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 Chapter 1:
The Trial

 


 


The momentary silence in the courtroom hung
like a swollen cloud over the men seated opposite the prisoner’s
box. A battle raged within Henry Carstairs’ heart. He sat near the
front of the room next to his brother, Benjamin, and Simon Lawson,
Christopher’s father. Henry stared across to the man, his former
friend, seated in the prisoner’s box. This man had poached for
months in the woods of Eagleridge, part of Hawking Manor’s estate,
and he had shot Christopher, Eagleridge’s manager’s young son. The
youth had been Benjamin and Henry’s dear friend. He had come upon
this poacher suddenly not realizing who he was.

Henry, along with Christopher and Simon his
father, had set out on a cold, wet day a year before this trial to
catch the unknown man who had come regularly into the Eagleridge
woods to poach. It was Christopher who had sighted the poacher
first. He had wounded the man who was in the act of gutting a deer.
The thief had refused to heed the youth’s warning. Not knowing the
poacher was Eugene, a former Dragoon, an expert with various
weapons; Christopher did not realize how dangerous this thief was.
Although the poacher bled profusely from Christopher’s bullet, he
had fired a shot in return that had mortally wounded Christopher
before Henry and Simon had been able to come to assist the
youth.

Now, seated in the courtroom all the grief
that day, now months past, had brought into his life crowded back
into Henry’s heart. As he had done many times he wondered again, if
he had not planned the capture of the thief carefully enough back
then and was in part to blame for Christopher’s demise. He recalled
again the hours he had sat with Simon and Christopher and mapped
out strategies to catch the poacher. “What could I have done
differently?” he silently lamented again.

Henry and Benjamin had expected the judge to
pronounce Eugene Fairham guilty as charged. But hearing the judge’s
words, “An eye for an eye, a life for a life, Eugene Fairham this
day of our Lord, the fifth day of November 1854, I condemn you
three days hence to hang by the neck until you are dead,” chilled
both young men to the core. Henry glanced at his former friend. He
saw none of the man’s prior spirited energy, his disdain for
problems other men deemed insurmountable, his unbridled, sometimes
callous humor, nor his unveiled love for life. Now he sat in the
prisoner’s box and appeared to be a man drained of self and bare of
the will to live. He sat motionless with his eyes cast to the
floor. For a moment Henry wondered if Eugene was cunning enough in
that fashion to try to gain the court’s mercy. “He’s play acted
persuasively many times,” Henry murmured silently, but slowly
shaking his head he banished the thought.

Muffled coughs in the back of the room and
the suppressed sobs of a woman seated behind the prisoner’s box
broke the silence. It was then that Simon turned to Henry and
Benjamin and whispered, “It will not bring my son back, men. Your
former friend, Henry, also is the son of a mother. I ask you to
plead for your former comrade in arms.”

Simon’s words touched Henry. He and Benjamin
had testified against Eugene, but after hearing the sentence
pronounced, he wanted to shout out, “No, Your Honor, not that!” But
the remembrance of holding the mortally wounded Christopher in his
arms and hearing his last words again, “I saw his face,” as the
youth had dreamed the night before losing his life had sealed
Henry’s mouth. Now pity for his former friend welled up inside of
him.

Henry saw Eugene turn to glance at the
sobbing woman seated behind him. He stared at her for a long
moment. Then in the stillness of the room the people heard him
whisper painfully, “Mother - please don’t cry for me.”

Seated near the entrance to the courtroom and
hidden from Eugene’s view Benjamin noticed a young woman, elegantly
dressed in black, her face hidden by a dark veil, weeping silently.
Benjamin wondered who she might be and why the verdict touched her
so deeply.

Henry saw Eugene turn and face the judge
again. He looked at a defeated man, one without hope, a man he had
known to be full of life and energy, willing to lay down his life
in the service of Her Majesty and his country. He also noticed the
woman dressed in black holding a white handkerchief in her hand
weeping silently. He too wondered who she might be. She wore a
veil, and he could not see her face.

Slowly Henry rose from his seat, “Your
Honor,” he stammered. “On behalf of the father of the youth who
lost his young life by the hand Eugene Fairham, the condemned man,
I plead for mercy for the prisoner. My former friend and comrade in
arms in our monarch’s service once served this nation with valor
and distinction. The horsemen had none more fearless than he was.”
Henry’s eyes fixed on the judge were filled with sadness. He
repeated once more almost in a whisper, “I plead for mercy for
him.”

The judge, who was Samuel Carstairs, Benjamin
and Henry’s father’, friend was also a distant relative of
Rebecca’s mother, Lady Lydia. He stared at Henry for a long moment.
He muttered words Henry could not understand. Turning quickly and
casting a stern glance at Eugene the judge accidently dislodged his
wig. Righting it he turned his eyes to Benjamin. His Lordship held
Benjamin in high esteem. He had met him at the christening of
Henry’s son at Hawking Manor. At that meeting with Benjamin he had
learned of the young Carstairs’ years in North America, and how he
had come to be on that faraway continent. The story had intrigued
him. He, therefore, had sought Benjamin out during the christening
festivities to learn all he could about the New World. Now he
commanded, “Stand, Benjamin Carstairs.” Benjamin stood up quickly.
With his blue eyes, blonde hair, tall and trim youthful figure he
looked handsome and strong. “How say you?” his lordship
demanded.

“Thank you for hearing my brother, Your
Honor,” Benjamin began. “The father of my friend, forever young,
wishes that the blood of the one who took his son’s life will not
be laid at the feet of his departed son. Like my brother, I too
plead for mercy for Eugene Fairham.”

“What would you have the sentence be then,”
the judge called out leaning forward toward Benjamin from the bench
above.

