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Chapter One

The old wooden sign, bearing the name of the inn, swayed gently in the light wind. The weather-beaten paint was flaking off, but the letters were just discernible, “The Leather Bottle Inn for Wayfarers and Travelers.”

An ancient oak tree, spring leaves clinging to its branches, rose majestically in the middle of the courtyard. The front of the inn was clothed in inhospitable darkness. The only light came from the back.

The figure of a slim young man emerged and was briefly illuminated in the weak rays of a swinging lantern above the door.

“Au revoir, Timbs,” his clear voice sang out. “My thanks to you and Annie for your help.”

Without a backward glance he strode purposefully towards the stables, his boots ringing on the cobbles. “Are we ready then, John?” he inquired.

John, a dark, thickset man, looked up from adjusting a saddlebag on his horse. “Yes, Mi….” he started to say.

“Now…John, do not forget,” the young man interrupted, “from now on you are to call me Master Gareth…just in case something should go awry. No one is to know my real name.” His voice carried a trace of an accent, hard to place but foreign to this English countryside.

“It’s all very well, Master Gareth,” John grumbled, with the ease of an old family retainer, “but it’s difficult to remember everything.”

“I know,” the young man commiserated, “but if we succeed tonight, John, just think, we will all be free. Completely free. Now, tell me,” he continued, strutting around the stall, “How do I look? Dashing? Handsome?”

John looked at the slim, elegant figure, standing proudly before him. A dazzling white cravat fell over a perfectly fitting black velvet jacket. Knee breeches clung tightly to his taut thighs, and the riding boots shone with a luster that could only have come from having been rubbed with champagne. The face was more difficult to see, for not only was the young man standing in the shade of the lamp that John had secured to the stable wall, but he had pulled his hat down, well over his eyes. However, John, in his mind’s eye knew the details. A firm chin, fine cheekbones, honest, piercingly blue eyes that always gazed at one steadfastly. A striking picture indeed. A look of admiration crossed John’s face. “Aye, you’ll do well enough,” he said gravely. “But I don’t like it, and if Lord Nestor knew, ’e would more than likely skin me alive.”

Gareth made an elegant bow and looked up mischievously. “High praise indeed, John. I am flattered.” He straightened and continued, “And Nestor need never know—if we succeed. Come, it is time we were on our way, just in case Lord Rothermere has made good time.”

A horse whinnied. John moved over to the animal, talking softly as he went. “There, there, Star, I knows it’s past your bedtime, but this shouldn’t take long.” He took the bridle and led the horse out of the stall.

Gareth moved further up the stable and whistled softly. A magnificent black head looked over a partition and snorted a greeting. “Come on, Thunder, my boy, it is time we left.”

Both men swung themselves up on their horses and clattered over the cobblestones and out of the courtyard. A dog barked at the noise until Gareth commanded him to be quiet. They put their heels to the flanks of their steeds and cantered along the dirt road in silence for a while, enjoying the bracing wind on their faces. Thunder strained at the bit, wanting his head, but Gareth had the horse firmly under control.

“I hope these clouds stay with us,” Gareth said, reining in his horse. “They make a perfect cover for our escapade.” He looked back and could barely distinguish the roof line of the Leather Bottle, snuggled as it was in a hollow.

“Come on, Master Gareth,” John urged. “Let’s get onto the ’eath and find that copse before the duke makes ’is appearance. I, for one, will be glad when it’s all over.”

They covered the ground swiftly and found the copse without difficulty. The spot Gareth had chosen was perfect for their purpose. The stretch of road below them was known as the Devil’s Elbow because of the sharp twists and bends. A number of accidents had occurred to drivers unfamiliar with it. The banks rose steeply on either side. The copse in which they hid was thick, and even a suspicious eye would be unable to make out the horses from the trees. The Leather Bottle was the nearest sign of civilization, and that was some miles from Reigate.

The two men cursed softly as the moon made a brief appearance. John pulled his collar more tightly around his neck and tugged his tricorn hat over his eyes. His horse, growing restless, snorted and pawed the ground.

“Whoa, there, Star,” he whispered, “not much longer now, and then we’ll soon ’ave you ’ome.”

Gareth’s horse, sensing the other’s restlessness, tossed his head and danced in a half-circle. “Quiet, Thunder,” he commanded, patting the horse’s neck, “quiet. Only a few minutes and we shall be off.”

He looked over at his companion and laughed. “John, my good friend, you present a formidable picture. Even Mr. Timbs would not recognize you.”

