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HIGH up above Lake Coniston, the dark winged clouds of night were still folded above the village of Mountaindale. Man and the domestic animals that were his, slept. But the red deer of the forest and the small fleet-footed roe-deer of the moorland, were wide awake. Bent on their nocturnal feast they picked their way delicately on cloven hooves through the rain-soaked bracken and dank coarse grass. They paused to nibble the moss or pull at the young delicious shoots of the green saplings, and the dainty tips of the sprouting conifers. In a few moments now, in that deathly silence which precedes the dawn, the first shaft of light would break over the cold deep lake below, turn the sombre tarns to silver, touch the rolling hills and gild the crags of Old Man Mountain.

Down at Mountaindale Hall—a big turreted house of solid Victorian appearance which stood under the shelter of the hill known as Blue Nod—a girl crept downstairs and let herself out through the kitchen door.

There she bent to caress a liver-and-white spaniel who was curled in a basket by the range. He sprang out and began to whimper and wag his whole hindquarters with joy.

She whispered:

“Down, Rooney … ssh … ssh … I say. The others mustn’t hear us.”

As if understanding, the spaniel quietened. He followed her in silence now, just as he had followed that straight young figure with implicit faith and obedience ever since from puppyhood he had realized that she was his mistress. Perhaps this morning Rooney was perplexed because she roused him at such an unusual hour of darkness. He had known her to do it before, but not often.

A church clock from the lakeside chimed half past four on this mid-May morning as girl and dog ran together across the wet lawn, out of the grounds and on to the road. There the girl turned and began to walk more slowly up the intake on to the moorland. Rooney raced ahead, but came back to heel at his mistress’s call, sniffing at the whitethorn hedges, scenting the rabbits which were becoming as rare in this district as in any other, following the terrible scourge which had almost eliminated the species.

It was still cold, with a fresh breeze, but Dana Carne had been born and bred in this Westmorland village, five hundred feet above the lake. To her the temperature was mild. She was used to bitter winters. She wore no coat, only a woollen polo-necked sweater over coarse blue linen jeans, and thick boots. Every night she painstakingly covered these boots in elk grease to preserve the leather and keep out the water.

She had been given a big jar of this elk grease two years ago in Norway, on her grandfather’s estate, and made it last. Her mother came from Oslo. Dana used to go there with Mrs. Carne for holidays but now the old man was dead and they did not go to Norway any more.

Breathing quickly, Dana climbed higher. She came to the gates that marked the boundary of the Forestry Commission and vaulted over them. She knew no boundary line, for she considered this her territory. She had learned to know and love it long before the Forestry Commission set up its offices in Mountaindale. She was permitted by the Conservator to go where she wished. The twenty-year-old girl was even consulted from time to time about local deer because of her special knowledge of them.

Once Dana stopped and looked up into the dark green branches of a tall larch in which she had caught sight of a small owl. It hooted and sped away at her approach. She laughed and waved after it.

“You know you need not be afraid of me, little owl!”

She was a friend to all the animals. She succoured the sick and dying. Rooney, the spaniel, quivered at her heel longing to be loose, bent on the hunting which he knew his young mistress deplored.

Now Dana stopped again and turned to look far below where the vapours of the dawn were curling around the lovely lake. She thought she heard a strange cry. It was a peacock’s harsh plaintive call, unusual sound in this district. As she turned and climbed up, walking almost as delicately and soundlessly as the deer themselves, she nodded to herself. It might well be a peacock, for she had heard that the newly arrived assistant to the Chief Game Warden had come from India, and brought not only peacocks but some strange Eastern birds which he kept in an aviary. She had not yet met him or seen his collection.

In the darkness, the girl’s face was a pale cameo. The light wind tossed her fair untidy fringe of hair into her eyes. It was beautiful hair, the colour of ripe wheat, tied back in a pony tail and there was something of a young colt’s grace about the movements of her straight long limbs.

When she reached the ridge of the hill she stood still again and raised to her eyes the binoculars which she always carried. There stretched below her, long straight rows of the trees that were being scientifically grown up here by the Forestry workers. Fine slender larches with their feathery green foliage. Little Japanese larches that were fast dying out in the area. Strong sitka spruces; the Norwegian ones which reminded her of her grandfather’s estate. The sombre Scotch pines, the silver birches, the graceful sycamores and the beeches.