“Banish him, Your Honor,” Benjamin replied
respectfully.

Mumbling to himself the judge addressed Henry
again after considering what he had heard for a considerable time
silently. “At your behest it shall be done,” he finally said to
Henry, and he banished Christopher’s murderer to the far away
continent of Australia with this warning. “Eugene Fairham, murderer
of Christopher Lawson, should you ever set foot on Brittan’s fair
soil, henceforth know you this, you shall receive mercy no
more.”

Once Eugene had been led away the three men
made their way from the courthouse to the market square and the
nearby inn where they had quartered their horses while they were at
the courthouse witnessing the trial. They had stayed each night
with Henry and Benjamin’s relative, Hannah, and Sydney, her
husband, at their estate on the outskirts of Nottingham. The men
had said their goodbyes in the morning wishing to ride homeward
soon after the end of the trial. Once they were ready to depart
from the inn and make for home, one of the stable hands approached
them cautiously. He gave a cough and began, “If I may be so bold
gentlemen to give ye a warning, ye may do well to keep a sharp eye
out fer a pack of knaves hereabouts. Dey robbed travelers in de
forests of the county. The sheriff and his men been looking for de
robbers fer days now.”

With their coats drawn tightly around them to
keep out the chill of the wind the three men set out through the
streets of Nottingham. Five Oaks lay more than seven hours away by
horse. Leaving the city behind, they rode into the countryside
silently. Each man appeared occupied with his own thoughts,
thoughts they all deemed too private to broadcast or share. Beads
of water slowly dripped from the fur of the animals from the rain
falling mist-like from the darkened sky.

Simon, for much of the time, thought of
Christopher, his beloved son that Eugene had taken ruthlessly from
him. But with the sight of the countryside before him his thoughts
in time turned to his wife. She had been his strength in the days
following of his son’s murder. He could almost feel her hand on his
cheek again when she came to stand beside him at the window from
where he had often watched Christopher teach his dog new tricks.
Before departing from Eagleridge to ride to the trial he had
stopped and had stood there for a long moment, as if to see his son
appear in the yard again. His wife had placed an arm around him,
stroked his cheek with the other hand and had whispered to him that
she was sure she was with child again. In his thoughts he heard her
words again, “I pray to God, my dear husband, that when the sun
shines hot again, I will be able to make you a present of a son who
will be as dear to you as our Christopher was.” A fleeting smile
crossed his face. In his heart he knew a son or another daughter
would be a delight to him.

Henry’s heart and mind had been in turmoil
during the trial. Leaving the city his thoughts still remained
greatly troubled. He recalled holding Christopher’s lifeless body
in his arms. He saw again the hopelessness in Eugene’s face once
the judge had condemned him to the gallows. Sylvia’s words
scribbled on a small piece of paper, “I was delivered of your
daughter some few days ago,” punched into his thoughts also. The
knowledge that Louisa had fled from Hawking Manor, because of his
unfaithfulness cried out in his heart and tormented him. He longed
to take his wife into his arms, to kiss her lips and neck tenderly,
to caress her, to beg her to forgive him and wipe away his
guilt.

He had dreamed on many now lonely nights of
holding his son in his arms again. He recalled the words of his
father. They still echoed in his thoughts and tore at his heart.
“Your wife and son have left you, but you may take some comfort in
seeing your daughter and the woman who bore her.” He remembered too
that now on his return to Hawking Manor he might have to face
David, Sylvia’s husband. For a moment he wondered what David would
do, if he found out that he, Henry, was the father of Sylvia’s, his
wife’s, second child. Having to look into David’s eyes weighed
heavily on Henry’s thoughts. He was numb to the cold of the day,
but his thoughts chilled him to his core. He glanced over to his
brother riding silently besides him. Benjamin’s nearness seemed
like the only ray of light in his life at the moment, but even that
light shone dimly within him, as he briefly recalled how as a youth
he had often tormented him making his brother’s life
unpleasant.

Unlike Henry’s face no clouds stood stamped
on Benjamin’s mien. He still rejoiced in his long sought after
homecoming from the endlessness of the North American continent.
The nearness he now felt to all his loved ones that he had missed
greatly while searching for Clarissa, his uncle’s daughter, among
many tribes in the New World for several years still delighted him
every waking moment. That Clarissa and his friend Albert had
discovered special feelings for each other pleased him greatly.
Most of all Rebecca and Willowdowne Park occupied his thoughts and
started him dreaming. In his mind he saw Rebecca ones more in
Hawking Manor’s garden stretching up to a branch of the tree under
which she stood attempting to reach some of its pink blossoms. She
had been a girl when he had been taken away from home by the ship
the Fortune Four. That day in the garden after his return, when he
came upon her he saw a beautiful young woman. He had realized at
that moment, when he had greeted her, had run to her and had
embraced her tenderly, that he now loved her not only as a young
friend, but also as a man loved a woman.

“I love you, Rebecca,” he silently whispered
riding along. Her sweetly angelic face swept into his daydream.
Smiling to himself he wished he could touch her soft lips with his
own. He had never done so, but it had not been from lack of wishing
for it. He thought of the day when Lady Lydia with Rebecca and
Victoria had come to Hawking Manor, and Rebecca had hoped to go
riding with him alone, but on the spur of the moment many others
had decided to accompany them. To Rebecca’s chagrin Anne, Louisa’s
sister, had ridden along Benjamin’s side glued to him from the
outset. To change her fortunes Rebecca had spurred on the horse she
rode and wildly bolted past Benjamin. He could not help but see the
mare charge away with her. He had feared for her safety. Galloping
after her in an attempt to rescue her, he quickly found that she
had planned the horse’s flight. Thinking of it Benjamin’s smile
widened and inwardly his heart sang. “Sweet and angelic with a
touch of mischief thrown in she is.”