Bundled up in a long scarf and an oversized cloak, John was indeed a menacing sight. “It’s a pity you can’t take the same precautions, Master Gareth,” John grumbled. “Anyone seeing you dressed like that will recognize you right away.”

“Come, come, by the time I have my mask on, I will look as fearsome as you,” Gareth continued, “and if the moon will only stay hidden, all will be well.”

Both men fell silent and peered into the night. Gareth’s plan was daring, and he ran it through his mind one last time. He knew he could rely on John, reluctant though the servant was to play his part. He hoped he himself would not fail. For the sake of his brother he knew he had to succeed, whatever the cost. A gentle breeze rustled the leaves, bringing with it a chill that made him shiver. Was it growing colder, or was it his imagination at work?

“What a desolate place this is, John. Even as a child I hated crossing this heath at night. Do you remember the stories you used to tell us of the headless highwayman? It is strange to think we are acting out the charade tonight. I hope our ending is a little happier.”

John grunted. He could just see the faint outline of the road and, as his eyes became more accustomed to the dark, he was able to discern the bend in the road where the coach would appear. He shifted restlessly in his saddle.

Both men heard the sound of pounding hooves at the same time. With a quick movement, Gareth pulled his mask over his face and released the safety catch of his gun. John gathered the reins into one hand and lifted his weapon.

Spurring their horses, they went scudding down the steep incline.

“Pray all goes well, John,” Gareth called.

“It’s too late for that now. Prayers ain’t going to be of use to no one.”

Fanning out, Gareth pulled Thunder so that he would approach the coach from behind. John, veering slightly to the right, galloped out in front of the coach. He fired into the air.

“Stand and deliver!” he shouted.

The coachman, who was just settling back into his seat after the tricky ride through the Elbow, jerked the reins sharply at the sound of the gunfire. The four horses, already frightened by the unexpected noise, took further exception to the strange command they had just been given, and within seconds they were tossing and rearing between the shafts. The coachman lost control momentarily and let out a steady stream of abuse as he tried to control the leaders. He glanced up briefly and saw that the highwayman had moved in and had him well covered. All thoughts of reaching for his own gun receded.

“When you’ve finished calming them ’orses down,” the man ordered, “you can throw me down your weapons. Otherwise you gets a bullet in your ’eart. So don’t you be trying anything funny.”

The coachman uttered an oath, but he obeyed.

The only occupant of the coach was in a deep sleep, the result of too many late and drunken nights. He woke up as he was unceremoniously flung out of his well-upholstered seat onto the floor. “What the devil now?” he asked himself wearily.

Steadying himself against the side of the coach, he drew himself back onto the seat, instinctively brushing down his immaculately cut coat with one hand and adjusting his cravat with the other. Muscles bulged through his tightly fitting pantaloons, and the diamond buckles on his shoes glinted in the feeble glow of the carriage light. Unable to maneuver his large frame into a standing position, he leaned over and opened this window.

“What in God’s name is all this about, Matthews?” he roared at the coachman, poking his head through the opening. “It is outside of enough that I have to post down to Chartley at this time of night, without your losing control of my bays….”

“One minute, Lord Rothermere,” said a voice at his shoulder. “This will not take a moment. Please step down, with your hands on your head.”

The gentleman twisted his head sharply. He found himself staring into the barrel of Gareth’s gun. Without even the flicker of an eyelid, the man’s left hand sought out the shotgun always carried in a bracket on the side of the coach.

“Lord Rothermere may well be your target,” he drawled, gently easing the gun out of its casing, “but I am not he. My name is Raven….”

With a gasp of disbelief, Gareth let his weapon hand fall. He pulled on the reins, dropping the gun in his confusion. He turned Thunder around and shouted over to John, “’Tis the wrong coach, John. Withdraw and I will meet you in the copse.”

Spurring Thunder, he started to ride off, his heart beating faster. How well he knew those haughty features—the arched eyebrows framing the hooded eyes, the firm chin that jutted out so arrogantly. It was as well he had never met their owner face to face, but this meeting was still a disastrous mistake. He had come for one villain and had found another.

“Not so fast, my young friend,” Raven said light-heartedly, beginning to enjoy this diversion. “Not so fast, I say.” Taking careful aim at the retreating rider, he squeezed the trigger slowly.

The explosion set the horses rearing again, but Matthews was better prepared this time to control them. With a smile of satisfaction, Raven saw his target jerk under the impact of the shot. The rider pulled himself up momentarily but then slumped over the saddle. Slowly he slid to the ground.