As Dana stood there, light broke suddenly over Coniston. Dawn set fire to the hills and woodlands. The highest peaks of Scafell Pike and Great Gable came into focus. But much as Dana loved the splendour of this view, it was something else that she had come up here to see at this early hour. She walked rapidly, over the rough moorland, her boots tearing into the gossamer veil that the spiders had spun across the bog myrtle and the little white cotton flowers. Here the ground became swampy. Dana’s boots and Rooney’s paws plunged and squelched in mud. Against the skyline ahead of them rose the delicate tracery of a wrought-iron structure which Dana had climbed many a time. The observation tower for those who watch for forest fires during hot dry weather.

The girl moved on with a feverish expectant look on her face as though she was searching with all her heart and soul for one particular object.

Finally she reached the high vantage point of a great stone boulder and sprang upon it. With a gesture, she arrested the spaniel. He crouched motionless at her feet, watching her.

Every moment as it grew lighter, the mists dissolved. Dana raised the binoculars to her eyes and searched the horizon. Her gaze came to rest on one especial crag, silhouetted against the sky.

“He must come,” she whispered, “he must appear for me!”

And she continued to stare fixedly at that rocky crag. Soon the clouds billowed away and revealed a patch of heavenly blue sky. The sun began to turn the wet ground around her into a green blaze of diamonds.

“Come soon!” she said, and there was almost a sob in her throat.

The silence was intense. The dog stared with beseeching eyes at his mistress but did not move. A slender roe-deer appeared for an instant between two birch trees, gazed at Dana with startled eyes, then in a flash vanished afar down the ride. Dana loved the roe-deer; they were such graceful charming little creatures, and they were her friends. But it was something more that she was seeking and her whole being cried for it.

Suddenly she quivered from head to toe. He had come. Upon the crag against the rose-and-amber sky she saw him … the great red stag … the monarch of them all. There he stood with his strong lithe body, his beautiful branching antlers, like the branches of a lonely tree. They were not yet clean as they would be in another month or two. They were ‘in velvet’, which means that they were still covered with a marvellous velvety protection to the new horn structure. But it made the antlers look even larger and finer, springing stoutly from their princely coronets. This stag was a king among animals, proudly poised on the crag as though conscious of the passionate admiration in the eyes of the young girl who watched him.

Her heart beat fast. He had come as she had hoped … The Noble One.

That was what she had named the stag when she had first seen him standing on that same crag, three years ago. Younger, more slender then, less majestic perhaps, but always recognizable and marked out from the other deer. This was his territory. The crag, his favourite stance, as though he wished to survey from its heights the wonders of the world beneath him.

“My dear, my darling Noble One!” Dana whispered, and the tears suddenly filled her eyes and began to roll down her cheeks. “How can I go away and never see you again? My splendid Noble One, do not let them take me away!”

As though in answer to her appeal, the tawny-coated stag turned his proud head. He seemed to look straight at her. She had never been any nearer to him than this. No man could get close to The Noble One. But through her strong binoculars, Dana could see the nervous quivering of his nostrils and his great luminous eyes. Nobody else had ever seen him; not even her father who often came up here to walk with her. But she always seemed to be alone when The Noble One appeared. Always when he came, something extraordinary happened to Dana. Something good. He seemed to her to symbolize all that was fine. Not usually superstitious, for she was at heart full of simplicity, Dana was certain that The Noble One was a harbinger of good tidings. She had never needed those tidings more than now when her little world had crashed about her. Soon, unless a miracle happened she would be forced to leave Mountaindale and go with her parents to live in Manchester, in a flat. She hated the mere idea.

To leave this beauty of wild forests, of gushing torrents, of wind-swept lakes—to say good-bye to all the romance and mystery of the hills that had sheltered her from infancy—to be forced to exist as people do who live in cities, to Dana seemed like the sentence of death.

Now she concentrated on the marvellous sight of the red stag who was still looking in her direction. She called to him again:

“Do not desert me, my Noble One. Come and help me.”

Fantastic, perhaps … the guardian deer seen as in a vision by this unique girl who lived in a modern realistic, machine-ridden world. Nevertheless a magnetic sympathy ran across that long stretch of land between herself and the handsome animal that she was watching, and had waited so regularly to see.

As swiftly as he had appeared, the stag suddenly vanished into the cover of the trees.

Dana’s heart was no longer heavy but full of hope. She had seen The Noble One. Something would happen to prevent her parents from taking her away.

“Come, Rooney,” she said breathless with excitement, and sprang from the rock, slinging the strap of her binoculars over her head.

The dog followed her. The air was filled with the joyous sound of birds. The country-side was bathed now in the amber light of the May morning.

Dana kept thinking:

If only The Noble One brings me luck once again, I have nothing to fear.