For a moment his thoughts turned to Nelson
the good friend he had left at the American River where they had
mined gold together. They had travelled on a clipper ship from
Boston to San Francisco. From there they had ridden horses to the
river where Nelson’s uncle had claimed gold could be found.

Benjamin had not only found gold at the
American River, but at a chance meeting with Lord Chandler’s son,
Reginald, he had acquired that family’s estate, Willowdowne Park a
beautiful, old estate only hours removed from Hawking Manor.
Reginald had inherited the estate, but found it a burden. He had
come to the New World to seek adventure, and had offered to sell
the estate to Benjamin. Thinking of Willowdowne brought another
smile to his lips. “One day it will be home to Rebecca and me,” he
whispered.

As the three riders rode along in the
countryside in silence the rain lessened, but the clouds remained
swollen. Late in the afternoon the three men stopped at an inn in
the small village they had entered. A sign much blighted by the sun
and weather announced the establishment to be the Fair Country Inn.
There they intended to rest the horses and refresh themselves for
an hour. Seven other horses were tethered under the roof extending
out from the inn. Two surreys stood not far removed from them. “We
shall not be alone here,” Simon remarked as they dismounted and
secured their animals.

Inside the inn five rowdy and unruly fellows
came immediately to their attention. Three small groups of other
patrons appeared to have distanced themselves from these men. These
five were giving the innkeeper a great deal of trouble with their
boisterous demands. They also took liberties with the two barmaids.
The women tried to keep out of their way, but the scoundrels
grabbed at them every time they came near or past them.

Henry, who at first had advised Benjamin not
to interfere, finally grew weary of the men’s mistreatment of the
females and of their coarse speech. He rose and slowly made his way
to the table where the five sat. The tallest and loudest of the
bunch had reached out his big hand to the barmaid passing his
table, and catching her pulled her onto his lap before Henry
arrived. Disregarding her squeals for freedom from his roving
fingers he was about to slip his free hand into the top of her
dress.

“My good man,” Henry began, “you will do well
to give the damsel her freedom. Her shrieks will rouse the dead and
bring the sheriff before long.”

The tall man bared a grin that showed several
of his teeth missing. Those remaining were stained an ugly brown.
“Men, did yer ‘ear the gentleman? A noble man ‘e is. ‘E wants to
rescue the wench,” he snarled.

While all five of the unruly group of men
grinned at Henry, their eyes remained cold with distain. “Yer might
show ‘im, Tom, ‘ow we deal with gents,” one of the men growled.

The fellow who still held the barmaid in his
grip let her go. He stood up slowly. His height towered
impressively over Henry. His arms were long and thick. The eyes
that stared at Henry projected fury. He licked the palm of his
right hand and suddenly whipped it out at Henry’s head. Henry had
watched the moves of the man carefully. Alerted by all his training
as a horseman and Dragoon his reaction to duck was automatic and
swift. The fellow’s swing swooshed past and over his head. At the
same moment Henry’s left fist drove hard into the man’s midsection
while the other thundered on to his chin and then onto his temple
in rapid succession. The man toppled to the floor from where he
tried to rise twice only to drop down to it again. His left foot
gave a twitch or two and then his body remained still.

The barmaids and the innkeeper hurried from
the room making for the kitchen from which door the innkeeper,
shaking with fear, peeked back to watch the actions unfold. He
motioned to one of the barmaids next to him, and instructed her to
rush out to the stable and to instruct the stable boy to quickly
ride for the sheriff and his men. The woman cast fearful glances
back into the bar room and then ran quickly out of the
backdoor.

Looking back into the room the innkeeper saw
two other rowdies seated closest to Henry quickly rise from the
table when their comrade had fallen. He also saw Benjamin suddenly
stand before them with his sword drawn and smiling at the rogues.
“Well now, men,” he saw Benjamin grin and heard him say. “It would
give me pleasure to tickle you a little with my sword.” The
innkeeper saw Benjamin flash his sword out with lightning speed
toward the bigger of the two men known as Black Joe. The man’s hat
flew suddenly from his head and his breeches dropped to the floor,
its suspenders sliced at the man’s chest. The other rowdy made a
step forward, but when suddenly part of his scruffy beard fell from
his face severed by a third swift stroke of Benjamin’s sword, he
quickly stopped in his tracks. His hand flew to his chin. Realizing
that half of his beard was no longer attached to his face his eyes
grew large. To the innkeeper’s relief the ruffian took several
steps backward shaken by how closely the sword had come to his
throat.

Simon meanwhile had stationed himself in
front of the last two men who had remained seated. He pointed his
pistol at them and demanded that they place their weapons carefully
on the table in front of them. For a long moment the two regarded
Simon coldly, but when he cocked his pistol each of them slowly
dropped a knife and a handgun on the top of the rough wooden table.
Simon motioned to the older of the two men, whose left cloudy,
light blue eye appeared lifeless. “My good man,” he said. “Close
the fist of your left hand tightly, and with it push each weapon
away from the two of you to my side of the table. Do not open your
fist or I will fill it with lead.”

The inn suddenly became eerily quiet. The few
other patrons seated at tables at the far side of the inn looked
fearful but undecided about fleeing from the scene. For the moment
they sat silently watching. Only the labored breathing of the man
on the floor could be heard in the stillness. “Well men, we thank
you for being agreeable and settling this thing peaceably,” Henry
said grinning at the rowdies and turned to his brother. “Benjamin,
request your two friends to leave us their firearms.” He watched
the two men standing before his brother take their pistols from
their belts and slowly handing them to Benjamin who dropped them to
the floor well away from the group.

