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My nose I have never wished other than it is, for, though neither purely
Greek nor classically Roman, it is yet of a delicate tho' sufficing
assertiveness and suits the fashion of my countenance to a nicety. But
then my eyes—large, darkly blue and long-lashed (thank Heaven)—are
(alas!) too wide-set and beneath low sweep of brows themselves all too
mannishly thick (though my woman Deborah will not have it so and crieth
horror on my suggestion of plucking), tho' your slim, high-arching brows
suggestive of a youthful surprised innocence be at present all the mode.

Yet these same eyes of mine (thanks to their shape, size and lashes
aforesaid) can be emotionally various as and when I will; thus, my
mirror assures me, they can instantly flame to a steadfast scorn, flash
most passionate resentment or swoon with a tender languishment, and all
extreme convincingly.

Then again (and oh, the pity on't) my mouth, though naturally vivid, is
(alack) too large for beauty's perfection and do I attempt to pout in
rosebud fashion, it showeth too altogether detestably luscious.
Howsoever, my teeth being white and even, instead of pouting I can smile
engagingly.

As to my person, I am neither too tall nor too short, of shape truly
feminine and very justly proportioned; in this Nature hath shown such
discriminating kindliness that I, in gratitude therefor, take pains to
set off her noble handiwork to fullest advantage. As, for instance, the
patch so justly placed a little below my right eye and the artful
disorder of my auburn hair, loose braided and caught in curls (four)
above my left ear. Also, being long and graciously limbed, I detest
these hooped petticoats and distortionate panniers beneath which
deformity may go all unsuspect; thus myself doth favour the soft mystery
of clinging draperies that may, as it were, shadow forth some vision of
the delectable truth they hide.

Thus then Ursula Revell (that is, myself) doth stand confessed, ætat.
twenty-three, very serenely conscious of her good points bodily and
mental, and grieving (albeit secretly) for her bad, yet with faith in
herself and her destiny and therefore nothing diffident.

And I have revealed myself with this precise exactitude that such as may
chance to read this narration shall know in some sort what manner of
creature was I who sat in my boudoir beneath the dexterous hands of my
devoted maid Deborah, all unwitting the singular adventures, dire
perils, horrific fears, woeful doubts and fierce joys that were to
commence for me upon that sunny afternoon of July, in the year of Grace
Seventeen Hundred and Two.

"Beyond all question," said I, turning to glimpse the curve of my neck
in the looking-glass, "I shall never marry him, Deborah."

"La now, Miss Ursula, ma'm, why ever not?" bleated Deborah. "And him a
Vi-count, such great gentlemen! And what's more, one as you can't judge,
seeing, ma'm, as you've never seen him—"

"Not since childhood, but I've heard so much of him, Deb, that I already
despise him perfectly."

"Oh, ma'm, and him your uncle's very own choice."

"And this of itself is sufficing reason to refuse him since my Uncle
Crespin's choice is not and never could be mine.... And so indecently
sudden! Besides, I've no mind to be wed; marriage at best is an odious
business to women of sentiment."

"But, Mistress Ursula, I declare!" gasped Deborah, "oh, la, ma'm, if all
women thought so, where should us all be? And you to say so, Miss
Ursula, you as so many fine gentlemen be so ready to die for! There was
the Captain gentleman at the Wells, ever prepared to swound at your
pretty feet."

"And a heartless fortune-hunting wretch!" quoth I.

"Well, the sweet young nobleman with the soulful eyes as writ you that
pome—and the London beaux nigh a-fighting for to hand you from your
coach and chair, whenso you go to Town! And the dooel as was fit over
you in Lincoln Inn Felds last time! Oh, you to speak so against holy
wedlock, and so many fine men a-dying to wife you!"

"This," said I, rising, "this is why I esteem horses nobler creatures
than men. Howbeit, I'll surely never be wed by this Viscount wretch—"

"Ah, but Mistress Ursula, oh, my dearie, you was made for love sure and
to mother pretty babes—"

"Horrors, woman! Hold thy naughty tongue—"

"But, ma'm—"

"Be silent!"

"Yes, Mistress Ursula, only if you so dare cross him, whatever will your
uncle say?"

"Rage and curse, to be sure, Deborah, but then, so shall I, for to-day I
mean to vindicate myself once and for all, and so away to Aunt Selina at
Shalmeston."

"Oh, 'tis sad, grievous sad you should ha' been left an orphant so
young!" sighed Deborah. "And nobody as do love ee true save ... only ...
poor me!" Here she dropped a large tear upon my hand, whereupon I
instantly kissed her comely face and cuddled her buxom form and snugged
my head into the warm soft hollow of her neck and shoulder, clean
forgetting the nicely ordered disorder of my hair.

"Sweet, true soul," said I, "dost know I love thee ... hast been my
comfort many's the time ... thou'rt so fragrant and good and
common-sensed—"

"And thou," she sobbed, "so lonely ever but for me ... and never to know
a mother's tender care—"

"My mother!" said I, now weeping also, "my mother that died so young ...
and I have sorely missed her ... to ha' known a mother's love 'stead o'
the drunken tantrums of a sottish uncle—"

"Hist now, dearie ... you'm so headstrong wild and Sir Crespin be so
turble fierce, and now if you disobey him—"

"I'm too old to be whipped these days, Deborah, and am my own mistress,
thank God, to choose my own way, be it up or down. So pack and make
ready, for I'll whisk thee away with me to Shalmeston. I'll ride my bay
mare and you pillion with Gregory. Howbeit, Uncle Crespin shall not
force me into wedlock 'gainst my will,—no, never!" said I, snapping my
teeth on the word. "I'll not marry—an' I ever should, then the man who
takes me to his heart shall be mine own choice; ay, by heavens, a choice
serenely deliberate and based on sure knowledge of him—or I'll die a
maid to lead apes in hell right joyfully!"

Thus said I, frowning on my reflection in the mirror and mighty
determined, little recking (poor soul) what wild, outrageous wedding
mine was to be indeed.

Then catching up riding cloak, hat and gauntlets, I went forth of my
chamber and adown the wide stair to face my guardian uncle and dare my
fate.

I found Sir Crespin somewhat fuddled, as was usual with him at this
hour, sprawled in great elbowchair, his long peruke awry, coat and
waistcoat loose and unbuttoned, and slopping wine-glass on his knee.
Perceiving myself, he rose unsteadily, waved his glass in jovial
salutation, dropped it, cursed it pettishly, filled another and favoured
me with a staggering bow.

"Ha—hail!" quoth he, 'twixt gasp and hiccough. "Hail to the wi-witching
bride! Adzooks, 'tis a blooming Hebe! No, 'slife, 'tis a glowing Venus!
Barrasdale's a dev-lish fort'nate dog!"

"Uncle Crespin," said I in tone of disgust and turning to an adjacent
mirror to set on my befeathered riding hat with due care, "you show more
odious drunk than usual!"

"And th-thou ... thou'rt a pert minx to say so!" he stammered angrily
and sank down in his chair again very sudden.

