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To Ken Fait
Tiger! Tiger!
Lord Randal Beresford was in a vile temper.
This condition would not have been apparent to many members of Milord’s acquaintance outside of his mother and his old nurse, both of whom had known him from a child and could therefore read even the faintest of signs: the slight rigidity of his handsomely flared nostrils, the imperceptible narrowing of the eyelids over his dark eyes, the faintest of white lines around his well-cut mouth. Since neither of these ladies, nor his best friend, Sir Peter Daley, was present at the Dog and Duck Inn at Smoulton, a wretched village with no claim to beauty or style, there was no one to mark his lordship’s potentially explosive state in time to prevent disaster.
That his lordship’s rage was directed in part toward himself did nothing to relieve the pressure. The previous evening, under the influence of a particularly potent brandy, Lord Randal had wagered a very large sum of money upon the outcome of a pugilistic encounter to be held just outside the aforesaid village of Smoulton. The other side of the wager had been taken by Sir Jerold Peke, a presumptuous demi-beau who should never have been admitted to the august salons of White’s club. The fact that Peter Daley had taken his friend to task, not for betting with an encroaching mushroom, nor for the excessive amount of the wager, but for his stupidity in backing the challenger rather than the champion, had led to an acrimonious discussion with Daley in which a number of youthful quarrels had been referred to and refought.
As a consequence, Lord Randal went very late to bed, and what with the liquor and the heat of his quarrel, made a poor night. Forced to rise at dawn to drive to the boxing match with a severe headache, he snapped his groom’s head off when that faithful retainer, bringing round his curricle, first announced that it was sure to rain, and then so far forgot himself as to inquire, incredulously, if it was true that his lordship had been such a gapeseed as to back a sure loser in today’s match.
At this point, Milord told Fenn where he could go, and drove off without him. Threading his way with practiced skill through the streets of London, Lord Randal mentally consigned to Perdition all long-time false friends, all servants who thought they had a license to criticize just because they had known one for donkey’s years, all untrustworthy liquors, and all puffed up demi-beaux who thought themselves judges of the Fancy.
After a couple of hours in the fresh air, however, Milord, feeling slightly better, began to regret his hasty action in dispensing with Fenn’s services. This regret was changed to anger when Lord Randal realized he had neglected to inform himself as to the correct route to the obscure and probably unattractive village where the mill was to take place. Fenn would of course have known—it was his business to discover such routes—but Fenn was back in London.
At this point, Lord Randal drew rein in a small hamlet, and asked directions of a Johnny Raw who further exacerbated Milord’s temper by giving him confusing directions and, upon being challenged, saying that anybody but a knock-in-the-cradle would know how to find Smoulton, since there was a mill on that very day, and the road ahead was packed with every kind of carriage in the kingdom.
Looking beyond the narrow village street, Milord immediately discovered that the road into which it led was indeed packed with vehicles, all going one way. He was able to insinuate his own curricle into the line, not without some pretty ruthless jockeying, which earned him a stern reproof from a nattily-dressed gentleman, to which he paid absolutely no attention.
Flushed with this minor success, Lord Randal began to relax. True, his curricle was hopelessly locked into the press of vehicles, and the progress of the mass was annoyingly slow, but he was on the right road and would no doubt arrive in Smoulton in time to eat and freshen up at the inn and then, restored by a modest pick-me-up, proceed to a good seat at the boxing match.
At this moment, in a stunning demonstration of Fenn’s prescience, the heavens opened and poured down a flood. A curricle offers no protection from the elements. Within minutes Lord Randal was completely drenched, soaked, and sodden. The press of vehicles crept forward with monstrous deliberation, a line of snails, worms, tortoises. Men inside carriages smiled pityingly. The rain continued to fall.
After an eon of crawling wretchedness, the cavalcade—or at least that section of it in which Milord’s curricle was embedded—arrived at the miserable village of Smoulton. Naturally the place, which offered second-rate accommodation for fewer than one hundred, was jammed with several hundred Top-of-the-Tree sporting bloods, all of whom demanded first class lodging and food without delay. Lord Randal permitted himself a self-satisfied smirk at his own forethought in reserving a bedroom and meals in the better of the two inns Smoulton boasted. To his chagrin, he discovered that his room had not been kept for him, the scoundrelly landlord loudly protesting that he had never received the reservation.
“I am to suppose that someone has offered you a bribe,” sneered Lord Randal. “I shall know better than to stay here again!”