“Now men, we’ll thank you to leave quietly
and ride to your own hearths,” Henry continued. The man lying at
his feet had begun to groan and stir. Henry pointed to him and
said, “We’ll look after your friend here now trying to wake from
his slumber. In his condition he will not want to risk the cold and
wet outside.” With that he reached for his own pistol and with it
motioned the four to the door of the inn. Glancing back at Henry
with foreboding looks the four rowdies walked briskly to the door.
A moment later they could be heard swearing before the hooves of
horses pounding the cobblestones outside announced their
leaving.

“What will we do with this scoundrel?” Simon
asked pointing to the man who began to make attempts of rising from
the floor.

“We may need to take him along and hand him
over to the authorities,” Benjamin volunteered. “The four ruffians
will no doubt return for their comrade after we leave here, and it
will be best, if they find him gone. We’ll not want to expose the
innkeeper and his people to their ill will should they come.”

The innkeeper waited until he heard the
rowdies’ horses gallop away before he ventured back into the room.
“I ‘ave sent for the sheriff and his men,” he stammered before he
reached the table where Henry, Benjamin and Simon stood. He told
them that the five had entered the inn more than an hour earlier
and had demanded to be fed. They had also consumed several mugs of
beer. They had threatened everyone in the inn with harm, if they
attempted to leave to report them to the sheriff. He also
volunteered that he believed the five to be the lot who had been
reported to have held up several travelers and a number of small
landowners farming in the surrounding area.

“In that case we’ll wait with you for the
sheriff to arrive, my good man,” Henry said to him, “while we rest
and refresh ourselves. Fetch us a length of rope to secure this
fellow lying at my feet. The sheriff will know what to do with him,
and what he must do to keep the rest of these scoundrels from your
door.”

Had Henry known how long it would take the
sheriff and his men to arrive, and the time he took to take the
villain away with him, he might not have assured the innkeeper that
Benjamin, Simon and he would remain at the inn, to wait for the
official and to guard against the four other men’s return. When the
sheriff had finally finished questioning all in the inn and had
secured the prisoner on a packhorse borrowed from the
establishment, he instructed two of his seven men to ride with the
Carstairs and Simon as far as Kirkwood a little more than an hour
away. “The other four villains will not be far,” he advised Henry,
“and they may lay in wait for you once they see what road you
take.”

“We best ride on quickly,” Benjamin said as
the five men led the horses away from the inn and mounted them.
“Dusk is not far off, an hour no more. Five Oaks still lies more
than two hours ahead of us and Hawking Manor and Eagleridge beyond
that. Simon, perhaps it will be wise for you to accompany Henry and
me to Hawking Manor from where you can ride on to Eagleridge
refreshed in the morning.”

“I long to be at home with Christina, my
wife,” Simon replied. “If my horse is able to go on for several
more hours after we reach Five Oaks, I will ride on. Otherwise I
will gladly accept your kind offer of hospitality, Benjamin.” Low,
dark clouds and mist-like drizzle did their part to dull the
afternoon’s light, as the men rode along the roadway that had been
made soft by days of rain.

The sheriff’s men rode along with them
silently for nearly an hour. When the riders at last approached a
stretch of forest the two indicated that they would ride with them
only through the wood but then return to their own hearth. “Ye will
find Kirkwood not far beyond this forest,” one of the sheriff’s men
pointed out. “Ye will not find the knaves beyond that village, I
dare say.”

In the dense forest even less daylight
greeted them. They were nearly halfway through it when Simon
remarked, “It will be dark when we leave these woods. For my part I
will welcome to see the lights of Kirkwood soon.”

Henry added, “Aye, and it will be still
better to see the lights of Five Oaks and then Hawking Manor. You
must come there with us, Simon. Eagleridge lies hours beyond, and
in this foul weather and this wicked darkness you must not ride on
alone.”

Benjamin had taken the lead some time
earlier. Rounding a curve in the trail he suddenly reined in his
stallion bringing him to a quick stop. He motioned the rest of the
group to come along his side. “Do you see that flat outcropping of
granite about two hundred paces ahead of us and crowding the
roadway?” he asked in a hushed voice. “There are men behind those
rocks wishing not to be seen.”

The sheriff’s men along with Henry and Simon
looked at him in surprise. “How can you tell?” Henry asked in
disbelief. “I can hardly see the bluff. I see no evidence of men or
beasts there, Brother.”

“Look at my stallion pointing his ears
forward, as is yours now also. See how they exercise their
nostrils. They hear them. I also saw for the briefest moment part
of a face appear from behind that bluff nearest the road only to be
drawn back hurriedly. Someone does not want us to know of their
presence.”

“Brother, you cannot possible be sure of what
you say you saw. By this scant light a horse that far away would
stand unseen by most men. As for your stallion, it could be one of
a thousand noises he hears with each step. Was his sire, Rebel, not
a temperamental steed? In these woods live many voices.”

“My stallion is not plagued by a thousand
things that appear natural, Henry. He senses unnatural sounds and
fears sure dangers.” Benjamin leaned forward and spoke softly to
his horse. When he sat back in the saddle again the stallion reared
up and then stood still training his ears ahead again. “There is
danger ahead,” Benjamin repeated.

The sheriff’s men both fixed their eyes
toward the distant bluffs. “There be no sign I see,” one of them
muttered.

Benjamin turned to face the group. “Men,
tarry here, but make a little noise to entertain those hidden from
our view. Meanwhile, I will have a closer look and see what kind of
men are behind that bluff.” With that he slid off his horse and
before Henry could follow his path, Benjamin vanished from view.
Henry, his horse prancing around in a circle, continued to look for
his brother, but could not detect any sign of him. Neither did he
hear his steps in the woods only a short distance away.