"Pray, is your Viscount arrived?" I demanded.

"Not yet—no, but ha' pa-patience, sweet carnality, aha, temper y'r hot
blood—"

"Sir Crespin," cried I, my eyes instantly aflame with bitter scorn, "you
are base as you seem! Be silent, sir, and hear me."

"Ha—silent? I? This to me—"

"Uncle Crespin, to serve some purpose of your own, you would marry me to
a man I have never seen but know by report for a very rakehell—"

"Nay, faith; no more than is the gent-gentlemanly fashion, girl. We be
all rakes and ever shall be whiles a man's a man and woman's the
te-tempting—"

"He is also a drunkard, Uncle."

"Why, the lad drinks, as gentlemen must and should, but marriage shall
settle him, I'll warrant—"

"Tho' not with me, Uncle Crespin. I'll none of him—"

"Hey? What—?"

"I utterly refuse even to contemplate such vile, detestable union, as I
am here to tell his lordship whenso you produce him—"

"Why ... damme, will ye dare cross me then?" gasped my uncle, clawing
himself up to his uncertain feet. "Ye curst termagant shrew, will ye
dare me to—?"

"Uncle," said I, catching up the heavy riding whip that chanced to hand,
"you know well how that I have dared you all my unhappy days. As a
child, I nothing feared you, despite your slaps and whippings; as a
woman and my own mistress, I despise you, yet was content to suffer you
here at my house of Revelsmead—"

"Ha—suffer me, by God—"

"But, good uncle mine, three weeks agone you proposed this marriage to
me first and I told you then I'd die rather. But now, Uncle, rather than
endure the shame of such wedlock or become the victim of your schemes,
I'll see this Viscount dead—ay, by my virginity and you too!"

"God's my life!" gasped my Uncle Crespin, actually recoiling before the
menace of my look. "The wench threatens murder!" Then he clenched his
great hands in sudden menace, but as he came at me, I raised the heavy
whip and stepped to meet him.... What shameful doings might have chanced
I scarce dare think, nor is there need, for in this moment a strange
voice stayed us, a something hoarse yet lazy voice at the open lattice.

"Dare I venture to intrude?"

Back reeled my uncle, to thud heavily into his elbowchair, and lowering
the whip I turned, as in through the open casement came the neatly
bewigged head and broad shoulders of a man; now, thinking him no other
than this expected Viscount, I instantly flashed him a look of such
passionate resentment that he blinked, bowed and withdrawing head and
shoulders, into the room came a leg in long, dusty, spurred riding boot;
then the other and finally himself, a very dusty person who flaunted
weather-beaten hat and whose full-skirted coat showed something
threadbare with hard usage. Hat thus aflourish, he bowed first to myself
and then to Uncle Crespin. And so, for a moment, we were dumb all three.
Then, to my surprise, my uncle demanded and most urgently:

"And who, sir, who a-plague may you be?"

Now at this I viewed the person with some faint feeling of interest.

A slim, lean man of no great stature, with bronzed visage nothing
remarkable save for quick, bright eyes, an aggressive nose and a mouth
whose grim lips (as he chanced to meet my look) curled up at me with
sudden elfish quirk, at the which freedom be sure I frowned; and now, as
he stood there, daring to smile on me, I sensed in this dusty,
weather-beaten, sunburned fellow a quick tho' latent vitality and
therewith a glimpse of such grimly fierce resolution that, despite his
sleepy voice and ease of bearing, a very strangely sinister creature I
thought him.

"You, sir," cried my Uncle Crespin, mighty imperious; "are ye deaf? D'
ye hear me? Who are ye—hey?" The stranger turned him slowly and,
seeming to view my uncle's flushed and angry face curiously, feature by
feature, made answer in his husky, languid voice.

"Sir, you may call me Captain Japhet Bly, hither despatched to convoy or
shall we say escort your niece the lady Ursula, that I dare affirm is
she that now doth so frown on me, safe to care of her aunt, my lady
Brandon at Shalmeston Manor. And here, sir, my credentials."

From the bosom of his dingy coat, he drew a sealed letter but instead of
putting it into my Uncle Crespin's clutching, outstretched hand, he gave
it to me; so, breaking the seal I opened the letter and read this in my
Aunt Selina's crabbed characters:


My sweet child Crespin writes me thou art to wed and from my house.
So come to-day with the bearer of this and find a mother's welcome
from

Your loving Aunt 
Selina.




Having read, I placed this letter on the table to my uncle's hand and
he, having scanned it through, glared from it up to me.

"Ursula," quoth he, "begone to thy chamber!"

"Uncle," I answered, glancing into the mirror to see if my hat was
properly set, "fare you well. Do I give Aunt Selina any message from
you?"

"Damme—no!" cried he. "You bide here, madam, here at Revelsmead, I
say—"

"Not so, Uncle," I murmured, drawing on my gauntlets, "I ride this
moment for Shalmeston—"

"I forbid it!" he roared, upstarting to his feet. "I forbid ye to ride
there, or any other where, madam, d'ye hear me? And alone too! And with
this fellow, a stranger, a—"

"Captain Japhet Bly, sir," murmured the person, bowing, "very humbly at
lady Ursula's service."

"And not alone, Uncle; my faithful Deborah rides with me."

Now here, chancing to glance at the person, I caught him regarding me
with methought a something odd expression. And now my uncle, leaning
towards me across the table, spake me in tone and with look that was
almost an appeal.

"Ursula ... child, it was your dead parents' expressed wish and earnest
desire that you should in fulness of time wed a Barrasdale of
Aldbourne."

"Ay, truly," I answered, "but not this Viscount Barrasdale; it was his
cousin they willed me to wed ... the gentle boy I mind so well that was
my companion and playfellow years ago ... the poor boy that died or—"

Over crashed the table and my uncle made at me with such evident fury of
purpose that once again I raised whip but, ere I could strike, the
Captain person interposed, and with quick and almost incredible ease
lifted Uncle Crespin struggling aloft and seated him, gasping and
speechless, in his cushioned elbowchair.

"Sir," said the person, "an' your niece be ready, permit me in all
humility to take my leave of you."

Now though his voice was sleepily soft as ever, very dreadfully changed
showed the face of him, with eyes glaring atwixt narrowed lids and lips
backdrawn from strong white teeth with such hateful look of animal
ferocity as vastly disgusted and yet (I do confess) pleasured me too,
seeing how for once my formidable uncle cowered in dumb amaze.

And now it was that Deborah tapped at door and peeped in timidly to say
the horses waited; so, with last look at my silenced uncle, I went forth
of the chamber and out of my house of Revelsmead that never yet had been
truly mine, and glancing round about me and up to the radiant sky, I
drew deep breath of the fragrant sunny air and felt all my body atingle
with a strange new rapture wonder-sweet. Then came Gregory with the
horses and there too was the Captain person, hand down-reaching for my
foot, to lift me into the saddle; but, misliking the man and his easy
assurance, I set this proffered hand aside with my whip and beckoning
Gregory, with his aid got me lightly (and as I think gracefully) to
horse and, chancing to glance at the person, saw him regarding me with
his grimly quirkish smile. I found the creature became annoying and so
glancing disdainful at his dusty boots and rusty spurs, addressed him
directly for the first time.