The landlord, well aware that this descent of The Quality upon his mediocre hostelry was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, was not cast down by this threat, only inquiring with intolerable smugness whether his worship would wish to be accommodated in the attic room. “You’ll have to share it with three other gentlemen, of course,” he concluded briskly.
“I should not stay in this wretched hovel if you paid me,” Milord was petulant enough to retort.
Since all his rooms were quadruply rented, and even his attics, barn and stable were engaged, the landlord’s withers were not wrong. “Then, sir, I wish you good luck,” he said, grinning unforgivably.
Driving to the lesser of the village’s two inns, jostled by freshly-arriving vehicles and young bloods on horseback, Lord Randal could imagine Fenn’s comment on people who bit off their own noses to spite their faces, and was not soothed by the truth of the aphorism. In point of fact, he was, by the payment of an outrageous bribe, able to secure one half of a bed in a room which looked out onto a pigsty, with the reluctant promise of a luncheon before and a dinner after the mill. With these doubtful blessings Milord was forced to be content. He knew none of the other guests who crowded the miserable hostelry, nor did he wish to do so. He even entertained the idea of pulling out for London immediately after the mill, but such was not to be. By the time the fight was over, twenty dragging rounds in an open field under continual downpour, Milord knew himself to be coming down with a racking cold, and even the crowded misery of a fetid room shared with strangers was preferable to a long drive through the rainy night. The meal, greasy meat and underdone vegetables, was climaxed by a doughy fruit pie which was completely inedible, some hard cheese, and an inferior port. Disgusted by the stout appetites and cheery demeanor of the sportsmen at his table, all of whom had hacked the winner, Lord Randal retreated to a shadowy corner of the taproom, now full of other celebrating gentlemen who had chosen to place their blunt on the champion. Nursing his drink, his cold, and his chagrin over his own losing choice, Milord sipped at his wine as though it were vitriol, and regarded the festivities with a jaundiced eye.
There were two tables of cards already in play, and young men flushed with success and liquor were betting outrageously and noisily. After a time, Lord Randal rose and strolled over to watch the play at one table. In his present mood, the lack of skill of the gamesters pleased him; he watched one weedy youth, demonstrably foxed, who was playing his hand with inspired incompetence. Such expensive stupidity aroused no pity in Milord’s breast; rather, he felt the stupid fellow deserved the trouble he was getting himself into. His opponent was a burly, red-faced man much older than the others at the table. As the worthy raked in the incompetent’s last few coins, he was heard to complain rancorously that if Callon’s pockets were now to let, he had better vacate his seat for someone who could play and pay.
The weedy youth bridled at this summary dismissal, and was understood to say that he’d got one more thing to wager, namely his signet ring.
This was solemnly placed in the center of the table, and after a rather careful examination, was valued at five pounds, and duly wagered. The inevitable confiscation of this final bauble by the burly man having duly taken place on the next hand of cards, the youth was once more requested to give up his chair.
“No, no, m’sister has money in her ‘ridicule.’ I’ll just go up and get it,” whined the hapless loser.
Lord Randal’s lip curled. Now the burly man would pour scorn on his companion and, hopefully, oust him with menaces. It would be something to lift the tedium of the most disappointing day Lord Randal ever remembered experiencing. He waited with some anticipation the casting out of Callon. Instead of taking immediate action, the burly man paused to stare at his victim.
“Your sister you say?” Since his speech was considerably slurred by the indentures he had been making in Mine Host’s dubious brandy, the burly gentleman’s speech did not sound as it is here reported, but rather “yer-shister-yu-shay?” It was, however, quite understandable. Callon said eagerly:
“She’s a poor little dab of a girl, but she does have some blunt saved up. If you’ll wait, I’ll get it!”
This was going too far even for a cynical misanthrope such as Milord Beresford, who waited for the burly man to castigate the wretched brother. Instead of which, the burly man was understood to say that if Callon thought the blond charmer he’d seen him with earlier was a poor little dab of a girl, he must be out of his head.
“Oh, that one’s not m’sister,” Callon hurried to inform him. “That was one of the muslin company who attend these meets in the hope of attaching a winner,” he leered, presenting the veritable picture of a jumped-up mushroom with his affectation of a man-of-the-world air. He called a waiter and instructed him to desire his sister, Miss Chloe Keith, to present herself at once in the hallway, with her reticule, on urgent business.