“As I said, not so fast,” Raven repeated. He stepped down from the still-swaying coach with all the languid elegance of an honored guest arriving at a dress ball. His weapon was nonchalantly balanced on his shoulder, like a cane, as he strolled towards the prone figure.

John, who was halfway up the incline, had turned at the sound of the shot. With a curse, he swung round and galloped towards Gareth. He brushed past Raven. He flung himself off his horse and knelt beside his wounded friend.

“Are you all right, here?” he asked urgently. “Let’s see if I can’t throw you up on Star and be away before it’s too late.”

Groaning, Gareth turned over, his left hand cupping his right shoulder. “I have been shot in the shoulder, John. I can feel blood…. Oh! God, what a mess. I can hardly focus on you, my friend—give me your hand and help me up.”

“Allow me,” Raven’s voice cut in. Leaning over, he effortlessly raised Gareth. “My, my,” he continued, “what a lightweight you are for a highwayman.” He lowered Gareth’s mask. “And a young one, if I am not mistaken,” he said to himself, unable to see more in the dark. Setting Gareth on his feet, but keeping an arm around him to steady him, Raven motioned to John. “I suggest you get hold of your horses while I try and see what damage I have caused.”

“No, no, m’lord, that won’t be necessary,” John stuttered. “…if you don’t mind, I’ll just take a quick look at my master, and then we’ll be off before you knows it. We meant no ’arm to you m’lord, ’onest. It was just a bet me master ’ad. So if you could favor us by forgetting what ’appened, we promise to be of no more botherment.”

Wiping his brow with the effort of the long speech, he looked anxiously at Gareth. “Come now, Master Gareth, is you going to be all right to ride?”

Gareth listened to this speech, all the while struggling against the waves of nausea that threatened to overtake him. He tried to pull himself away from Raven’s grasp but found that he was caught in a relentless grip. “I have a feeling, John, that this gentleman is not going to take the discomfort we have caused him so lightly,” he said, fighting to keep his voice steady, “I think we must…. The effort proved too much, and John watched with dismay as Gareth fainted away. The wounded man’s legs crumpled and Raven gently laid him on the ground.

“Really, m’lord, if you could just give us an ’and, I reckon we could strap the lad on Star, and I could ride behind ’im,” John begged.

Amused, Raven answered, “As I seem to be responsible for the gentleman’s plight I suggest we put him in my coach. I know of a good hostelry not two miles away where we can put up for the night.”

John replied with alarm, “No, no, m’lord, that won’t be necessary. I know my master will want to wake up in ’is own bed, and I can tend the wound myself. No, that won’t do at all.”

“Come, come my dear fellow,” Raven said, “you know very well that your master is in no condition to travel anywhere on a horse. I’ll brook no argument with you. And it is far better that I answer to your master on the morrow.”

Raven motioned his gaping coachman over. “Help us with the boy, Matthews,” he said, “and make sure the lad is comfortable in the coach. I will ride ahead and alert the inn to prepare some rooms.”

John, even more agitated, said, “I don’t want to cause no more trouble for you nor anyone, m’lord, so’s if you don’t mind, I’ll ride ahead and alert the inn myself. And if it won’t be taking you out of your way, you can drop Master Gareth off.”

Raven, sensing John’s distress and realizing that he probably had some connection with the inn, nodded.

“Now that we have settled that, be on your way. And if you would be good enough to bespeak a room and private parlor for myself, I think we will deal famously together.”

With some astonishment, John stuttered, “Rrrooms, m’lord? …It’s a small inn for sure, not anything gentry like you is used to.”

“Of that I am well aware. But enough talking, my man, and let us all be on our way. I, for one, am determined to get some sleep this night, and this young man needs attention.”

He turned and picked up Gareth’s fallen pistol. John and Matthews carefully placed the boy on one seat. He groaned softly. “There, there, Master Gareth, you’re going to be all right.” He stepped back down to the ground.

“Has he come to yet?” queried Raven.

John shook’ his head. He whistled Thunder. Both horses, which had been grazing nearby, trotted up. “I’ll just tie one ’orse to the back ’ere,” John said as he moved to the back of the coach, “and I’ll be on my way.”

“I wonder what all this is about,” Raven mused aloud. “A mistaken holdup by a young man of obvious quality and his family retainer. One meticulously kept duelling pistol,” he continued, looking down at the object in his hand. “Horseflesh that even I envy, and Lord Rothermere. How curious it all is.”