"Sir," said I, suiting tone with look, and suffering my habit to reveal
as much as it should but no more, "sir, for your proffered escort accept
my gratitude and farewell."

"Madam," he answered, with sudden chuckling laugh (extreme odious), "I
do begin to love this England better than I did."

Then, seeing Deborah vainly endeavouring to mount up behind Gregory, he
lifted her to the pillion, ordered her petticoats, smiled up into her
comely, blushing face, and swung himself astride his own sorry mount
whiles I looked on, pondering his words.

And thus with him beside me (and all too near) and Gregory and Deborah
behind, with the pack horses laden with such of my baggage and
portmanteaus as Deborah deemed necessary to my proper comfort, I set
forth on that road beset by shameful affrights that was to lead me
through fury of battle and raging tempest, through hardship, suffering
and perils a-many to that everlasting wonder of the which I had never
dreamed. Now as to what this abiding wonder is, how it cometh and
whence,—ye shall something know perchance that trouble to read
patiently to the end of this, my astonishing narration. And thus, with
the words wherewith I began, will I here end this my first chapter.
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Beyond my park gates the road runneth broad and white, shaded on the one
side by hedgerows and tall trees until it reacheth a narrow bye-lane; we
were hard upon this lane when out upon us rode two horsemen, such
evil-looking rogues they and of aspect so desperate bold and truly
villainous that instinctively I reined up my horse, and what was my
amaze and disgust to see these manifest rogues were leering at and
saluting myself, for one of them, a great, long-limbed fellow, pulled
off weather-beaten hat to bow and flourish, saying hoarsely:

"Your humble servant, madam!"

"Ay, ay, messmate,—myself also, ma'm," quoth his companion, in voice
surprisingly musical, a lean, bony fellow whose peaked, bronzed face was
puckered by a livid scar that ran from sunken eye to blue, shaven chin.

Now as I sat regarding this egregious pair disgustfully, as methought
they deserved, Captain Bly's sleepy voice murmured beside me:

"Madam, you behold my very good friends, Barnabas Rokeby and Ezekiel
Penryn." Here, looking from the speaker to these same hangdog friends of
his, I was greatly minded to turn and ride back but, as if reading my
thought, he seized my horse's rein, so on I rode again, will I, nill I.

On we went by hill and dale, till we were come to open country: wide,
grassy levels where a myriad tiny flowers bloomed, with beyond these on
the one hand the gentle grandeur of the soft, swelling Downs and upon
the other a broad vale dotted here and there with tree-girt hamlet or
village, the darkling mystery of far-flung woodland and afar a vague
glamour that was the sea. It was as I viewed glad-eyed this so loved and
right familiar prospect that the Captain person uttered these strange,
very outlandish words:

"Stand by, messmates; I snuff foul weather down wind yonder."

Thus or some such said he and I, being in some small wonder, troubling
myself to glance at him, saw how he eased the pistols in the holsters of
his saddle and, looking where he looked, beheld afar a group of horsemen
galloping in rolling dust cloud.

As they approached, I saw these were four and could hear them laughing
and shouting gaily one to another; when they were come yet nearer, I
recognized them for neighbours all four,—gentlemen of my acquaintance
and persons of quality, to wit: Sir Harry Wilding, Mr. Brant, Mr.
Welland and Lord Holmby, and the cause of their riotous hilarity was all
too manifest in their flushed faces and extravagant gestures when,
beholding me, they reined up across the road, hats aflourish and voices
so loud in vociferous greeting that I frowned on them each and every,
and disdainful bade them go back to their wine-bibbing; whereat they but
laughed the louder.

"Nay, now," cried Sir Harry. "I do protest an' we be anyways fuddled,
sweet Mistress Ursula, 'twas in pledging joy and long life to thy lovely
self, so soon a bride, and abounding vigour to—"

"Be silent, sir!" cried I angrily.

"Aha—sweet coyness!" laughed Lord Holmby. "Howbeit we are come to bring
Geoffrey his blushing bride. And zounds, madam, I protest we find you in
dev-lish odd company, let me die! Be quit of 'em and entrust thy so
tempting self to us thy so devoted humble servants and very slaves to
command—"

But here, and before I might retort, the Captain person spoke in voice
rudely harsh and words wholly unintelligible.

"Avast!" cried he fiercely. "Belay and veer, my bully boys; veer and
stand away, lest we run ye aboard."

Lord Holmby blinked, swore and reached for his sword hilt, but even then
the Captain's horse moved, leapt and cannoned into Lord Holmby's sleek
animal so violently that his lordship was thrown and his mount, snorting
affright, galloped furiously away. The Captain's hands flashed down and
up and in either fist was a levelled pistol.

"Now, my pretty lads," quoth he, fiercely jovial, "d' ye give us room or
do I make ye—which?"

Sir Harry Wilding snatched out a pistol ... but ere he might discharge
it, Deborah screamed and I was deafened by sudden report, and through
drifting smoke cloud saw Sir Harry staring pallidly at the broken weapon
in his numbed and shaking hand; and whiles I soothed my frighted horse,
myself well-nigh stunned by the suddenness of it all, quoth the Captain:

"And there spoke Castor; here's Pollux shall talk e'en more to the
point, if need be. Messmates—their barkers!" roared this so violent
wretch, whereupon his two companions riding near snatched away the
pistols of these startled gentlemen whiles my lord Holmby, getting to
his legs, to scowl and dust his rumpled finery, cursed so unrestrainedly
that I would have cried shame, but ere I might do so the Captain's
booted foot whirled from stirrup and thrust his lordship down into the
dust again.

"There's dog of a lord for ye!" he growled; "a lewd cur to yap afore
lady. Bark again and I'll brain ye. Forrard's the word, messmates." So
forward we rode, the gentlemen giving us way and all of them with never
a word.

And after a while, finding the Captain rode beside me, I shot him a
glance askance and saw he was regarding me with his odious, leering
quirk.

"Well, ma'm Ursula," saith he in his sleepy voice, "how think ye o'
Japhet Bly? Doth he appeal the virgin soul o' thee to the instant
slavish obedience so necessary for what is to be?"

"But what should ever possibly be 'twixt myself and such as yourself?" I
demanded and looked at him and through him, and drooping my lashes in
contempt beyond all words, capped all this with a shudder, then glared
with sudden fury to his baleful sleepy voice and throaty chuckle.

"Mighty fine, ma'm, and yet beside the mark! your ladyship's high airs
and graces go by me, for I'm neither amorous, ogling fine gentleman,
delicate coxcomb nor languishing beau—"

"The which is sufficiently evident!" quoth I.

"Then, ma'm, when you think on me, I—"

"Oh, sir," I retorted disdainfully, "you are presumptuous to suppose
thing so impossible, for truly I do nowise trouble my thoughts with
you."

