fifty, a hard fifty, and no longer a young man, but his confident movements gave him a somewhat younger appearance. In height, he was a little below the norm, and his once muscular physique was now tending toward rotundity. He wore a coat of tan corduroy, and a waistcoat of a light blue with brass buttons, this being the livery of Edgewood Hall, but his trousers were a heavier, serviceable cotton jean of a grayish hue.

His well-worn black shoes, silver buckled, were very old but still quite serviceable and comfortable.

Knowing Miss Cecilia to be in charge of this new guest, he walked over to where she was standing to offer further information if needed, having examined the wound and from the bedside, pronounced it to be “a scalp wound,” to everyone’s glad amazement.

“But the amount of blood, Brody!” whispered Cecilia.

Without dressing up his opinion, Brody drew upon his medical experience picked up on the battlefields in the American colonies. He was not a physician. He was more in the line of a war-time medic. And while he could offer very useful—even life-saving—first aid, he had had no formal medical training in surgery. Any surgical procedure other than the removal of bullets and the stitching up of open wounds, was beyond his ken. But he had been asked his opinion and so gave it, whisperingly, “Yes, a great deal of bleeding he did do, Miss, but that’s the way it is with head wounds. However, the ball did not enter the skull to injure the brain—that I can be certain of. So now what we have to consider, Miss, is that the greatest danger to the patient is in how hard the ball rattled his brain box when it struck his pate; and that we won’t know for some time, Miss Cecilia.”

“How long, Brody?” she returned whispering in kind.

“Not ‘til he wakes up, Miss. If he wakes up—if you take my meaning,” he said soberly. Brody did not like the shallowness, or the infrequency of the patient’s breathing.

Cecilia fell silent, looking toward the bed wherein the patient lay.

Brody was holding, and now showed her, a winter hat made in the style of what was generally referred to in those days as a Tyrolean shepherd’s hat. It was not a hat made for the demi mode who were thought of as pinks of the ton. Rather, it was heavy and serviceable, having a wide brim, and most importantly, of a heavy leather with a felt lining. It was a style affected by the well-to-do young men, in Teddy’s circle, as a nod to the bucolic mode so celebrated in the art and poetry of their day. It was a joke of sorts and engaged in solely by Teddy and his most immediate friends, for informal, outdoor wear.

“He owes his life to this, Miss,” said Brody; and holding up the hat he pointed to a dark spot, rather like a bruise, on the front of the crown of the leather hat, where the ball had struck and glanced off, preventing the ball from entering the skull, thus saving the life of the wearer.

Frowning in concern, Cecilia, from her position by the door, silently regarded the figure of the young man lying in the bed, fighting for his life, as she heard Brody add, “Though I would not want to repeat the experiment, a slightly different angle of the ball, and who knows what the outcome might have been—perhaps very different, Miss—if you take my meaning,” he said again. He was trying to be diffident, sparing her unnecessary and distasteful details.

“Why Brody, you seem to be intimating that there is a miracle in this circumstance. I thought you didn’t believe in such things.”

“Well, as to that, Miss: I don’t say that I do; and I don’t say that I don’t. What I do say is: I’ve seen some mighty strange things in this world; and sometimes it’s the simplest ones that are hardest to explain.”

“Such as the trajectories of flying projectiles?” she added absently, her distracted mind starting down another trail of thought. She thought she had seen something noteworthy about the patient.

“Exactly so, Miss!” he replied with deep and spontaneous appreciation for her vocabulary, eagerly memorizing the words to add to his own personal lexicon. Like so many of the servants at Edgewood Hall, he was very fond of Miss Cecilia, and admired her both for her knowledge and her wisdom, something rarely found in one so young. Knowing what she had been through, at the hands of her older sister Elizabeth, he felt that he would be pleased to aide her in any way he could, generally speaking.

After a moment of consideration, Brody realized that the issue Miss Cecilia raised with her well-phrased iteration was not as simple as he might have thought. Once again as had happened in the past, Brody found Miss Cecilia’s observations to be very perceptive and thought-provoking.

The circumstance of the patient’s survival was this: what were the odds of that ball not killing the highwayman; and, was the musket ball’s deflection mere chance—or the hand of a higher power at work? For Brody, this was food for thought indeed—as it should be for anyone.

Most fortunately, the ball had not penetrated the highwayman’s skull, but unfortunately it had torn the scalp very deeply. It was that which had caused the blood-letting. Still, Brody was correct; the worse danger for the young man was in the severity of the blow. The question now hanging over all concerned was how much damage, if any, had been dealt to the patient’s brain.

A few minutes earlier, as Brody had been finishing the stitching up of the patient’s scalp, another resident of Edgewood Hall had quietly entered the room—having also been summoned earlier by Cecilia, through one of the servants—to examine the patient. Miss Katherine Llewellyn, late term governess to Elizabeth and Cecilia, and occasional nurse, who had been hired only a few years before Cecilia’s come out. Now she was, primarily, a fulltime companion to Miss Cecilia. She usually accompanied Miss Cecilia to all gatherings etc., but was excused from going out on this night due to having had the headache.