Lord Randal was suddenly sickened by the whole affair. What was he doing in this miserable mélange of cits and rogues, pigeons and tricksters? He caught some vague questions about the discrepancy in the names of Callon and his sister as he was looking about for a table on which to place his glass. Apparently the chit was a half sister only. Milord knew a fleeting pity for the wretched little dab being choused out of her savings by a conscienceless half brother, but the matter, after all, was none of his business. He made his way slowly through the crowded taproom toward the main hallway, and finally emerged into its gloom—for the landlord had no need to present a welcoming light on this of all nights!—just as the front door swept open and Milord’s opponent, the victorious Lord Peke, swept into the inn with two other men with whom Lord Randal was slightly acquainted.
Lord Randal drew back into the shadows, setting his teeth. It lacked but this to make today the worst it had ever been his bad luck to live through. Already he could hear the taunts, the drunken jibes and laughter, the mocking aspersions on his ability to choose a winner. Unbearable! For the first time in his life, Lord Randal ran shy. Fading rapidly into the background, Milord sought and found the steep and narrow backstairs, ran lightly up to his wretched shared room, snatched up his portmanteau, which he had not had the heart to unpack, and ran down the back stairs to the kitchen and out to the stable.
This building, although grudgingly lighted by two lanterns, appeared at first to be empty. Milord made his way slowly past the crowded stalls until he recognized his own two high-bred beasts jammed into one single stall. This set his already precarious hold upon his temper quite aside, and he indulged in a blistering oath.
This was followed by a gasp. Since Lord Randal had not made the sound, nor had his horses, Milord was aware that he had an audience for his ill-temper. Hoping that it was a stableboy who could help him in putting his pair to the curricle, he peered around in the semi-gloom.
Backed into one corner under the loft he beheld a slight, small figure which clasped to its chest an untidy bundle of clothes. All that Milord could distinguish of the face was a small white triangle set with the biggest pair of eyes he had ever seen in a human face. “Just like a cat!” was his lordship’s first thought, and then, as he perceived the garments the figure was wearing, “My God, it’s a girl!”
The little figure straightened bravely and came forward to face him. She held in her arms what Randal was able to see was rough breeches and a pair of rather down-at-heel riding boots. Over one arm was draped a heavy frieze coat. The small pointed face looked up at him steadfastly, and a low voice said,
“I am compelled to run away, you see, and it is dark and wet and—cold—and I think I would do better dressed as a boy.”
A suspicion was beginning to form itself in Milord’s mind, but he really did not wish to involve himself in an imbroglio which might have distressing repercussions. So rather cravenly he replied, “Yes, well, that is surely your own affair and I can have nothing to say in the matter. Pray forgive me for frightening you!”
To which the girl replied gently, “Indeed, sir, you did not frighten me! I admit I was a little startled by your—obvious displeasure at finding your horses so crowded. But they are a gallant-hearted pair, and are making do with their cramped quarters like the thoroughbreds they are!”
Much struck by this comment, Lord Randal gave the child another, more searching glance. “And how,” he said, with the smile which had quite devastated female hearts in the Beau Monde, “do you know they are making do so gallantly?”
“Why, sir,” the girl answered, with a shy smile of her own which struck Lord Randal as remarkably sweet, “I have been talking to them and giving them a bait of corn. Our host is either very clutch-fisted, or very forgetful. He had not seen to their feeding.”
“You entered that crowded stall to feed Thunder and Lightning?” queried Lord Randal incredulously.
“They know I meant them nothing but good,” the child advised him firmly. “I have an—affinity with horses.”
Startled out of his normal politeness, Milord gave a burst of laughter. The girl did not seem surprised.
“Very few people accept the truth of my claim until I have proved it to them. In fact, I have made my living since my uncle died by working with the riding horses in the area where we lived. I have saved enough money to take me to London, where it is my intention to set up a school for the training of children to ride properly, and a stable of horses suitable for their use.” She displayed a small handbag of the sort popularly known as a reticule. It seemed pleasantly full.”This was to get me to London, see me established in some moderately-priced, decent lodging, and support me until I can make my dream a reality.”
“Yet you are, I believe, about to don a disguise and escape into the night,” suggested Lord Randal, cursing his own stupidity in involving himself in the problems of a strange female, yet somehow unable to prevent the words. “I wonder if you might be Miss Chloe Keith?”
“That is correct,” said the self-possessed child. “I have been aware since I set out from Grange Holt that to permit my stepbrother to accompany me was a grave mistake. Not only has he insisted upon stopping at ever second inn to quench his thirst, but he begged that we break our journey in this uncomfortable place last night in order that he might attend the—er—mill which took place this afternoon. To make matters worse, he demanded that we remain tonight so that he might increase by gaming the small legacy left him by my uncle. I myself had grave doubts of his being able to do so, but he had already won a sizable bet on the champion this afternoon, and nothing could deter him from ‘riding his luck,’ as he called it, tonight.” She sighed. “He has had a dull life, and I pity him, but I made up my mind tonight while I ate my dinner in the kitchen to avoid the high spirits in the dining parlor, that I must leave him and make my own way to London. To this end, I purchased the Sunday suit of one of the stableboys, and came down to take one of the horses.”