"Why then, you will, ma'm; you will anon! I dare prophesy you shall come
to think o' Japhet daily, hourly and by the minute. You shall watch his
every look, hang upon his least word and gesture,—faith, ye shall dream
of him waking and asleep."

"Ah, then now, sir, now," said I, turned on him and bitterly
contemptuous, "I do think on you now and with a very perfect disgust."

"Nay," says he, shaking his detestable head, "disgust shall not serve. I
must needs inspire thee with one or all o' these several passions, to
wit:—ardent love, unreasoning faith or blind fear; choose thou!" Now at
this I forgot rageful scorn in stark amazement for, seeing the wretch
was nowise drunk, I deemed he must be mad and as I surveyed his lean,
unlovely visage, his next words made me sure of this.

"For, ma'm Ursula, with your every look and gesture it becomes to me the
more certain that for your own future good I must presently marry you!"
Then, seeing me bereft of speech:

"Alas!" sighed he. "And I had thought to live and die a merry,
care-free bachelor!" Though raging indignation had made me dumb 'twas
but for a moment, and now I lashed him with every scornful epithet that
leapt to my tongue (and these a-many, thank Heaven); I poured upon him a
very torrent of bitter reproach and searing invective, and all with such
look as should certainly have struck shame to any but this oafish wretch
who, in the height of this tirade, fell chuckling so that I yearned to
cuff and scratch the hateful, lean face of him; and now becoming
breathless.

"Odious impertinent!" I gasped. "Vile, despicable, ill-bred wretch ...
detestable monster ... rather than stoop to such infamy I—"

"Would see me dead—I know!" he nodded. "But, ma'm, am I of such
abounding life and vigour I must needs live, it seems, an' live
henceforth to your passionate grief, for wed you I shall—"

Here or ever he might prevent, I wheeled my eager mare and bounding from
the road, set off at sudden furious gallop.

Before me the ground rose in a long ascent, a grassy slope becoming ever
steeper, but my dainty mare Rosabell was fleet and took it bravely,—up
and up, her sure hoofs pounding the velvet sward, her shapely body
rhythmically aswing, she bore me nowise distressed until the going was
easier; but then, hearing pursuit behind me, I sudden plied whip and
spur so fiercely that my poor mare, all unused to such harsh treatment,
snorted in painful affright, swerved violently in her stride, reeled and
went down, throwing me headlong.... Then powerful arms were about me and
a voice groaned:

"Now God forgive me!"

But these arms so strong were so reverent in their embrace, the voice so
unexpectedly gentle, that I ventured a peep through my lashes and saw
the face above me changed as his voice, indeed so transfigured that I
scarce could believe it the same. And now, seeing in him the cause of
my bruises (several) and reason of my downfall, I resolved he should not
revive me too soon nor without sufficient pain and labour, and that his
anxious dread lest he had wounded or killed me should grow to fear.

Thus when he presently set a silver flask to my lips, I shut my teeth
against it, yet none the less I must needs swallow some of the fiery
spirit, wherewith he deluged me so that I choked.... Yet I held my eyes
resolutely shut and lay in his arm limp as poor dead thing, nor stirred
even when with officious hand he must feel if my heart yet beat or
no—(as indeed it did, to be sure). The which fact seemed to reassure
him, for he sighed deeply and thereafter held me closer and very still,
seeming to be looking down on me earnestly. Then the compelling arm
lifted me higher, nearer to the face down-bent and for one long and most
abominable minute (wherein I held my breath appalled) I thought he would
have kissed me and braced myself to endure such shameful affliction; but
my fears proved groundless (thank my stars) for he presently drew away
and setting me down, waited for me to recover.

Thus after some while I sighed tremulously and opened swooning eyes to
see him sitting over against me, cross-legged upon the sward, busied
recharging the pistol he had fired; then glancing at me with his
quirkish smile:

"Didst think I would ha' kissed thee?" he enquired.

At this I merely shivered and closed my eyes again.

But presently I heard him stir and, looking up, saw him leading back my
mare, for the poor, dear creature for every affection had stayed near me
and now, approaching, was nuzzling his grimly cheek, her graceful head
above his shoulder.

"And now," says he, caressing my Rosabell like one that knew and loved
horses, "we will proceed, ma'm, an' you be able to mount."

"I'm not!" I murmured, faint-voiced.

"Then I will lift you," says he, "for on we must."

"No need is for such haste," said I.

"Ay, but there is," he answered.

So having no mind he should touch me again, perforce I got me upon my
legs and with his unasked assistance, back into the saddle.

But when I would have turned on the road, he stayed me. "Our way lieth
yonder!" said he, gesturing where in the distance (though nearer and
more plain from this eminence) gleamed the sea.

"But Shalmeston Manor lieth the other way!" said I, turning.

"I know it," he answered, swinging lightly astride his own horse, "but
you are riding with me to watch poor Japhet pay debts long overdue."

"Never!" cried I, gathering up my reins purposefully.

"At once!" said he, seizing them also; whereupon I instantly struck at
him with my whip only to have it seized, wrenched from me and tossed
away.

"So now, most gentle lady, let us ride."

And thus, with his great brown fist fast upon my mare's reins, he led me
whither he would.

"And what of my maid?" I demanded, raging.

"Shalt find her safe enough, I'll warrant me." After this, we rode on
together side by side and never a word between us.




CHAPTER III


Table of Contents



TELLETH HOW (AND TO MY HORROR) CERTAIN DEBTS WERE PAID


Table of Contents



We rode by bridle paths and unfrequented ways, for he seemed to know the
country hereabouts as well or better even than I; and we went at
leisured, ambling pace and rode in a silence unbroken save for the
jingle of bits and creak of saddle leather, since whenso he attempted
speech, I stared dumbly over him, beyond him, or turned my back on the
wretch; thus, instead of offering further speech, he fell a-singing of
some lewd rant full of "heavings" and "Yoho-ings" with mention of dead
men, murder and the like, until at last:

"Oh, be silent!" I exclaimed.

"As any stockfish, an' ye will, ma'm."

"What do you intend with me?"

"You've heard."

"Is it money you want,—a ... a ransom?"

"No, ma'm."

"What then?"

"Yourself."

"But you nothing know me."

"Better than I did and shall do e'en better anon."

"You ... you will dare abduct me?"

"Ay, ay, ma'm, abduct it is and more's the pity."

"Oh, Villainy!" raged I. "Shalt hang for this!"

"Peradventure, ma'm, tho' let's hope not, for both our sakes. Howbeit,
yonder lieth Shoreham and 'tis thither we go." Now as he spoke, I
spurred my poor Rosabell in wild and desperate hope of escape, but, even
as the mare reared, his brutal arm had plucked me from the saddle and I,
prone across his knees, was fighting him, desperate with rage and fear;
and even now this merciless tyrant must leer and mock at me, for:

"Easy now!" says he. "And oh, fie, shame on you, ma'm, for to be showing
thus a modest sailorman your legs ... besides, I've already remarked
their shapeliness alow and aloft—"

"Beast!" I cried, striking up at his mocking face; so he dropped me.