Simon dismounted and walked his horse a few
paces ahead and then back again. “Your brother learned much from
the native people of North America,” he said. “You must know that
their very existence depended on their skill to interpret nature’s
signs and the actions of other men and of beasts. Let us do as
Benjamin bid us do, move our horses here and there, and pray he
will not meet with mischief before he returns.”

To Henry it was incomprehensible how quickly
and quietly Benjamin had vanished from sight. Speaking softly to
Simon he asked, “Did you see to where my brother disappeared? I
should not want him to face any danger alone.”

“I saw him only slip from his horse before he
vanished. I’m convinced he means to catch by surprise whoever maybe
hiding behind that bluff. We must pretend to do some business
hereabouts not to give away that we fear an ambush.” The sheriff’s
men agreed. They dismounted and pretended to busy themselves
inspecting one of their horse’s huffs. “Make some speech, Henry,”
Simon continued, “make it loud enough for the villains, if there be
any, to hear.”

Henry rubbed his chin with his free hand
thinking of what to do and what he might say. He felt uneasy not
knowing where Benjamin was, and hoped he would not be confronted by
any man who might be hidden along the road ahead. Not since Hannah
had tutored him and Melissa, his sister, had he playacted in
earnest. Feeling like a schoolboy he began slowly, but soon found
his voice and discovered some pleasure in what he was doing. “Come
smartly men,” he now began to bellow. “We must not tarry here long.
The day is almost gone. Night awaits us. There may be wenches
waiting for us in Kirkwood. Let us not disappoint them.” He let his
horse prance from side to side on the roadway as he continued to
shout into the hidden sky. Suddenly he ended his act and froze
hearing two shots fired behind the rock ahead of them. Waiting no
longer he spurred his horse and charged ahead. Simon and the
sheriff’s two men, after hesitating for a moment until grasping
what had happened, followed quickly leading Benjamin’s stallion
along with them.

Before Henry reached the bluff, four men with
their arms raised toward the swaying treetops stepped slowly onto
the roadway from behind the bluff. As Henry drew near he noticed
that two of the men had only one arm reaching into the sky while
their other arm hung loosely by their side with blood dripping
slowly to the ground. Behind the four men a horse walked out from
the trees as if led along by an unseen hand. He could not see the
master of the beast and called out, “Benjamin, Brother, how fare
you?” To his surprise from behind the animal he heard his brother
call back to him not to fear. Henry could not see him until he
suddenly saw him swinging himself onto the back of the horse that
had been prancing along sideways behind the four villains as if on
its own free will. Benjamin’s quiet words had a calming effect on
the horse. Seeing him brought a smile to Henry’s face. “Brother,
you vexed me sorely by your sudden disappearance,” he called to
him.

Benjamin grinned at him, pointed to the four
men in front of him and said, “These knaves we had occasion to meet
in the inn where we last stopped. They meant to surprise us with
their lead. I heard them swear, as I came near them, that they
planned this night to snuff out some gentlemen’s lights and avail
themselves of their fine horses. They bragged about surprising a
coach bound for Kirkwood not long ago and relieving the travelers
of their weapons and wallets. You will find four pistols, a sword
and a knife I took from these men on the ground behind those
trees.” He pointed to a stand of pines. “I’m afraid I had to use my
own pistols to convince these villains to give up their plan to
fall upon us altogether.” To the sheriff’s men he said, “Let us
secure these knaves on their horses so they will not trouble you
while you take them with you and deliver them into the sheriff’s
hands. The other three horses are fastened to trees where their
weapons lie. I suggest you tie the animals together in a way that
they cannot be made to speed away. We will not need your company
from here on any longer. The lights of Kirkwood can be seen in the
distance from behind yonder bluff.”

The rest of the trip proved uneventful for
Henry, Benjamin and Simon. Darkness had long covered the land when
they reached Five Oaks. Benjamin and Henry were able to persuade
Simon to ride with them on to Hawking Manor, the Carstairs’ estate,
and not continue on to Eagleridge, a trek that would take a few
more hours in the darkness and the rain which had begun to fall
heavier again, as they neared Five Oaks. “I will ride with you for
part of the distance to Eagleridge on the morrow Simon,” Benjamin
said to him to persuade him not to go on alone. “I can then ride on
to Willowdowne Park.” His words had finally persuaded Simon to stop
for the night at Hawking Manor.

It was less than an hour to midnight when the
three riders rode up to the stable at Hawking Manor. “Let us stable
the horses quietly not to wake the servants,” Benjamin said sliding
from his stallion. “We’ll give them a little hay and water. The
stable boy will feed them in the morning. The fare we gave them at
Kirkwood will suffice them until then. Without a word, the other
two men followed Benjamin’s lead, and soon they walked up the
ornate stairway to the main entrance of Hawking Manor, the grand
estate that Samuel and Meredith Carstairs called home, and where
Henry and Louisa had lived and loved in the new wing of the estate
until Louisa had fled, after learning of Henry’s
unfaithfulness.

Hawking Manor was a distinguished estate,
beautiful in design, surrounded by much prime land and some small
woodlots. The main building looked stately and large, while its new
wing added a modern touch to the estate. The stables, sheds and
other outbuildings were well placed and well kept. They matched the
rest of the estate in design. The cobblestone roadway extended in a
straight line past the stairway on both sides for more than hundred
paces. From there the roadways curved around a large pond where at
its back the two united and carried on covered with red, packed
earth stretching to the estate’s entrance a half mile away. A
giant, old oak stood guard at the large entrance gate crafted from
fine iron bars taller than any man. Each bar stood capped with the
insignia of the estate. On all sides of the roadway beautiful, well
maintained gardens caught the eye. Footpaths of white limestone
curved in pleasing fashions through the gardens now waiting for
winter. To the south behind the manor house and several other
buildings a large fruit orchard spread out. Generations ago masters
of Hawking Manor had planted evergreen and other decorative trees
in groups here and there for pleasing effects. Now tall and
majestic, some sheltered benches and nooks for those who walked in
the gardens.