Two years ago her father had been seriously ill and his life despaired of. It was just before his operation that Dana had seen The Noble One up here. Later that day she drove with her mother into a nursing home at Kendal, and learned that Mr. Carne had made a miraculous recovery. More recently, the life of Rooney, the spaniel, had been in danger. He was involved in a fight with a nasty-tempered mongrel, a stranger to the village, and left for dead. Mr. Wilson, the local veterinary surgeon, warned Dana that Rooney might die. That same morning, in bitter grief, the twenty-year-old girl went up to her moorland retreat and watched for The Noble One. She saw him and sure enough, Rooney lived.

The Noble One was not only the harbinger of life, but of love to Dana’s romantic mind. She fully believed that after his appearance this morning, her exile from the Lake District would never take place.
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DANA had been born twenty years ago in Mountaindale Hall, the home which Oliver Carne had bought for his beautiful Norwegian wife, Signa. Oliver was the son of a cotton-mill owner, who, in his time, had been a man of wealth and vision. Old Carne died ten years ago leaving the mills and the greater share of his estate to his son.

Oliver met Signa on a holiday in Oslo and married her just before the Second World War. Signa had always been delicate; in need of a quiet life, and fresh mountain air. So he had brought her to Mountaindale where they lived happily enough until financial disaster overtook Oliver, mainly the result of double-dealing on the part of the man who was his partner, and following a bad patch in the cotton industry. Oliver had struggled vainly to save the situation. Now he was forced to put Mountaindale Hall up for sale, With what was left of his capital, he was joining a firm of brokers on the Manchester Stock Exchange. For the time being, he intended to live there.

Dana’s mother, at forty, was stronger than she used to be in her girlhood, and not at all dismayed by the prospect of leaving Mountaindale to lead a more social life in the city. But for Dana, the one and only child of the union, it was a bitter prospect.

Dana had had a unique upbringing. Both her parents had decided against a normal course of education. They had desired only their daughter’s happiness, and she had shown as a tiny child, a strange genius for managing animals, a passion for Nature and a dislike of civilization. When she was only ten, Dana had set up a little dispensary for sick and wounded animals, and birds, belonging to children. For miles around they came to her with their pets, and she tended them. She had been tutored by her great friend, Bill Wilson, the vet. By the time she was sixteen, Wilson used to tell people that young Dana Carne knew as much, if not more, sometimes, about the job than he did.

All her life Dana had walked over these hills and dales and observed the laws of the forest. If friends who came to Mountaindale raised their brows because she went to the local school and knew no other education, Dana’s parents remained unconcerned. Their beautiful little girl was strong, healthy, and utterly happy. If she wanted culture she could get it in her own home. Mr. Carne had a fine library and Dana’s nose was rarely out of a book during the long winter evenings. As for experience of a conventional social existence—she did not want it. She had her friends in the district and she went away only at intervals to Norway, there to lead much the same sort of open-air life. Once, and once only, her parents had taken her to London, The traffic, the noise, the fumes, and the mad rush of existence there appalled her. She rushed back to Mountaindale and flung away the clothes that had been bought for her.

Last night, her parents had discussed the future with her. Full of anxiety, Mr. Carne reproached himself as he told Dana the plans he had made to start a new life, a new job.

“Perhaps your mother and I have done wrong in not giving you a conventional education,” he said unhappily, looking at his Dana. “You are so different from other girls—how will you ever conform to life in Manchester?”

She answered:

“I don’t think I ever will, Daddy!”

But her pretty mother had been less sympathetic.

“It is more than time you learned to be as others, darling,” she said. “I agree we have been wrong to keep you isolated here in this lonely village. You, yourself, have become a wild young creature.”

“Oh, let me stay here—don’t take me away,” Dana begged.

Reluctantly, her father told her that he had lost so much money that he could not afford to pay for her to maintain a separate home in Mountaindale, neither could she live alone, at her age. She must inevitably share the new flat with them in Manchester.

A flat. Dana had shuddered at the idea. How, for instance, could her precious Rooney exist in a flat? She disapproved strongly of dogs like Rooney being kept in such surroundings. She would have to leave him in the country with friends. So she would be torn from him as well as from all the wild creatures she loved, and to whose service she was dedicated. And never, never again would she see The Noble One. That was the cruellest cut of all.

Then Mrs. Carne added something that distressed Dana even more.

“Really, darling, remember that you are out of your teens; soon you will come of age. You must put away these perpetual breeches and jeans and sometimes wear pretty dresses and find a husband.”