"Madam," said he in altered voice and look so changed that I caught my
breath, "some day poor Japhet will be loving you very truly and with
such reverence as shall be your own astonishment."

Then, riding after my mare, he brought her back.... And presently we
were going on again through these solitudes where showed no living
creature saving our two selves.

The kindly sun sank low and lower and with his going my courage began to
fail me and my poor heart to beat (and ever more distressfully) for
shameful dread of what this coming night must bring; though minding how
he had viewed me with a gentleness so unexpected, nay almost reverent,
in this I found me some small comfort ... and yet, as the evening
shadows lengthened and grew, so grew my doubts.

"Ma'm," said he at last and suddenly, "you sigh very prettily plaintive
and oft; now is this by reason of waxing passion o' love or yearning for
supper? If 'tis love," he went on, seeing I deigned him no reply, "then,
ma'm, here is thy Japhet; if 'tis mere lust for meat and drink, down
yonder is snug tavern where they shall be duly satisfied."

Looking whither he pointed, I saw a little valley below us where,
bowered amid trees, rose the roof and chimneys of a small inn that
methought very remote and desolate; and the sight of this inn, its
lonely situation where a woman's screams must go all unheard, this
filled me with such dreadful apprehension that I approached it with a
prayer upon my tremulous lips.

As we drew nearer, my companion set fingers to mouth and whistled
shrilly, whereupon and almost at once two men approached who lifted arms
in cheery salutation.

So came we to this inn or rather hedge tavern, which I saw bore a sign
naming it The Jolly Woodman.

"Is our bird safe, Absalom?" questioned my companion of these two men
who were staring up at me.

"Ay, ay, Cap'n!" answered one, a smallish, white-headed man, who yet
seemed strangely young in despite of his silvery hair.

"Why then, go fetch the gentleman's sword," quoth the Captain, "and do
you come with us, Ben, to take our horses." So saying, he led the way
round to the back of the inn where was a yard shut in by barns and
stables.

Here we dismounted and taking my hand (will I, nill I) he led me into a
fragrant barn and so brought me where, couched upon hay pile, lay a very
gorgeous gentleman, though his velvets and laces showed rumpled by
reason of the cords that bound him from belaced throat to silk-clad
ankles, while his face, half hidden in the long curls of his great
periwig, was further hidden by the dingy clout that was tied about his
mouth. Now even as I gazed pitiful upon this poor, so ill-used
gentleman, the Captain chuckled and using my hand to point with:

"Ma'm," says he, his wolfish mouth twisted in its odious, sneering
quirk, "you behold here a very person no less, ma'm, than my lord
Viscount Barrasdale,—ay, look on him, for 'tis indeed the noble
gentleman would have honoured you with himself in wedlock. Observe him,
lady—these speaking eyes how fierce and fiery they roll; is it for love
o' thee and thy worldly goods, or for instant bloody vengeance on thy
poor Japhet? Himself shall pronounce. Ben, unloose him."

With a swift dexterity, the prisoner was freed of his cruel bonds,
whereupon he rose and stood rubbing and chafing at arms and wrists, a
tall, comely gentleman despite his scowling look, a masterful gentleman
of full though commanding presence.

"What, Geoffrey," mocked the Captain. "I do protest thou'rt grown plump
as partridge, Geoff—" Uttering a snarling, inarticulate cry, very
dreadfully beastlike, this dignified gentleman leapt at his grim
tormentor but checked as suddenly and recoiled before the narrow,
twinkling steel that threatened to impale him; and sword thus in hand,
the Captain mocked him still.

"Patience, Geoffrey! Thy day was and is gone; mine is—now! Absalom
Troy!"

"Ay, ay, Cap'n."

"Heave the gentleman his bodkin!" I saw the white-headed man unsheathe
and toss a naked sword at the gentleman's feet who, snatching it up,
stood for a dreadful moment bending the supple blade this way and that,
staring on the Captain's leering visage with a strange, fixed intensity;
once he seemed about to speak but, as I held my breath, he leapt instead
to such sudden fury of action that I shrank in terror, my eyes upon
those clinking, whirling blades in horrified expectancy.

Now fain would I have closed my eyes but the murderous dart of those
twinkling points held me as it were enthralled. I heard the man Absalom
Troy beside me mutter a great oath and then the Captain spoke:

"I've cheated ye of your heiress, Geoff! See, there she stands to watch
me brand ye for damned villain ... so play your best, Geoffrey! Pink me
an' ye can, for, by God—" The flashing swords whirled furiously; I
heard the white-haired Absalom laugh thin and shrill, and then the
gentleman, dropping sword, reeled back, begemmed hand to his dreadfully
marred cheek that dripped blood horridly.

"Soho!" quoth the Captain, sheathing his cruel sword, "there's my mark,
Geoffrey; nor shall ye rub it off, no matter how long you live to
plague this poor world. How think you, ma'm?" And he turned where I
stood so faint and sick that now when I would have denounced and cried
my abhorrence of him, his face blurred, the ground swayed dizzily
beneath my stumbling feet and, for the first time in all my life, I
verily and truly swooned away.
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Opening my eyes, I found myself outstretched voluptuously upon a great
bed and, starting up in instant horrid fear, was something reassured to
see myself still fully dressed save for my hat, cloak and spurred riding
boots; so down I sank again, being yet sickened by the savagery I had so
lately witnessed ... those murderous swords ... that gashed and bleeding
face ... the remorseless, mocking figure of this Captain Japhet Bly.

And thinking of him and of my own present helpless plight, my natural
courage and resolution well-nigh failed me; for if he could so use a
man, what mercy should poor defenceless woman expect of such monster
(thinks I, shuddering) and hid my burning face in the pillow, my pride
all forgot, my poor body trembling for shame of its all too alluring
womanhood. Then my heart leapt wildly, for a hand was upon the latch
and, starting to an elbow, I stared in a sick terror as the door
cautiously opened.

"Who ... who is it?" I gasped.

"Naught save me, ma'm!" answered a female voice, and I sank back in very
ecstasy of relief as into the room came a woman whose kindly, beaming
face showed gentle as her voice, so that crying I know not what, I
reached out my hands to her and next moment was laughing and weeping in
the shelter of her arms.

But presently, growing somewhat comforted, I looked up into her eyes and
reading there naught but goodness and a sweet sincerity, I poured out
the tale of my woes and haunting fears, beseeching her aid so humbly,
yet with such passion, that she came near crying too for very sympathy.

"Oh, but ma'm," she murmured, "oh, my dearie, ye dunnot understand and I
durst not tell ee—"

"Let me go," I whispered; "help me to escape ... give me a chance to
steal away. Be the gentle, kind creature you seem and help me—"

"Oh, but ma'm, 'twould never serve ... if ye but knew—"

"Money!" said I.... "My purse—here, take it! And you shall have
more ... much more, so much as you will—"

"Hush now, hush thee!" she sighed, her kindly face very troublous. "I
may not ... 'twould be in vain; he would take thee again and
perchance ... bloodshed ... prison."