Chapter Two

John used his spurs on Star and swiftly covered the two miles back to the Leather Bottle. His horse was sweating heavily by the time he dismounted. Leaving Star free, he ran to the back door, stumbling over the sleeping dog. He gave a loud knock.

“Timbs! Timbs! Hurry yourself!” he shouted. Seized with impatience, he moved to the window and began tapping on the glass. “For ’eavens sakes, hurry yourself, man, there’s been an accident and we’ve got trouble on our ’ands.”

“What’s going on down below?” a becapped figure bellowed from a back bedroom. “Dang me, if it ain’t John! Whatever is the matter with you, me man? I fair never seen you so agitated.”

“It’s Master Gareth, Timbs—if you knows who I mean. ’E’s been shot and most likely needs the bullet taken out. Whatever are we going to do? I knew this night would end in disaster….”

“’Ang on there, John—give me ’alf a chance to get down the stairs before you runs away with yourself.” Timbs withdrew from the window and closed it with a sharp bang. A few minutes later, John could hear the noise of bolts and chains being lowered and drawn.

“Now calm yourself, John, me boy, and let’s be hearing the proper story out of yer—Master Gareth has been shot, eh! Well, now, that in itself is going to prove awkward…and, if it’s not too inquisitive of me, where’s the body, then?”

“Timbs, listen to me,” John interrupted, “we ’eld up the wrong coach. Though why another traveler should be on this road tonight, I’ll never know,” he continued, shaking his head. “Anyways, this other gent, a real elegant piece of nobility he is at that, is on the way ’ere, carrying Master Gareth. And, what’s more, ’e wants a properly aired room with private parlor in this very inn. Whatever are we going to do?”

Timbs stepped back into the doorway. “Come on in, John, standing out here ain’t the proper place to be discussing this sort of thing.”

John, still shaking his head, followed Timbs inside. “Annie, bestir yourself, you wench,” Timbs shouted up the stairs. “We are expecting company, and we need some beds readied. Do you hear me, Annie? Get a move on now, and tell Daniel to shake a leg and get ’isself to the stable. There’s one ’orse ready for a rubdown, and more’s on the way.”

Turning to John, Timbs motioned him to sit down. “Now, you just sit there while I fix the ’ot water. Should Master Gareth be ’urt bad, we’re going to be in needs of plenty of it.”

“There was no stopping ’im,” John said with a shake of his head. “’E was determined to come back with us. Thought it an adventure. I knewed trying to outwit that Lord Rothermere were a mistake. I knew it.”

“Now pull yourself together, and don’t go blaming yourself. There’ll be plenty of time for explanations later,” Timbs said brusquely. He handed John a pail. “Get busy filling this up from the well, and lend an ’and to getting things ready upstairs.”

In a short time, the sounds of a coach could be heard. Timbs, hurriedly wiping his hands on the front of his apron, went through the taproom and threw back the bolts on the front door. Shouting for Daniel to join him, he stepped out into the front yard.

Matthews was already opening the coach door, and Timbs was just in time to see an extremely elegant foot appear on the rung. A gentleman jumped down. Timbs, by no means short, found himself looking up at a resplendent figure, immaculately dressed, except for blood stains on his cuffs. Timbs recognized him as quality—real quality.

“I take it you have already been appraised of the misfortune that has overtaken this young gentleman?” Raven drawled.

“Oh! Yessir, m’lord—and we are all ready for ’im. Should you just step inside, then we can carry the young lad straight through, up to the bedroom.”

Raven nodded in agreement. “Very good,” he said, “but be very careful with the boy. I fear he is in even worse shape than I thought. I tried to stem the bleeding, but he has lost a lot of blood. And he has yet to come out of his faint. Has anyone been sent for the local sawbones?”

“Not much point to that m’lord,” Timbs replied, “as we don’t ’ave one around these parts. But I’ve been known to remove one or two bullets in my time, without giving the gravedigger employment.”

“In that case, I can well be of assistance, as I too have helped many doctors in my time, and with some measure of success.”

Matthews coughed loudly, and Raven raised an eyebrow in question. “Did you want to say something, Matthews?” he queried.

“We could still make Chartley before dawn, m’lord,” Matthews said, “that is, if we leave now.”

“Unfortunately, my dear man, I have no intention of leaving,” Raven said deliberately. “You may leave at daybreak with a note of explanation for my delay. I am far too intrigued by this affair to abandon it now.” Timbs blanched. He was thankful that he had the cover of darkness to hide the sudden shaking of his hands. “We don’t want to bother you, m’lord. John and I ’ave worked together before, and we’ll ’ave Master Gareth as fit as a tick in next to no time. It weren’t your fault it ’appened.”