At the front of the manor house and the
center of the manor’s long parkway two sets of sprawling stairways
curled around a magnificent fountain. They united at the center of
the main building one story up. From there the steps ascended to a
large, wide terrace from which one came to the front entrance of
the main house. It consisted of a set of double doors, large and
ornately carved and flanked by three lights on marble pillars on
each side. A flickering lantern of bronze hung to the side of each
door. Henry pulled the handle of the chain hanging below the
lantern at the right door. The chime brought the butler a moment
later. Fredrick smiled recognizing the three men standing in the
light of the entryway. “Master Henry and Benjamin your father and
mother will be pleased to see you,” he said pleasantly. “They did
not want to retire until you arrived. Welcome Simon. Do come in
from the wet and cold. I shall bring you all warm toddies
straightway and other refreshments. But let me first announce you
to Sir Samuel and Lady Meredith, your parents and your good
friends, Simon.”

Fredrick had been the butler at the estate
for several decades. He led the men to the sitting room door where
he knocked and upon opening the door said, “Sir Samuel and Lady
Meredith, your sons and Simon have safely and happily returned.” He
stepped aside to let the three enter. All of the Carstairs
considered Fredrick and his wife, the head housekeeper, part of the
family. Since Samuel and Meredith had become Lord and Lady of the
manor, Fredrick only addressed the pair by their titles when
someone not of the family was present. The day when Samuel had
approached him and suggested that he address them informally by
their first names, Fredrick had said, “We will do so while family
members are present, but we both feel obliged to address you
formally in the hearing of others.”

Both Meredith and Samuel looked up quickly
when Fredrick announced the three men’s arrival. Meredith had been
reading and Samuel had studied a business report. They both put
their items down and welcomed the men. Meredith smiling and nodding
to Simon hurried to Henry and Benjamin and in turn kissed their
cheek. The lady of the manor was tall and shapely. Even at fifty
she looked youthful and more beautiful than many ladies did at
thirty. She moved with grace and confidence. Her black hair that on
closer inspection showed the first signs of grey at her temples
touched the bottom of her white neck. Her smile was disarming, and
her eyes sparkled with energy and life. “I shall go and make us a
cup of tea and fetch us a few bites to eat. I dare say you must be
famished from your long journey. We must not trouble Fredrick and
his dear wife further at this hour. Mildred, the poor girl, has
come down with a fever, and I have given cook leave after dinner.
It will not take me long to fetch us refreshments.” She walked
gracefully from the room.

Samuel stood up and greeted each man with,
“Good to see you all. We had hoped you would arrive tonight,
although with the daylight fading so did our hope.” He extended his
had to Simon. “Welcome, Simon,” he said to him. “I’m glad you did
not venture on to Eagleridge in this weather and at this hour.
David, who rents from us arrived here several hours ago and
reported the volumes of rain had caused two slides on the way to
Eagleridge. Those slides covered the roadway he had travelled. He
told us that if it had been dark, he would not have been able to
find his way past these slides. “It was difficult even to do so in
daylight, he said.”

“Thank you for your welcome, sir. Henry and
Benjamin encouraged me to stop here for the night. With your
indulgence I shall be off at the first hint of daylight. What you
have told me makes me wish the more to be at home with my wife and
children. Should some ill befall them, they will not be able to
come for help.”

Samuel placed an arm around Simon’s shoulder.
“You’ll be happy to know that Clarissa is at Eagleridge. She along
with Patrick and Margret, her personal servants, took a wagon and
supplies there two days ago when the road was still passable. She
will remain there for some days. Tomorrow morning when you wish to
ride for Eagleridge, I will ride with you to see you across those
slides.” He smiled at Simon and asked him to sit in the finely
upholstered chair next to his own. Samuel looked fit. He was a
tall, handsome man. His hair, like Benjamin’s was blonde and his
blue eyes shone with compassion and confidence at those around him.
He walked straight and erect with strides that told of the soldier
he had been.

Simon thanked him again saying, “Your son
Benjamin will also ride with us. He told me he will be aiming to
make for Willowdowne Park tomorrow.”

Henry turned to Samuel. “Father, I shall ride
with you as well. It will please me to see Simon safely on his way
to his loved ones.”

“That may not be possible, Son. Simon is
eager to be off early. You must meet with David and Sylvia later in
the morning. Thankfully, Sylvia has recovered well. David came late
this afternoon to take his wife and children home, and he asked to
speak with you. He agreed to wait for your return, at least until
noon tomorrow. He’ll be happy to find you at breakfast. It will be
well for him and his family to be able to make for his own house as
soon as possible in the morning. He should want to see his dear
ones home in daylight, Son.”

Henry grew silent hearing his father speaking
of David. He had hoped he would not have to face his former secret
friend so soon. Not those times came to his mind when he, as a
youth, had spent hours with David in the stables and hay stacks
secretly drinking and smoking and speaking of the young maidens in
the area. Nor did he think of the day he had frolicked at the river
with Sylvia before she had become David’s wife. It was the day, no
more than a year ago, when he had stopped at David’s cottage cold
and confused that flashed into his thinking. David had been absent
for weeks, and not David but he had been warmed by Sylvia’s eager
body, after she had helped him regain his strength. Mounts of guilt
for his unfaithfulness to Louisa continued to plague him deeply.
The guilt he felt extended also to David, who years earlier had
taught him what delights one could find in the company of
maidens.