"No matter, I'll risk my very life to win free of him," I pleaded.
"Where is he now?"

"Busied a-doctoring yon poor gentleman's face, a-binding and
a-plastering."

"But 'twas his own brutal hand that wrought the harm,—"

"And 'tis his own two hands that be now a-mending of it.... But, ma'm,
Mistress Ursula, ah, my lady, y' do ha' forgot me sure, and no wonder.
But I be Mercy Dale, as was once Mercy Brent, and you be that same
little lady Ursula growed up, as used to visit the Great House at East
Bourne, when I was second nursemaid. You'll not mind me, but you can't
ha' forgot the little Earl ... my lord Aldbourne, as was your
playfellow. You'll mind Charles, the little Earl, Mistress Ursula?"

"Yes, yes," I answered, "the little gentle boy that died—such gallant
little fellow—"

"Died?" says Mrs. Mercy, opening her large soft eyes at me, "Died—ay,
for sure! But how knew ye this?"

"I heard some such tale.... But oh, Mercy, an' you have any o' the old
love for poor me, be bold to help me now for—" I caught my breath and
we started from each other's arms, as a fist hammered on the door and a
harsh voice growled:

"Mrs. Mercy, ma'm, you an' lady below: Cap'n orders!"

"Yes, sir," answered Mercy, rising nimbly and smoothing her neat gown.
"Come you, my lady—'tis supper, tho' early—"

"No!" said I, clenching my hands and mighty resolute, "I'll not stir ...
his detested face ... no, I'll bide here an' I must."

"Nay, but my dearie, come your ways now wi' me—"

"No—no!" cried I, again leaping from the bed. "I have no hunger and ...
I do so loathe the mere sight of him I could not eat—"

"Oh, but madam, he ... there be naught o' harm shall touch ee. So come
now, ma'm, come wi' me, lest he grow angered like and come after ee to
take and make ee." Now at this, glancing from Mercy's pleading face to
the door and then askance at the great bed, I shivered and, giving her
my unwilling hand, suffered myself to be led forth and down a pair of
stairs to a certain door, but here I stayed her to whisper.

"Who ... who was it carried me up to bed?"

"Why, ma'm," she whispered back, "who but himself, the ... the Captain."
Then, setting my teeth, I threw open the door and stepped into a cosy
chamber, its lattices open to the sunset glow and empty save for myself;
moreover I saw the table was laid for but one.

"Thank God!" quoth I fervently.

"Eh,—what now, my dear lady?"

"I feared the infliction of the Captain's presence."

"Nay, ma'm, alack, I am prevented," murmured his detested, sleepy voice
and in at the window came the odious head of him. "You behold me, ma'm
humbly pleading you'll excuse my presence. Mrs. Mercy," says he,
finding me dumb, "you may serve her most gracious ladyship and feed her
well for what is to be."

"Yes, sir!" murmured the dame, with bobbing curtsey; then I was alone
and this brutish Captain leaning in at the casement.

"Ma'm," says he, so soon as the door was shut, "your shy timidity of
look and fear-averted eyes do gratify me extremely, for by these same I
judge your prideful spirit beginneth to bow, thy heart to leap, thy
flesh to chill, for fear o' this poor Japhet ... and all so very soon!"

Now at this I turned on him but, mindful of that room above stairs, I
checked the fiercely disdainful retort upon my lips and sinking wearily
upon the nearest chair, turned my back on him. So for a while was a
silence, wherein he seemed distractingly and utterly still, even as I;
then he chuckled and I heard his spurs go a-jingling off across the
yard. So came I to the lattice to look with yearning eyes towards those
far green slopes beyond which lay freedom, and for a moment had some
wild thought of flight till, chancing to espy the man Absalom watching
me, silvery head acock, I sighed dismally and turned from the window to
see the door open and there, to my joyous wonderment, my own devoted
Deborah.

"Oh, madam," cried she, and then we were in each other's arms. "Art
safe, ma'm?" she questioned in her breathless fashion. "Art safe ...
unharmed ... no wise touched ... this naughty villain...."

"All is well—so far, thank kind Heaven. But how came you here, my
Deb ... to my need, how?"

"Oh, ma'm ... my lady, 'twas him, this des'prate fightsome Captain,
himself bade me to thee, he did. But oh, alack for Gregory!"

"Ah, what ... what hath he done to poor Gregory?"

"Oh, shameous, ma'm! They ha' so plied him atwixt 'em that he lieth
sadly drunk and snoring. But oh, Mistress Ursula, what shall befall us
this night—you so beauteous and me so—so timid o' mankind and this
place full o' men ... clawsome tigers and ravensome wolves and us like
two poor frighted lambs.... Oh, Mistress Ursula, what ... what must us
do?"

"Keep together," I answered calmly as I might. "We must keep ever close,
Deborah, and seem unafraid—and whatsoever befalls, no matter how, no
matter where, you lie with me, this night."

"Ay, I will, ma'm, I will! I'll cling to thee so close wild tigers shall
not drag thee from me whiles I live,—no, nor any two-legged tiger
either."
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Evening had fallen to glimmering dusk and we were sitting close
together, Deborah and I, two poor souls very woeful and forlorn, though
Deborah was still at her supper (by my leave) munching and sipping,
sipping and munching, till I could have boxed her ears, to see her thus
cowishly resigned.

"If ye would but peck a bit, ma'm," sighed she, viewing me above laden
fork, "a morsel now—"

"Woman," said I, shuddering, "a crumb would choke me."

"Nay, come now, my dearie ma'm, a snippet o' the beef, so tender and
heartsome—"

"You should know!" I retorted bitterly.

"Ay, I do so, ma'm," she nodded; then, filling her mouth she munched
again until I leapt to my feet in such strange frenzy as surprised
myself and so startled Deborah that the poor thing dropped her fork and
stared up at me with great fearful eyes.

"Lud, ma'm, what—what now?" she faltered.

"You ... me ... everything!" cried I. "How can you eat—how dare you
eat, and with death and worse all about us? Yet you so munch and munch
and my poor sick heart ready to burst."

"I ... I was so hungry, ma'm. And there be naught to hearten one like
good food and Mis' Ursula, dearie, things might be worse; us might be
poor corpses, or alive and shameous ravaged and abused—"

"'Tis an evil but deferred, mayhap," said I, and so miserably that up
she jumped (the dear one) to clasp and comfort me.