To that, Dana had made no reply, but the blood rushed to her face. Deep in her heart she believed that the day would come when she must meet the right man and wish to marry him. That was natural. She had already received a proposal of marriage, in Mountaindale. She had also learned that men found her attractive. What she did not realize, perhaps, was that her innocence, as well as her fresh grave beauty, set her apart in their eyes.

Keith Rankin, for one, was in love with her. He was the son of a ship-builder from Barrow, a friend of her father’s. The Rankins spent every summer at Windermere. Keith, who had just left Oxford, had a motor boat and raced it on that lovely water. He was good-looking and rich. He had known Dana since she was a child, and recently became conscious of her desirability as a woman. A week ago he had taken her out on the moor and tried to kiss her. The girls whom he knew in London, where he lived—or at Oxford—were very different from Dana. She had grown into perfect womanhood and begun to intrigue him. He wanted to make love to her. But when he took her in his arms, she fought him like a tiger-cat. So he laughed and actually asked her to marry him.

“I shall teach you quite a lot you don’t know,” he had said. “It might be amusing.”

But Dana suddenly found him objectionable. She could barely speak to him civilly when they met again.

It was not only because he was spoiled and selfish, but because he was a hard, insensitive type that she had grown to dislike Keith, once she grew older. Motor-boat racing was one passion with him—deer-stalking, another. Dana was well aware that he had no love of animals while they lived but his study walls were covered with trophies of blood-sports … and in particular, those preserved heads with the fine polished antlers, wrenched from the sweet dead deer.

She also knew that he and his friends used to join in those terrible mass slaughters which at one time took place every winter in this district. A cold-blooded crowd, as Dana called them, ruthlessly beating a way through the forest; then as the panic-struck deer rushed into the open, shooting and killing them indiscriminately. She used to shut herself in her room and bury her face in her pillow to deaden the sound of the shouting—the shooting. She was thankful that such drives were now forbidden in these forests. Shortly legislation might enforce closed seasons. The gentle hinds, the does, would no longer be killed so atrociously or wounded and their fawns left to starve.

But Keith had openly declared that he used to enjoy the excitement of the mass slaughters; he deplored the ban. For this alone, Dana refused to forgive him. And once she had spoken in front of him of The Noble One. He had listened to her fervent description of the stag, glanced at her unpleasantly out of the corners of his eyes, and said:

“I think I’ll come to Mountaindale to live this autumn and try to get that chap. If they are as fine as you describe, I’d like those antlers for my own collection. A fourteen pointer, eh?”

She had turned on him in a fury.

“If you kill or even injure him you will be as bad as a murderer. You just aren’t fit to live, yourself, you brute. And my stag is as fine and noble as you are the reverse.”

He laughed with amusement but his lips had a cruel twist to them.

“And you, my dear, have lovely golden eyes, like a fawn. But I fear you are in love with a myth and this mysterious stag has bewitched you!”

“Whether I am bewitched or not, I shall never let you find him and kill him for his antlers,” she retorted with passion.

This morning, as she walked down the hill-side, she remembered Keith Rankin uneasily. Her mother liked Keith—had always tried to influence Dana in his direction.

“You are a little stupid, darling, you just want to be more tolerant about his hobbies,” Mrs. Carne observed last night. “You know you could marry him. The Rankins are on the verge of buying Mountaindale for Keith’s sake—as he likes to come here for the deer-stalking. Then you would not have to leave what you call your paradise. You could stay on in your old home as Keith’s wife.”

Swiftly Dana replied:

“Keith is a serpent, and even our dear Mountaindale Hall would no longer seem paradise with him. I shall never marry Keith, never.”

Dana remembered this conversation unhappily, as she walked over the hills, this morning. Half-way down the slopes, Rooney suddenly darted forward sniffing at the ground, then plunged into the thicket, barking furiously. Dana called him. For once he was disobedient. She ran after him. And now she saw what had excited him. He had found a tiny new-born kid lying in a hollow. Quickly Dana knelt down and lifted the little animal on to her lap. Its body was warm. She could feel the little heart palpitating.

“My poor sweet one, then you are still alive,” she murmured and looked tenderly at the small black-pointed hooves, the graceful neck, the blunt little head, the fine spotted reddish coat. The kid’s eyes opened and blinked up at her from under heavy black lashes. It began to bleat piteously.

Another burst of friendly barking from Rooney took Dana farther into the scrub where she found the body of the mother. The doe was dead. From its mutilated condition, Dana guessed that the beautiful animal had probably been attacked by a fox which had been disturbed and made off. The victim had been left to die of shock and injuries.