Lord Randal, who had been smiling at this rather pedantic account of the child’s circumstances, suddenly turned grave. “That, Miss Keith, was an ill-advised decision. Horse-stealing is punishable by—”
“The horses are mine,” said the child gently. “Also the coach. They belonged to my mother. I was merely giving my stepbrother a lift to London.”
“But can you prove that?” persisted his lordship. “After all, you are a very young lady, and it will be judged that you are under your brother’s protection. I regret to have to tell you, but Mr. Callon seems to have lost all his money, his signet ring, and may even now be wagering your coach and horses, if he has remembered their existence. When I left the taproom, he had just sent a waiter to summon you to bring down your reticule for his use.” Meeting her stricken gaze, he added, “He is quite drunk—beyond reasoning with.”
The huge eyes held his for a moment with dismay, and then the child said firmly, “I shall have to hurry, then, shall I not? For I must tell you I do not relish the thought of an argument as to the ownership of my savings with Reggie, if he is shot in the neck!”
Grinning involuntarily at the slang, Milord nodded agreement. “Which are your horses? I’ll find you a saddle and get one ready while you change over there. Unless you would rather trust yourself to my protection, and permit me to deliver you to whatever lodging you have chosen in London?”
Whatever the child would have answered, Beresford never knew, for at this instant the door of the kitchen was thrown open, and the landlord and two other men hurried out toward the stable. Lord Randal recognized the weedy youth just as Chloe gasped, “It’s Reggie!”
“Get back into the shadows!”snapped Milord, and went at once to his own cattle. When the landlord came blustering into the stable, closely followed by Callon and the waiter who had been sent to find Miss Keith, Lord Randal had already led his mettlesome pair out of their crowded stall and was in process of harnessing them to his curricle, which had been carelessly trundled against one wall out of the way.
“Now what’s to do? Who told you to—” began the landlord, angrily.
Milord had turned on the landlord a glance so icy that his words caught in his throat. “The local magistrate will hear of your behavior, Host,” said his lordship sternly. “Accepting full stabling fees for thoroughbreds and then cramming them into one stall without feeding them! If they have been injured in the slightest, I shall have you up before the Sessions!”
Suddenly taken aback, the landlord began to cringe and make excuses, but Milord would not hear him. “I have no wish to discuss anything with you. My lawyers shall let you know what my decision must be.”
In some alarm, the landlord signaled the waiter to assist his lordship with the harnessing. Lord Randal permitted this, but without further conversation. After a few minutes the wretched Callon ventured to ask a question. “While you have been here, your honor, have you seen aught of a girl?”
Lord Randal stopped what he was doing, turned, and ran his gaze over the weedy youth from his untidy hair to his muddied boots. Then, still without speaking, he turned back to his horses.
Embarrassed by this cut direct, the youth cast a half-hearted glance around the shadowy stable. With some difficulty he recognized the ancient coach in which he and his half sister had come to the inn, and saw beyond it the two horses which had pulled it. He touched the landlord’s arm.
“My—my coach is still here. Perhaps my sister is spending the night with one of your maids. She was not at all comfortable in the truckle bed in the room we shared last night. Would not even remove her cloak.” He turned and drifted back toward the inn.
The landlord seemed glad of a legitimate excuse for quitting Milord’s company. He walked quickly after Callon. “Here, now, young sir, I’ll not be letting you knock up the maids if they’ve gone to bed. Your sister will appear in the morning, I’ve no doubt.”
The waiter finished his part of the harnessing and peered at Lord Randal. “Will there be anything else, your honor?” he said insinuatingly.
“Yes. Get out,” snapped Milord, so fiercely that the fellow scuttled out of the stable without claiming the tip he had hoped for.
Waiting long enough to assure himself that the unwelcome company had indeed gone, Lord Randal said softly, “It is safe to venture forth! They are back inside the inn.”
Close behind him he hears a small voice, “Thank you, sir! You have been a friend in need! I wish I might in some manner repay you for your kindness.”