"There, there! my dearie," she murmured, patting me as I had been
timorous child. "I know 'tis wild and violent man and you no more than
poor tremblesome frighted maid, but—"

"Frighted—I?" cried I fiercely, whisking myself from her clinging arms.
"'Tis pure horror sets me a-trembling—loathly horror of a beast, not
fear of man; I fear none o' the odious sex and least of all this man ...
except he catch me alone.... This vile wretch—oh, damn him!" cried I
wildly. "How dare he thus use me—od rot him! Oh, but he shall answer
for this yet, tho' I die for it—he shall suffer plague and the devil
seize him—"

"Fie, ma'm, fie!" chuckled a voice at the window and, dim seen against
the dusk, the Captain's head thrust in at us. "Such tripping facility o'
phrase! I protest you can so outcurse and swear poor sailorman that I
blush for myself and envy you—"

"Captain Bly," said I, making the most of my inches, "an' you must creep
and listen, stretch wide your detestable ears and hear me. That
whatsoe'er befalls me and mine at your wicked hands, I swear to God that
some day, somehow, for that you shall pay and bitterly suffer—"

"Why, ma'm," says he with grim laugh, "Japhet hath known so much o'
suffering,—ay, and such suffering, that he and it shall meet like old
messmates."

"Yet look to it, sir," I continued; "dare so much as lay your wicked
hands on me, and, so soon as chance serve, I vow to kill you." Something
in my passionate utterance must have convinced him, for 'stead of
throaty chuckle I heard him draw his breath sharply and, finding him
silent, I said in the same even tone:

"You believe me, sir?"

"Faith," he answered. "I believe ye might try."

"Never doubt it!" I nodded. "Give me knife or pistol and I will prove my
words."

"Why, so you shall," he answered, nodding back at me; "yet not now, for
now we ride; so make you ready."

"How an' I refuse?"

"You shall be bound and gagged and thrown across horse—mighty
undignified." With which he turned and jingled away and presently horses
were stamping in the yard.

And so, because I needs must, I beckoned Deborah to aid me with my
cloak; then espying among the litter of the supper table a knife that
showed strong and with a point, I caught it up and hid it 'neath my
cloak whiles Deborah was setting on her own. Then in came Mercy, bearing
candles, and putting them down stood wringing her hands and looking
furtive towards the lattice; wherefore, deeming she yet had a mind to
aid me an' she dared, I spoke her, whispering:

"Mrs. Mercy, in my purse be fifteen guineas—take them oh, take them and
steal me a pistol—" But at the word she recoiled as I had struck her,
then leaning near,

"Ah, no—no!" says she in strange, gasping voice. "'Twere wickedness,
for he ... he is not as he seems ... he is noble gentleman ... hath
suffered much wrong ... bitter griefs ... ha' no fear, only be you
patient a little while—" The pleading voice ended in choking gasp as in
upon us strode the Captain himself.

For a moment he scowled from the woman to me and back again then, mutely
beckoning us forth, I swept by him and so out into the dim yard, where
men muttered together and horses stamped impatiently.

And presently, being mounted, we rode away from this inn of The Jolly
Woodman at leisured ambling pace (the horses plodding silent on the
velvet turf) through a vague countryside, tho' the sky was spangled with
stars and the glamour of a rising moon. They had mounted Deborah also
and she, not so used to the saddle as I, moaned plaintively ever and
anon. How far we rode thus or how long I know not, but up came the
gentle moon at last and very tenderly familiar she seemed.

Now, looking up at these wondrous lights twinkling from the floor of
heaven, I breathed a wordless prayer to that Great Creator of it all,
yea, of all that ever was or is or is yet to be, calling on Him now in
my extremity like woeful child to loving Father, since He that is so
mighty to shape this infinite universe is so tender to mark the fall of
a sparrow. Then I (that had been wont to pray but by rote all heedlessly
hitherto) now prayed with all my soul for strength and courage and
patience; that God would keep me alive and undefiled or teach me how
worthily to die. And presently my heart swelled with a new courage, my
dreadful apprehensions were all smoothed away, so that I now went with a
serene mind and my eyes uplift to heaven in very ecstasy of gratitude,
for it seemed God had verily heard my prayer.

Slowly the moon rose, very large and ever brighter, until she swam in
majesty like the pale queen that she is; and looking on her so familiar
gentle face she seemed, as it were, some kind friend watching over me,
though her tender radiance made our captors show the more villainous
than ever,—six of them I counted riding three and three before us and
behind; and they talked but rarely and then in hoarse mutterings, going
thus with little noise and by desolate ways like the furtive wretches
and gallow birds they were. From the evil menace of them I lifted my
gaze again up to the moon's placid beauty and had gone thus some while
when the three who rode immediately before me began to talk and I saw
they were Ezekiel Penryn, Barnabas Rokeby and the Captain.

"So," says Rokeby, "thy cake's dough, eh, Japhet; art cheated o' thy
dear vengeance, lad!"

"Hosanna!" exclaimed Penryn. "'Vengeance is Mine, saith the Lord!'"

"Ay, but Zeke, herein I hold myself the Lord's anointed," says Captain
Bly (and very blasphemous, methought). "'An eye for an eye,' reverend
sir."

"Why, there's reason in that, look you!" quoth Penryn unctuously. "'A
tooth for a tooth'; 'tis gospel. Then you'll after your man, eh,
Japhet?"

"Across the world, Zeke."

"And 'tis mighty well!" said Rokeby. "Here's no place, no rest for such
outcast dogs as we; 'tis rope or worse an' we be recognized—"

"Recognized, Barnabas?" quoth Penryn, with cackle of mirthless laughter.
"You—wi' that grim figurehead and greying hair! There be nary one shall
recognize such bloody cut-throat for what you was when you rode out wi'
us for the holy Protestant cause, God prosper it! Would your own mother
know ye? Curse me—no!"

"She's dead!" growled Barnabas. "I was able to learn thus much."

"And as for me," continued Penryn, his sweet voice very clear above the
creak of saddle leather, "would any o' the multitudes that thronged to
hear me preach, and stood whiles I lifted their souls to the very
footstool o' God, know me in this ruin that I now am? Damme, not one!"

"Twelve years!" said the Captain, turning to stare up at the moon now
high risen upon our left. "Twelve years!"

"Call 'em twenty!" growled Barnabas. "Didst try to find thy wife and
family, Zeke?"

"No, messmate, no! The children will be grown by now ... well, let 'em
think me dead ... as I should be, but for you and Japhet, with a curse!"

"Hast a wife too, Barnabas, I think?" questioned the Captain.

"I had, comrade, but she's wed again."

"Art sure, man?" says the Captain, laying hand on the speaker's broad
shoulder.

"Beyond doubt, comrade ... well, why not? We ha' come back out of hell
to find we are dead and forgot—eh, Japhet?"

"Ay," he nodded; "we be dead men all."

"Which, being dead, yet speak," quoth Penryn, with another cackle of
laughter. "Ay, and with hands, praise Jehovah, that yet can fight!
Alleluia! So give me bloody battle—eh, Barnaby?"

"Ay, Zeke.... And what says you, Japhet man?"

"That having lost my all, I'll take all that I may."

"Ay, and what o' this lady, ha? You, Japhet, that's had no truck wi'
women since that Spanish donna we took at Margarita. Come, what o' this
lass? She'll prove a handful, by her looks, I'll warrant—"

"And women aboardship mean strife," quoth Penryn, "bloodshed, Japhet,
and all the sins in the calendar; so, comrade, what's your mind?"