The ready tears came to Dana’s eyes. She shuddered.

“Poor mother,” she whispered, and touched the doe’s head with her hand, “I will send someone for you. Meanwhile I will take your baby home and try to bring him up for you, and he shall grow fine and strong and—perhaps becomes as grand as my Noble One!”

Carrying the kid in her arms, Dana made her way quickly down the intake, trying to soothe the tiny animal as she went.

Suddenly she saw a man coming up the path towards her. She stopped. She had not seen him before but guessed that this must be Brett Chalmers—the new assistant to the Chief Game Warden. He was a striking-looking young man in his late twenties. He wore corduroys, with a dark blue sweater over an open-necked check shirt. He carried a carved walking-stick. The first thing that impressed Dana was his great height. She was tall, even used to men being shorter than herself, but this man was at least six-foot-five. He had fine shoulders and a long lean body. His face was deeply tanned. She noticed, also that the colour of his thick, untidy hair was leaf-brown with reddish lights. Gradually he drew near her and fixed her with his gaze.

Her heart leaped. An electric shock vibrated through her being. The young man drew her full attention as with a magnet. Absurd though it might seem, she felt that in some mysterious fashion he had the same strength; the lithe handsomeness of a deer. But the next moment such a fancy was dispelled by the sharpness of the way in which the young man spoke to her; coupled with the icy disapproval in his fine hazel eyes.

“What are you doing with that animal?” he demanded.

It was the second shock for Dana—to be spoken to with such coldness and authority. The colour burnt her face. She answered angrily:

“It is my affair. You have no right to ask me questions.”

Brett Chalmers leaned both hands on his stick. His gaze travelled from the girl’s rebellious face to the little bleating creature in her arms.

“I am Brett Chalmers,” he said abruptly. “New assistant to Mr. Lacey, the Deer Warden. I have been warned that there is a great deal of poaching and stealing going on around here. Part of my duties is to put a stop to it. Where did you find that kid?”

Never in Dana’s whole life had any man spoken to her like this.

“I could refuse to tell you,” she began angrily, “I have lived in this district for years. Everybody knows me. And if you must ask, I found the kid on Blue Nod. The mother is still up there—dead. I am taking the kid home, and hope to be in time to save its life.”

“You have no right to walk over the fenced-in plantations of the Forestry Commission—” the young man began.

“Do you know who I am?” broke in Dana.

“That is not the point. The thing is, that I am here to put a stop to poaching. First of all you should not have been up on Blue Nod and secondly, if you find an animal in distress you should report it to the Warden. The kid is not yours to take home as you please.”

Dana stared unbelievingly up at the young man’s stern face. She did not know whether to laugh, or lose her temper with him. She decided on the former course.

“Well, well, you are certainly trying to do your duty. You are also exceeding it,” she said, “but I am not going to stand here explaining myself while the little one dies for want of milk. I will report to you later,” she added with biting sarcasm, then brushed past him and made her way down on to the road.

Brett Chalmers turned and began to follow her. He did not know the girl. So far as he was concerned, she might just be a tourist—a busybody—another of these people the Warden had warned him about. There was so much trespassing and interference with the wild deer these days; it had got to be stopped.

Brett had been about to walk up to Blue Nod, climb one of the rough wooden ladders that had been built in the tall trees, and there from a man-made platform, watch deer through his telescope. Instead, angered by this young girl’s complete indifference to his authority, he turned back and followed her—keeping his distance.

When she came to the gates of Mountaindale Hall, Dana passed through them and vanished up the drive. Brett stopped. Frowning, puzzling, he took a pipe from his pocket, lit it and stood a moment wondering whether to pursue the girl any farther. Out of the lodge came a grey-haired man who looked as though he might be the keeper. Brett gave him ‘good morning’ and they talked for a moment. Then Brett said:

‘Did you by any chance see that tall fair girl who went up the drive just now?”

The other man grinned and nodded.

“Ay—’tis darter of Mr. Carne—Miss Dana,” he said in his rich Lancashire voice.

“Miss Carne!” exclaimed Brett and his face flushed. He rubbed his thick reddish hair with his fingers.

Dana Carne. Well, he had made a fool of himself and no mistake. Of course he had heard about Oliver Carne’s daughter who was so extraordinarily clever with animals. The Warden, himself, had mentioned her several times. And last night in the ‘local’ someone had been talking about the family and said that the whole district would be sorry when the Carnes left Mountaindale. Dana was obviously a great favourite.