Seeing Henry in deep thought Samuel stopped
speaking and looked at his son wondering about his reaction. “Did
you hear me, Henry?” he finally asked.

“Yes, I heard you Father,” he stammered. “I
had hoped to accompany Simon for at least part of the way to
Eagleridge in the morning.” He did not want his father to know he
dreaded facing David.

“David and Sylvia will not wish to set out
for their cottage early in the morning for the sake of the
children, nor too late in the day so they will reach their house in
daylight. As it is, their little ones, especially the babe, may
prove to be a poor traveler,” Meredith interjected. She had
returned a moment earlier with Fredrick who carried a tray of food
and drink. “But let us deal with all this in the morning. Right now
come, enjoy the things I have prepared. Come Simon, come Henry and
Benjamin.”

“You’re right, Mother. I shall remain behind
in the morning and look forward to greet you at the morning meal
and speak with David and Sylvia when it pleases them.” While Henry
spoke calmly, in his mind and heart he was far from calm. I’ve not
only been unfaithful to my wife, but I’ve cheated David and placed
Sylvia in a frightful position. If David guesses what has happened
or finds out in time.” He did not finish his thought but feared for
Sylvia.

Henry saw the door opened slightly, but for a
moment he saw no one enter. Then a small hand pulled it open all
the way and Jane stood in the doorway. She looked like she had been
sleeping and had awakened afraid. Benjamin also had seen her come
to the door. He hurried to her, took her by the hand saying, “Why
Jane how nice of you to come and welcome us home.” He smiled at her
and brought her into the room. “Mother, look your little angel is
here,” he said taking the young girl to Meredith who was pouring
tea at that moment for Simon and Samuel.

Jane slung an arm around Meredith hip.
“Mother Meredith,” she said in her soft voice, “I woke up scared,
and Mildred was not about.”

“I can tell you are frightened, darling. Did
you have a bad dream or were you not able to go back to sleep
because you heard strange noises?”

“I dreamed a wolf ran after my brother.
Lawrence called to me and asked me to help him, but I could not. I
couldn’t run fast, and then Lawrence was gone and I couldn’t find
him anymore.”

Meredith picked the girl up and sitting down
placed her in her lap. “It was only a dream,” she murmured.
“Lawrence is just fine at Eagleridge with Christina and Sophie.
Don’t you remember? Clarissa rode there two days ago with Margret
and Patrick. Lawrence also will be here to visit you for a few days
in a fortnight.”

“I miss Margret, and I miss Lady Louisa and
Baby Henry too.” She let her head fall to Meredith’s bosom. Looking
up into her face Jane said, “And Lawrence has Stanley too to guard
him, hasn’t he?”

“Yes, of course, Stanley is there. He’s
always wherever Lawrence is. He’ll be sleeping on the floor by
Lawrence’s bed right now, and he’ll growl and snarl if anybody,
even a wolf wanted to hurt Lawrence. You only had a bad dream.”

Jane looked up at Meredith again. A smile
formed on her lips. Her eyes filled with tender love for the woman
holding her. “I love you, Mother Meredith,” she whispered. A moment
later she closed her eyes, and still smiling she fell asleep.

For a moment Meredith thought back to the day
she and Simon’s wife had decided to adopt Annabel’s two little
children. She remembered Annabel who had served at Hawing Manor as
a youth and young woman with fondness. Recalling her passing soon
after her husband’s accident brought renewed feelings of sadness to
her heart.

Henry had listened with interest to the way
Meredith, his mother, had spoken soothingly to young Jane to allay
her fears. He had it in his mind to add a comforting word to the
youngster, but when Jane spoke of the people she missed, a haunting
sadness appeared in his eyes. The loss of his wife and son cut deep
into his heart. He quickly finished his tea and crumpet. Then he
excused himself saying, “Father, Mother, with your permission I
shall retire to my quarters. I mean to write a letter or two and
wish to be up early in the morning. Good night Simon and Brother.”
He walked from the room quickly. His heart ached. He longed to be
alone.

Meredith, still holding the sleeping child,
watched him go. She did not find it difficult to guess why Henry
suddenly left them. She longed to follow him to comfort him, but
respecting Simon it caused her to remain. Benjamin too had guessed
what had come over Henry. I’ll see Simon settled shortly and then
stop by to see my brother for a moment, he thought. While he hated
to see his brother’s pain, he felt glad to see him remorseful.

 


 


 


 Chapter 2:
What a Man Sows

 


 


Henry had not slept well or long. Much of the
night he had tossed and turned. His thoughts had turned again and
again to his wife and son. Now and then the fact that he would need
to face David and Sylvia in the morning entered his thinking.
Wondering what David’s thoughts were on all that had happened to
Sylvia disquieted him also. His inner voice reminded him that his
unfaithfulness had cost him his wife whom he adored and his baby
son he dearly loved. “Louisa, I’m sorry,” he whispered again and
again.

He tried to imagine that Louisa was
comfortable and safe in London, and that his son was well cared
for, but his mother’s words still droned in his ears, “Fredrick
informed me that he saw your wife greatly distressed, and hurrying
from the manor with your son. He saw her weeping when she turned in
the fleeing carriage to look back to our house.” Thinking of what
his mother had told him haunted him through the night. Before dawn
made its appearance he rose having determined finally in the
darkness of the night that he would set out for London that very
day, as soon as David and Sylvia had departed.

Samuel, Benjamin and Simon were seated in the
dining room at breakfast when Henry came down the stairway from the
manor’s new wing where Louisa and his suite of rooms was located.
He heard the three men speaking of departing for Eagleridge with
the first rays of light. “I will stop by also on my way back from
Willowdowne not many days hence,” he heard Benjamin tell Simon.