In stature, she was a couple of inches above the average height, for ladies of that time, but she kept a good posture—no slumping over to disguise her height. Her figure was all that was pleasing, being as they say statuesque, and in her countenance were good breeding, strength of character, gentleness, intelligence and great kindness. Her hair, which in her youth had been her most admired feature, at least to the other young ladies who were her intimate friends, was still a lustrous shade of black—her eyes a deep rich blue.

Though the young people thought of her as “on the shelf “, she was only twenty-six. The unmarried men, in their thirties held her in very high regard; and a few of these male visitors were, of late, beginning to pay her very marked attentions. She showed no partiality to any, but treated each with a cordial civility.

Katherine Llewellyn, summoned from upstairs, had come down quietly arriving just as Brody was finishing his examination of the patient, he having already administered the stitches to his scalp. She was not squeamish. Knowing he would be trustworthy in his medical conclusions and practical care, she merely bent over the patient to satisfy herself on a few points before replacing the highwayman’s hand back upon his chest under the coverlet, and lightly pressing her hand to his brow, being careful not to move the bandaging. No one noticed the momentary look she directed at the creamy gold locks and comely visage of the recumbent young man. Reflexively, she glanced from the young man to Cecilia and almost said aloud, “Oh dear!” meaning:  is there to be a romance here?

Miss Llewellyn, like so many other servants had grown very fond of Cecy, and wanted her to be happy, and not fall in love with a young man of no character.

As a nurse, it was her air of gentleness and patience which was a constant comfort and reassurance to whomever she was attending. To the casual observer—and her current station in life had warranted little else—she looked kind, self-possessed, handsome and competent. And the costume she wore, a serviceable cotton dress of a drab gray having a very slight purplish cast, with a white collar of plain linen, helped secure her relative anonymity.

She stepped up silently, with her soft sick-room tread, born of long habit for she had, in her teenage years, helped to nurse the elderly, children and infants. Cecilia and Brody had begun to talk, and as they paused, she gave her assessment of the patient, in her soft, distinguished and authoritative voice.

“No doubt Mr. Brody has told you that his pulse is very thin and rapid, Cecilia,” Miss Llewellyn added by way of corroboration.

Cecilia knew Miss Llewellyn had tended many sickbeds both in her service at Edgewood Hall as well as in her earlier life, and valued her opinion greatly.

She, like Brody, had been called in to minister to the wounded man, Cecilia marshaling all the capabilities of the staff at Edgewood Hall, until the Doctor could arrive to give more complete and expert care. And Miss Llewellyn, like Brody, knew there was little anyone, including the doctor, could do, in such cases as this. She felt her primary role must be one of calm levelheadedness and reassurance.

“As Mr. Brody says, Cecilia, it is now a waiting game to see if the young man will awaken; but we must wait for the doctor to give his opinion.”

Cecilia nodded her understanding, acknowledging with respect the two experienced opinions.

Brody, bowing courteously to the ladies, crossed the room to speak to Stevens, the head butler and oldest of the retainers at Edgewood Hall, who was helping to supervise the care of the new guest. He knew anything that should be done for the young man, relayed through Stevens, was sure to get done—and correctly!

Miss Llewellyn had turned to ask one of the under footman to request more firewood from below stairs, when she caught, out of the corner of her eye, a change of expression on Cecilia’s face from the thoughtful concern that she had seen there scant seconds before.

To her great surprise, Miss Llewellyn observed a momentary look of delight, even alt, in the charming countenance of Cecilia; her lovely brown eyes, becoming wide and moist, were showing their little flecks of gold, she could see, as they sparkled with a hint of joyful tears. Her peaches and cream complexion veritably glowed with pleasure in the soft candlelight. Her lustrous, brown curls bobbed daintily as she put her tender fingertips to her pink, cupid’s-bow lips.

Miss Llewellyn felt that if the young man could have, from his sick-bed, caught a glimpse of this vision of innocent loveliness, he would rise up—made wholly well—and declare any number of faithful pledges of undying love to this darling girl.

The impression borne in on Miss Llewellyn’s mind was that not only did Cecilia know his identity, but that she had also quite naturally, formed a tendre for the young man now a guest in their home. This was not too surprising, for it was abundantly clear to even the most disinterested observer that the young man in question was extremely handsome; and the lines of his face so softened, as he lay deeply unconscious—his guinea gold hair tousled in waves and ringlets about his comely face—gave him a look of boyish vulnerability guaranteed to bring out all the nurturing-female instincts in a young maiden’s bosom.

In the few years Katherine had known Cecilia, or Cecy, as she fondly called her, they had formed a deep bond of mutual respect and affection, and she felt she
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