“I do assure you it is absolutely no bother, and, as I have just said, I have no intention of abandoning this adventure in the middle,” Raven said. “Even though in a court of law, I would not be held responsible for the plight Master Gareth finds himself in, I hold myself responsible and need to satisfy myself that all goes well with him before I take my leave.”

Timbs shrugged his shoulders in acceptance. There was no understanding the ways of the nobility. He turned to Matthews, “Let’s get moving, then. It’ll be the door at the top of the stairs we’re ’eaded for.”

Raven followed them inside. “The more no one wants to bother me, the more I want to be bothered,” he said to himself. “I wonder how long it will take before I get to the bottom of this little mystery.”

Inside the bedroom, Annie, plump and motherly, was in front of the fire with several pots of boiling water. She now began ripping a sheet for bandages. John, hovering near the bed, waited to undress and prepare his master for surgery.

For the first time, Raven managed to get a good look at his victim. He drew his breath in sharply. This was no man he had shot, but a young boy. There was not even a trace of down on his cheeks. Who could it be? he wondered. He took the lad’s limp wrist in his right hand and felt for the pulse. Thank goodness it was still strong.

Annie’s voice broke through his thoughts. “Now, everyone out but me and John,” she fussed. “Leave us to get Master Gareth in bed, and then I’ll call you, Timbs, when we’re ready. Don’t forget the brandy and the leather strap. Master Gareth will be in need of both by the time you are through with your cutting.”

Raven shrugged his shoulders and led the way downstairs. This was certainly not the time for questions. “I can see how busy you are,” he said to Timbs, “but if you could spare a moment to show me my rooms, I would like to change these cuffs.”

“Right away, m’lord. Perhaps I can send Daniel into ’elp you, seeing as you don’t ’ave no valet. We’re a bit short ’anded at the moment, I’m afraid.”

“No, no. That will not be necessary,” Raven cut in. “I learned how to take care of myself in France. It will be a great pleasure to be able to dress without the disapproving look of my man. He considers me a positive letdown.” He paused and then asked the question uppermost in his mind. “The boy? Who is he?” he queried. Timbs hesitated, so Raven pressed. “A local lad?”

“Not that I knows of,” Timbs answered. “A friend of John’s is all I were told. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll go and see if they’re ready for me. I’ll have Daniel bring some brandy for you.”

“Be sure and call me if you need help,” Raven called. “I will be downstairs if you need me.”

When Timbs returned to the upstairs room, two anxious faces looked up at him.

“It don’t look so good, Timbs,” John said hoarsely, “there’s been an awful lot of blood lost. But we’re ready for you….”




Chapter Three

Raven changed his cuffs and went below stairs in search of the kitchen. Ducking his head to avoid the low beams in the hallway, he opened several doors before finding the one he wanted. Within a few minutes he had secured half a game pie, a couple of apples, and some fresh bread. Balancing these on a tray, he made his way to the taproom, cursing softly as he knocked his head on the door frame. He spread his meal out on a table, then poked at the dying embers of the fire before throwing on some kindling. As soon as he had a blaze going, he sat back on a settle, deep in thought, the food untouched.

Something bothered him about the whole affair. He searched his memory, trying to place the young lad. He had noticed a faint trace of accent when he had spoken. Continental, perhaps. Maybe the youth had spent some time in France. But where did Rothermere fit in? What business did this mere stripling have with such a notorious libertine? The flawless pallor of his skin and the upturned nose struck a chord somewhere in the recesses of his mind. His frown deepened. A moment passed. With a cry of triumph, Raven sprang up. “That is it!” he said, snapping his fingers with satisfaction. “How obtuse of me. The boy has the likeness of the old duke. A by-blow, perhaps.” He paced the room. Absentmindedly, he picked up an apple and bit into it. “What a fine mess this is turning into,” he continued to himself, as he sank back on the sette and gazed into the blaze.

The sound of muffled voices, an opening door, and running feet penetrated his reverie. He sprang to his feet and went out into the hall. He looked up and saw Annie coming down the stairs. The look of fear in her face sent a chill through him.

“M’lord, please ’urry and ’elp us,” she gasped. “I think we’re in trouble upstairs, and Timbs and John ’ave asked if you can’t ’elp them.”

“Right away,” said Raven, already halfway up the stairs. “Bring more brandy up,” he shouted over his shoulder, “and more hot water.”

The sight that greeted him as he entered the low-beamed, candlelit room, brought him up short.