Samuel added, “God willing, I shall ride to
see Benjamin after spending a day or two at Eagleridge. Coming back
with him I also wish stop at Eagleridge again. There are several
alterations that Clarissa wished me to consider. She has selected a
plot of ground on the shore of the lake some distant from all the
buildings where she has determined to erect a lodge like those of
her ancestors in the new world. She tells me that whenever she
needs to renew her spirits or considers important matters, such a
lodge is more kind to her. It is my view that her lodge is also
intended to comfort her when she misses the land of her birth and
the way of life of her ancestors.”

“Yes, she pointed the place out to me,” Simon
replied. “It is a plot of ground at the end of a small bay where
one of our small streams enters the lake. In my view it is a most
pleasant place for a teepee like she has in mind to build.”

Henry entered the sitting room a moment
later. He acknowledged the greetings from the three men. “I’m happy
you came to join us, Son,” Samuel said. “I trust you slept well,
and have been able to put Eugene and his banishment far from your
mind. We shall not see him again, I trust. Come and eat. Cook has
done well. He has provided us with an excellent variety of good
things. You will find much to your liking here.”

His father’s pleasant greeting buoyed up
Henry’s spirit. He had wanted to speak with his parents privately
to tell them that he meant to ride to London for his wife and his
son. But inquiring about his mother, Samuel informed him that she
meant to take her morning meal a little later with Sylvia and David
and had hoped that he would join them at that time. Hearing his
father’s words Henry sat down without partaking of the food. For a
moment he wondered when to inform his father of his intentions.
Father will be off with my brother and Simon soon, he
thought. Benjamin and Simon both know where Louisa is and how
she came to flee there, although Simon does not know the
particulars of the woman whose bed warmed me that cold November
day. Still, I need not wait to tell my father of my thoughts and
plans in private.

“Father,” he began, “I have come to think
that it is well for me to make for London today with the hope of
persuading Louisa to return with me. What say you?”

Benjamin and Simon cast a quick glance at
Henry and then continued to enjoy their morning meal, but Samuel
looked down to the table for a time. When he looked up he began
slowly. “Do you wish to speak to me alone, Son?”

“No, Father, I do not wish to hide my shame.
I did wrong and I am reaping the consequences of my unfaithfulness.
I had not stopped to heed the warning of the Good Book, though I
had heard it many times. I know I’m reaping what I sowed.”

Benjamin looked from Henry to his father for
a quick moment. He tried to remain serious, but Henry’s words
struck him as comical. Indeed he sowed in Sylvia’s bed, but his
harvest is in this very house with a marvelous set of lungs, he
thought. The humor he found in Henry’s words was in part due to
hearing the child crying when he had made his way downstairs an
hour earlier. Now he could not suppress a smile though he tried to
hide it.

Samuel continued, “I too believe you will do
well not to wait long before you ride and beg Louisa for
forgiveness. Your mother will be happy to hear of it. We both have
longed for some communication from Louisa. I trust you will be able
to assure her of your t commitment and loyalty to her from this
moment on.”

“Indeed, I have sworn to remain true to her
the rest of all my days. I’m also determined to do all I can to
gain your approval again and erase the many hours of grief I caused
you and Mother. Our family has been blessed with many advantages.
For too long I took those for granted. Considering young Jane’s
great loss and losing my friend Christopher, Simon’s son, have
given me much cause to think of my many blessings. I mean to show,
henceforth, that I’m grateful for all God has given me,
Father.”

Samuel was surprised and touched to hear
Henry pour out his heart. He walked quickly to him. Placing his
hands on his son’s shoulder he smiled, “What you said just now
makes me truly proud of you, Son. Your mother and I have prayed for
this day. In a few moments I shall go to her in the dining room
where she will be waiting for Sylvia and David. I will tell her of
your plan to make for London today. No doubt, you wish to greet her
there shortly also.”

Hearing his father speak of David and Sylvia
turned Henry’s thoughts to the hour that lay before him. To his
surprise he now no longer dreaded to face David and his wife. He
had decided he would honor Sylvia’s plea for him not speak of what
she wanted to keep secret from David. He had also decided he would
not demand any parental privileges regarding the child or regular
visiting rights, as was her will. He hoped Sylvia would agree to
let him see his daughter at least on some occasions. He had also
decided that he would look after the welfare of the child and her
family. While he had lain awake the past long night he had decided
to offer David an opportunity to better his own lot and that of his
family. “I must find a way to let David earn funds from some
enterprise other than farming his few acres,” he had murmured
before an idea had struck him during his sleepless hours.

His father’s words some weeks earlier telling
of David’s considerable talents building all kinds of things of
wood from constructing buildings to making fine furniture had given
him cause to think. Learning that David loved to build even more
than to farm, had him thinking of on an idea he was sure would be
welcomed by David. “Some time ago Father has arranged an
apprenticeship for David with a master builder well respected in
the county and beyond,” Henry had said to himself. “David will
finish his last term by the end of winter. He will be well
qualified for what I have in mind for him.” Before eventually
drifting off to sleep he had decided to soon discuss the idea he
had pondered with his father.

Taking a sip of his tea, he turned to Samuel
again. “I shall go and greet mother shortly,” he began, “but before
I go I mean to ask your advice on a certain other matter.” Samuel
looked expectantly at his son who ran his hand through his hair
before he continued. “I wish to employ David. It will allow him to
continue to be near his own for most weeks of the year once he has
finished the last weeks of his apprenticeship. My plan of an equal
partnership with him would be profitable for him and to us also.
You told me several times that David has talents as a builder and
carpenter. I have seen a table and a bench he made with only the
crude tools he possesses. If I supplied him with good tools, with
materials and with a workshop where he could work unhindered and
build beautiful things, and I market these items in the





































































































































































































cover.jpg