But now when I hearkened, my every sense on the alert, the Captain's
answer was lost in sound of clattering hoofs as, leaving the grassy
track, we came out upon a hard road. Now went I something dismayed at
their mention of a ship and greatly mystified by this talk of dead men.
But my anxious speculations were suddenly dispelled as, rounding a
shoulder of the Down we had been traversing, I saw below us what seemed
a farmhouse with barns and ricks and beyond, the sea, upon whose
restless, gleaming waters rode a great black ship, her lofty masts
soaring high against the moon 'mid an infinity of ropes and rigging.

Now this sight instantly renewed all my terrors and knowing in my poor
heart that this same ship was to be my prison and perchance the shameful
end of me,—this filled me with such wild despair that, resolved to die
in my dear England if needs must, I kicked foot from stirrup and thus,
with some desperate hope of escape one way or other, leapt from the
saddle.... I heard Deborah scream, had a vision of rearing horses, then
all breath and life itself seemed smitten out of me.
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Back from a blessed unconsciousness came I, little by little, to see
painted, carven beams above me with a great gilded lamp that swung
gently to and fro; and I watched this dreamily awhile till I became more
and more aware how my head throbbed and of a painful smarting in my leg;
and then 'twixt me and the lamp came Deborah's down-bent, anxious face.

"Oh, my dearie lamb!" sighed she, cool hand upon my aching brow. "Thank
Heaven you'm your own precious self again."

"Deborah," said I, glancing about, "are we ... where are we?"

"Safe in this gurt ship, ma'm."

"Safe?" cried I bitterly.

"Ay, dearie, though you was like poor dead thing and oh, a-bleeding
right horrorsome, poor bird."

"Why, how was this; what happened?"

"You fell, dearie ma'm."

"No, Deborah, I jumped."

"Oh, lud 'a' mercy and all they rampageous horses! You might ha' been
killed!"

"And why not?" sighed I wearily. "But why did I bleed and what aileth my
leg?"

"Ah, your pretty leg, ma'm!" cried Deborah, hands clasped and eyes
uprolling. "Your dear, beauteous leg all cut and gory! Your new
petticoat with the point lace all blood! But your sweet, lovesome
leg—look at it!" And lifting my garments, she showed me my leg all bare
and a bandage swathed just above the knee.... Now, seeing how deftly
this bandage was set, I sat upright very suddenly, staring down at it
in an evergrowing perturbation.

"Deborah," said I at last, my wide gaze still on this, "was it you ...
set this bandage?"

"Who else, ma'm?"

"Deborah," said I, looking at her now, "you could never have set bandage
so! You are telling me wicked lie!"

"Ay, I am, dearie," sighed she, "though meaning no wickedness. And I
vow, ma'm, he handled you as your pretty leg was made o' glass,—so
gentle! Ay, so tender as you was a flower—"

"He?" I gasped. "He? You mean—"

"Ay, I do, Mis' Ursula dearie; him, the Captain—"

For a moment I could but stare at her and, becoming conscious of my
naked leg, hid it passionately; then indeed I found words aplenty, nor
paused for breath until she began to sob and splash great tears and I,
'twixt anger and shame, nigh sobbing too.

"Oh, Deborah," gasped I, "how could you suffer it ... how could you, how
dared you suffer this vile man to ... such odious freedoms—"

"La, ma'm, I swear to holy heavens 'twas no such thing—"

"Yet let the monster touch me—"

"But oh, ma'm, you seemed so dead-like and me so distraught-like and him
so quick-like that your petticoats was up and your stocking was down ere
a body might wink. And then—Lord bless you, ma'm, your pretty leg might
ha' been a man's leg or a horse's leg, for aught he seemed to mind, or
leg o' chair or table. And oh, 'tis wrong, Mistress Ursula, ma'm, 'tis
shameous cruel in you to think your Deborah would allow o' such except
across my dying body ... me as hath loved and cared for ee all these
years and now to be suspicioned! Oh, Mistress Ursula, that you could
think such shame o' me!" So saying, this dear, devoted creature flung
herself on her knees beside me in such passionate grief that I could but
kiss and comfort her.

"But tell me, Deborah," said I, when she had suffered me to dry her
tears, "who stabbed me? Was it—the Captain?"

"Lord, no, ma'm—no!" she exclaimed. "However could ee think it? 'Twas
yourself, ma'm; leastways the knife as you took and hid in pocket o'
your cloak cut you, it did, when you jumped—"

"Where is the knife?"

"On the table yonder, ma'm."

"Bring it to me." With this knife clutched in hand, I sat up, despite
Deborah's protests, to see I had been lying on a broad-cushioned settee
or locker that extended along two sides of a chamber or rather cabin,
nobly furnished and panelled with strange, pretty woods, the great beams
above my head brave with paint and gilding and with goodly carpets
underfoot, all of the which finery of itself waked in me a new dread.

"Oh, 'tis fine grand ship, ma'm!" said Deborah.

"Indeed, my poor innocent, too grand!" said I, shivering. "'Tis my very
belief this is no better than pirate ship."

"Oooh!" exclaimed Deborah, clasping her hands, tho' with such look as
perfectly surprised me.

"How?" cried I. "D'ye not see what this means? This wicked ship and us
on't, beset by desperate, lawless men, murdering villains ... sailing us
away heaven knoweth where."

"'Tis turble, ma'm, for indeed the ship do shew full o' men, though to
be sure there's none of 'em nowise harmed us yet, and there be one, a
tall man wi' gold rings in's ears, as lifted me into the boat so kind
and gentle he might ha' been a body's own mother—"

"Gracious heaven above!" said I. "Are ye so brazen bold to have no fear?
My poor silly wretch, we may be beaten ... ravished and walking planks
very soon—ay, and eaten by sharks ... and you can do no more than clasp
your foolish hands and cry Ooh!"

"Nay, but Mis' Ursula, what should a poor body do?"

"Do?" quoth I, flashing scornful eyes at her. "You should be nigh dead
with horror and shrinking shame."

"Deed, my dearie, ma'm, I do be trembling all over me now."

"Oh, be silent!" said I.

"Yes, m' lady—"

"Nay, tell me, is my leg much wounded?"

"No, ma'm, glory be! 'Tis scarce more than scratch, though you bled
vastly—proud blood, he named it."

"Never mention the wretch!"

"Very well, ma'm. Shall I put you to bed?"

"No! Besides, I see no beds."

"There be a little room behind yon door wi' two, ma'm, though he named
'em bunks!"

"A detestable word! And I'll none of them, girl. I'll lie here on the
settee and watch the night out."

"Nay, but my lady, at least you'll be undressed?"

"Horrors, no! I'd lie in full armour an' I might."

"Why then, let me loose and make you easy."

"Not a string, woman!"

"Well, oh, my dearie, won't you please to eat somewhat? Ah, prithee peck
a bit if 'tis no more than wing o' chicken—"
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