“Oh! My God,” he gasped, momentarily stunned, “Why in Heaven’s name did no one tell me the truth of the matter?”

There, lying on the bed, was a young woman.




Chapter Four

He stood frozen at the entrance.

“Is this the young ‘man’ I shot?” he asked John brusquely. John nodded. Raven, his eyes ablaze with fury, held himself in check as he looked at the wounded girl.

Although covered by a sheet, it was easy to see she was naked under it. Brilliant red hair, framing her face, accentuated the pallor of her skin. Her mouth was parted, exposing perfect white teeth, and her soft moans, barely audible, were nonetheless unnerving.

He looked at the two men and saw them silently begging him to take command. His gaze returned to the bed. He nodded briefly. In three quick strides he was by the bed. He felt her pulse. It was weaker than before and too rapid. Her breathing was rasping and obviously painful. Blood was slowly oozing out of the wound, causing an ever-widening stain on the sheet. Raven smelt the fear in the air and realized that both men were on the borderline of breaking. Knowing from years of campaign experience that a gentle authority was needed at a time like this, he shook off his anger and quietly and matter-of-factly said, “Pass me that bowl of water, John, so I can wash my hands.”

He looked down at the unconscious form and knew a moment of fear himself. His heart quickened, as it always did when he went into battle. One thing he knew, he was going to fight the Devil himself for her life, whoever she was.

Washing his hands he asked Timbs with studied care, “Is the bullet out?”

Both men nodded, happy to respond to a voice of authority. Timbs said shakily, “It looks as though an artery ’as been severed. I’ve never seen so much blood.” 

“No, I do not think anything of the kind has happened,” Raven answered. He eased back the sheet, exposing a breast, crimson-streaked with blood. The maleness in him responded to the deadly beauty. Never had he dealt with a woman in such circumstances. He inhaled deeply and forced himself to think of his task and nothing else. Even so, his fingers trembled slightly as he gently probed the open wound. Again he steeled himself and thankfully felt his control return.

“As long as the bullet is out,” he said, “I will try to stem the bleeding and clean up the wound.” Without looking up, he continued, “Annie, hand me the bottle. Then run and fetch your largest needle, the strongest thread, and your sharpest scissors. I may be able to sew it up so the scar will not be too noticeable.”

He took the brandy and poured some into the wound, slopping more onto a bandage. The girl moaned, and her eyelids flickered briefly. “Hold her still,” Raven ordered John.

Annie returned, her ample bosom heaving as if she was unused to such exertion. “I’ve got the needle, m’lord,” she said breathlessly.

“Good!” Raven responded. “Timbs, make sure it is clean. Light a match and draw it through the flame. Be sure you do not touch the part you have cleaned except with a piece of bandage. Then thread it for me, and have the scissors at the ready.”

The girl’s breathing was more labored now. Fear gripped Annie, and she cried out, “Will she live, sir? Please say yes. Oh! Lord, please don’t let ’er go.” Tears welled up in her eyes and trickled down her fat red cheeks.

“Come, come,” Timbs said gruffly, briefly patting her on the back. “Pull yourself together, there’s a good lass. We can’t be coping with two emergencies. This gentleman knows what ’e’s doing, that’s for sure. Now give me the needle, and bring us another bowl of water.”

Sweat gathered on Raven’s brow, forming a droplet that started to roll down his nose. “Someone, wipe my brow,” he ordered. Timbs obliged.

Raven worked swiftly, swabbing the wound. The pile of reddened bandages at his feet grew. The girl was growing restless, and John was experiencing some difficulty in holding her steady. “Not much longer, now,” Raven said soothingly, just in case she could hear. “I have nearly finished. The needle, please, Timbs. Annie, stand by with the brandy, and if this young lady comes to, give her a large, unladylike swig. My sewing may hurt, but that will do the trick.”

Twenty minutes later, the four people in the room straightened up and looked at each other in relief.

“We are not out of the woods yet,” Raven said. He wiped the back of one bloody hand over his brow and massaged his neck with the other. “If we get through this night, we might win. Around-the-clock nursing is needed, and it can only be done by the three of you. Otherwise this young lady will have been compromised beyond redemption.”

A stunned silence followed as the other three realized the full implication of his remark.

“I suggest we leave Annie here for the moment,” he continued, “and I will meet you two in the tap room in ten minutes. If we are to succeed in pulling ourselves out of this mess, we must treat it as an army campaign…. And, as self-appointed commander, I need to know all the facts before I formalize a plan.”
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