Brett realized that he had been rude to the girl. He felt annoyed with himself—and with her for not telling him at once who she was. Well, he would have to see her later today and make his apologies.

Brett turned and retraced his footsteps up the intake towards the hills.

Now that the mists were clearing it was glorious up here on this May morning, and Brett Chalmers appreciated the fact. He had only arrived at Mountaindale two days ago and he was already in love with the place.

Apart from this stupid mistake which he had made over Miss Carne, Brett had begun to feel pretty happy about his installation here as Assistant Warden. He liked Phil Lacey, the man under whom he was working, and the other fellows connected with the Forestry Commission with whom he would also have to co-operate. It was a newly-made job and he realized that he had been lucky to get it. It had come his way because the Warden had known his father in former years when the two older men had met, on shikar in India.

Part of Brett’s childhood had been spent in Multanpur in India, with his parents. He had come back to England to school. It had been intended that in time he should enter his father’s firm as a tea-broker. But he had never been interested in business. His heart, his chief interests, lay in animals and he was also a keen ornithologist. At twenty-five he possessed one of the finest privately-owned aviaries in the East. He was recognized as an authority on birds. For two years he had held the job of assistant curator of a zoo. After being mauled, and nearly killed, by a tiger he returned to England for an operation on his leg. Despite bad scarring, he was now completely restored to health. It was while convalescing that he had reopened his friendship with Philip Lacey, and been persuaded to stay in England and take this job.

He was not sure yet whether he would care much for the extreme cold and damp of a winter in the Lake District after the long years under the sun in India. He had to cope with so much recurrent fever. But as Lacey had said to him:

“You’ll soon shake that off in our mountain air. And you’re a free agent. No ties. If you want to chuck Mountaindale and go back to Multanpur, you can. But stick it for a year. I would like to have you with me, Brett.”

So here he was, installed in a little grey stone house half-way between Mountaindale and Ambleside, well fed and looked after by the owner of the house—a quiet, reliable Lancashire woman named Mrs. Tyson. Brett had the run of the house and she seemed unperturbed when he filled her backyard with his bird-cages. For wherever Brett went, his birds must go. He had shipped many of the rarer species with him from India.

As he walked up to Blue Nod through the fresh golden morning, towards the observation tree, he remembered what Dana Carne had told him about the dead doe. He would find it, sling it on a pole and get the chaps to carry it down to the Warden’s office for investigation. As for the kid—well it was up to Phil Lacey to say whether or not Miss Carne was to keep it.

Now that Brett’s temper had cooled down and he realized that he should not have spoken so sharply to Dana, he began to think more about her. What a wonderful-looking girl she was. His cheeks burnt again at the memory of her scathing voice:

“I will report to you later.”

He hoped that she wouldn’t. He wasn’t very good with ‘females’. He was very much a ‘man’s man’. Since his mother’s death Brett had lived a somewhat solitary existence. He had never been gregarious. He was used to working and hunting with men. He had certainly never had any use for the sort of girl he had met in India, or on the ships going out and coming home. The heavily made-up, flirtatious type, or what he called the ‘little soft treacly ones’ who tried to touch a man’s heart and were dangerous. For Brett was kind and warm-natured under the cold exterior.

He had only let that warmth betray him once in his life so far, when he fell in love with a young nurse in the hospital in which he had lain for so many months after his encounter with the tiger. He had come out of the hospital to find himself engaged. Molly was a charming girl and it might have worked, but the moment she saw his collection of birds and heard about the sort of life she might have to lead as Brett’s wife, her attitude towards him changed.

“You’re so good-looking and attractive when you want to be—why must you always think first and last of your silly old animals?” she had stormed at him. “Do give it all up and go into business and make some money and be like other men.”

But he decided then it would be better to stay a bachelor and devote himself to his work. And after that, he kept clear of women. He was fundamentally gentle. The affair had hurt him. He had thought that the girl who had been so ready to kiss him; who had said she wanted to marry him; would have been willing to take her place at his side and share his life’s work. When she showed that other side and walked out on him, she left him with the feeling that women were not to be trusted; and that he could scarcely trust his own judgement, either.

Nevertheless, he found the memory of Dana Carne intriguing. The thought of her; so tall, graceful and rather splendid, carrying the baby kid in her arms, haunted him.

Dana was quick to tell her parents about her meeting with Brett Chalmers, during the family breakfast later that morning. Mrs. Carne was not interested but Oliver Carne smiled reproachfully at his daughter.

“You ought to have let him know who you were. You must have made the poor chap very uncomfortable. I hear he’s a first-rate fellow. Lacey tells me he has very specialized knowledge.”

“About birds,” said Dana wickedly. “Maybe—but what does he know about deer?”

“Quite a lot, I dare say, and you can teach him the rest,” Mr. Carne smiled back.

But before Dana could enjoy this joke, Signa Carne came out with a piece of information that took all the light out of Dana’s eyes. And she had been feeling quite cheerful because the little kid had taken its first bottle well, and was now asleep in a box by the kitchen fire. Dana felt that she had saved its life. But now her mother broke the unwelcome news to Dana that Mountaindale Hall was sold.

“The Rankins have bought it. It’s all settled, and Daddy and I leave here on the first of next month,” she said.

Uneasily, Oliver eyed his Norwegian wife. She was still pretty despite the silver threads in her fair hair, and built on more petite lines than her daughter. She had never been very tactful. He could see that Dana was taking this blow badly. She sat silent, biting her lips. He tried to comfort her.

“Cheer up, darling. I wish for your sake that this had never happened. But it has to be. Your poor old Dad is broke to the world.”

Dana, choking, looked round the big oak-panelled dining room and out of the window at the sunlit peaks of Old Man which was their loveliest view. One more month—then never again to breakfast in here with her parents, or see those mountains, she thought in anguish. Never walk into the old, bright kitchen where Rooney slept, and call him for a walk—nor sleep in her lovely bedroom, from where she could look down upon Lake Coniston. Never again would she be able to say that Mountaindale was her home or feel that hers was the freedom of moorland, forest or hills. Never hear the deep heart-shaking call of the stag challenging the rest of the herd during the rut. Never go in search of The Noble One.

She sprang to her feet and ran out of the room, the back of one hand pressed to her mouth.

Mrs. Carne sighed. She was sympathetic with her daughter up to a point, but now that she had accepted the misfortune that had befallen her husband and was ready and willing to go with him to Manchester, she considered that Dana ought to do the same.
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DANA was far from resigned.

As for the Rankins becoming the new owners of Mountaindale—that, to her, seemed the last straw. To have that horrid Keith actually living here, filling Daddy’s study with his stag-heads, his antlers, and all his trophies of past hunts—it was intolerable.

Trying to regain her control, she left the house again and walked down the hill towards the village She needed another feeding-bottle for her new baby. Miserably she told herself that she must think of a name for the tiny kid. And if she had to go to Manchester in a month’s time, what would happen to it? What would happen to Rooney?

On her return from the village, she passed the offices of the Forestry Commission which had been built recently almost opposite the gates of Mountaindale Hall. At the same instant, two men came out of the main door. She had to stop and speak to them. The short, fair man with red face and kindly eyes, she knew well and liked. The Chief Game Warden was her friend. When Philip Lacey bade her a hearty good morning, she answered with a smile. But she had to force the smile in her present dreary state of mind. As for the other man—it was with mixed feelings that she looked at him. Brett Chalmers again! And this time he was not angry but obviously much embarrassed. Heavens, she thought, what a great strong fine man he is: but be looks positively scared. Anybody would think he is terrified of me!

Brett was certainly embarrassed and all the more so when Mr. Lacey clapped him on the back and said:

“Now here’s a girl who will put you wise to quite a lot of things in this district, my boy. Dana knows as much about deer as anyone in the country.”

“Mr. Chalmers and I have already met,” said Dana, her tongue in her cheek.

Brett looked agonized. He could see that the girl’s lovely golden eyes were mocking him. He felt constrained to say something and blurted out:

“I am sorry about this morning, Miss—er—Carne.”

“I’m Dana to everybody,” she said abruptly and lowered her lashes, “and there’s nothing to be sorry about. I am sure you were only doing your duty.”

Brett could see how unpopular he was. Before he could speak again, Mr. Lacey spoke to Dana.

“Your father’s just told me that the Rankins have bought Mountaindale.”

“Yes,” she nodded and clenched her hands, determined not to show her feelings in front of Brett.

“It’s a great pity,” said the Game Warden, shaking his head. “I don’t know what we’ll do without you.”

“Can’t you think of a job for me here, so that I can stay?” she blurted out desperately.

The Warden, with his mind on a conference which he had to attend in Windermere, answered on a light note.

“Well, of course, we might make a job for you. With all these accidents and shootings—we’ll soon need a first-aid post up on the hills and put you in charge of it!”

He turned to Brett:

“Get Dana to show you around later this evening, Brett. She’ll put you wise to the lie of our land and I think she almost knows every darned deer by name. See you later.”

He moved off, laughing. Dana and Brett stood still, looking at each other rather warily. Then Dana said:

“Am I to be allowed to keep the baby?”

Red faced, Brett answered:

“Yes, of course. I mean it’s very good of you to look after it.”

“It won’t be for long,” she said bitterly.

“I’m sure I am very sorry to hear that you and your family are leaving Mountaindale,” Brett forced himself to say politely.

“You don’t know what it means to me!” she broke out, and flung back her beautiful fair head. He noticed, now, the strong line of her throat, the short blunt young nose, the wide mouth, so full of character and—above all—the misery in her eyes. He felt strangely uncomfortable and was silent as she began to talk of her grief at having to say good-bye to Mountaindale. She obviously adored it. He could see that leaving would seem to her like being torn in half.

Well, one might easily grow to feel strongly like that about these hills and lakes, he decided. The strange fascination of them had already put him under a spell.

“Manchester,” he heard the girl say in a choked voice. “Think of living in Manchester after this.”

“It sounds grim to me,” he admitted.

She felt suddenly deflated, ashamed that she had opened her heart to such a complete stranger.

“I must go,” she said.

On an impulse, Brett said:

“It’s a pity you could not have had my job. This is a new organization. The job was made for me. Why shouldn’t it have been for you?”

She stared, then laughed.

“You are being sarcastic.”

“I don’t mean to be,” he said. “Oh—obviously, this is a man’s work. But, by all means, as the Warden says, come out sometime and show me the lie of the land, and tell me what you know of the deer around here.”

Now, astonished, she looked up and saw that he was being sincere and friendly. He added:

“I might find you up at the Blue Nod later this evening.”

“But you said I wasn’t allowed up there,” came from Dana, sudden mischief breaking through her gloom. She had the satisfaction of seeing the young man’s strong face redden. She added:

“I generally take Rooney up for a walk between seven and eight. So long.”

He looked after her as she moved away. On a second impulse he called after her:

“Come down to Mrs. Tyson’s one day and I’ll show you my aviary.”

Dana turned back.

“I’ve heard your peacocks calling. I’d like to see them.”

His eyes sparkled.

“What you’ll be more interested in are my Lady Amherst pheasants. They’re beautiful birds.”

Dana went home feeling a little less hostile towards the Assistant Warden. Brett went about his day’s duties annoyed with himself for being what he called ‘soft’. But the girl had looked so miserable about her home being sold up, he felt he had to sympathize with her. As for Mr. Lacey finding her a job here—heaven forbid! He did not want to work with girls.

When she got home, Dana’s mother met her and announced that the Rankins were coming in for a late meal.

“Do get on a decent dress and make yourself pleasant to Keith, darling,” she begged.

Dana froze.

“I am not dressing up for Keith Rankin, Mummy. Besides, I may not be in.”

“What do you mean, Dana?”

“I’ve got a date,” Dana said. “It will keep me out very late.”

There followed a heated argument. Dana could see that she was beginning to upset her mother; for the first time in their lives, they were unsympathetic towards each other. The girl regretted it, for she loved her mother but she could not help feeling that Mrs. Came was unkind to be so indifferent to her sufferings. As for spending the evening listening to Keith talking about himself and his new boats or cars—why waste the time, when she might be up there on the beloved hills?

It was not that Dana had any particular wish to meet Brett Chalmers—it was just that she longed to spend every moment that was left to her, out of doors. In spite of Mrs. Carne’s entreaties, she slipped out of the house with her spaniel at seven o’clock, and climbed up to Blue Nod.

It was a lovely May evening; cool yet perfect with the night clouds rolling from the west and Old Man fired crimson by the sinking sun. At this time in the past, she had occasionally seen The Noble One, himself, in his accustomed place. But she had no hope of seeing him twice in one day. She was even beginning to wonder if his appearance at dawn this morning had had any real significance. Only another few weeks, and Mountaindale Hall would pass into the hands of the Rankins.

She came across Brett Chalmers up on the ridge, silhouetted against the evening sky. His back was turned to her. He was gazing through his telescope across the tops of the trees. He turned suddenly. Something in that quick nervous movement once again brought to her a shock of feeling that there was some peculiar similitude between this man and the great red stag. It was in the way he threw up that fine head as he heard her light footsteps on the dead bracken.

“Hullo,” he said.

“What were you looking at?” she asked.

“A roebuck, just at the bottom of the ride. But he has gone.”

“The senses of the roe are very acute,” she said. “This one is out early. As a rule they do not begin to graze until later.”

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THE NOBLE ONE

Denise Robins





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