Milord turned to perceive a small and not too clean urchin in well worn boots and breeches and a coat a little too big for him. This grubby apparition was revealed to be Miss Chloe Keith only by the sight of the huge, anxious eyes and the bundle of female garments which she clutched to her chest. The final disguising touch was the small cap into which she had thrust her hair.
Rather reluctantly, for he was already having second thoughts as to the propriety of the step he was taking, Lord Randal said slowly, “I believe I must suggest that you do not attempt to remove one of your own horses from this stable, for I have suspicion that Mine Host will have one eye to the crack in the shutters to see if indeed Miss Keith might be attempting to run off with her brother’s horses.” He tried to smile. “So will you do me the honor, ma’am, to permit me to drive you to London? My horses are rested, and thanks to your care, well fed, and should not make too much of the journey. And since it is night-time, your presence in my company will not be a matter of conjecture or even comment!”
The child regarded him. Then she said, equally quietly, “That seems to be the best solution of the situation into which I have gotten myself. My half brother has the direction of the place to which we are going, and can probably get my coach there with my luggage by tomorrow night.” She nodded her head decisively. “Thank you. I shall be most grateful.”
Deeply thankful for her lack of feminine hesitations and vaporings, Milord handed her up into the curricle. “It might be as well for you to crouch down,” he suggested. “Uncomfortable, undignified, perhaps; but less likely to draw unwanted attention, don’t you think?”
Her smile surprised him with its sweetness, as she deftly curled herself in a very small ball at his feet. Within a moment Lord Randal had taken the reins and guided his pair out of the stable and through the muddy yard to the road.
A mile or so along the road to London, Lord Randal pulled up his pair and assisted Miss Keith to rise and seat herself beside him. He had been surprised and pleased at the child’s behavior—her poise and calm acceptance of the exigencies of her situation were far from what he would have expected from one of her sex. Perhaps, he considered, it was her youth and inexperience which allowed her to act so sensibly. More like a boy than a girl, he decided, congratulating himself that, since he had quite accountably placed himself in a position of benefactor, the recipient of his philanthropic activities should be causing so little trouble. With an ironic smile at the comments his friends would utter if they ever learned of his Good Samaritanism, he addressed the child pleasantly.
“I have your name, Miss Keith, but I believe I have not told you mine. I am Beresford. You may call me Lord Randal, and I shall call you Chloe.”
There was a moment of silence and then the small voice said, “Thank you, Lord Randal. You have been very kind.”
Was there a hint of amusement in the child’s voice? Milord told himself to be thankful she was playful rather than lachrymose, but what cause for laughter should his name afford? He continued, “I have been thinking that it would be most imprudent to deposit a child, especially a female, alone in a strange lodging, so I shall take you home with me to Beresford house, where my housekeeper, Mrs. Tilley, will take very good care of you until we can ascertain that your brother has indeed arrived at your hostel. I expect this plan will meet with your approval?” he ended, casually.
“Perhaps not quite,” objected the small voice, the hint of amusement now quite apparent. “You see, I cannot picture the good Mrs. Tilley approving of Lord Randal Beresford introducing a young lady dressed as a stableboy into the no doubt irreproachable halls of Beresford House. I am twenty-one years old, your lordship, for all I am such a poor little dab of a female.”
“Good God!” was all that his lordship could find to say.
Miss Keith chuckled. “I thought that might bring you to change your plans, sir! I shall be most obliged for your assistance to London, and will warrant to take myself off to my friend’s home without further imposition upon your kindness, at the first staging inn we come to in the metropolis.”
For some reason Lord Randal did not at all find himself pleased with the situation. Most uncharacteristically he had put himself to the trouble of offering aid and succor to a child in a difficulty, only to find the child a young woman of marriageable, and therefore compromisable, age. For as wily and practiced an evader of all the traps and hazards of the Marriage Mart, this could be disaster. He drove in silence for several minutes, and then, turning testily toward his guest, said in a harsh voice, “I wish you had told me this earlier!”
The chit seemed to be awake upon every suit, for her next remark, delivered in a tone which set Lord Randal’s hackles at the rise, was, “Sir, you do not need to fear me. No one but you and I shall ever know of your kind gesture. No unfortunate results will befall you. Be easy, Lord Randal, and let us get to London as quickly as possible.”
Hardly knowing whether he was more reassured by her calm and sensible attitude, or appalled by her unmaidenly grasp of the situation and her calm adjustment to it, Lord Randal tooled his pair along the dark and exceedingly muddy road in silence for several minutes. A slight rain beginning to sprinkle down did nothing to add to the tone of his mind, and he allowed himself to sink into a depression. What a wretched start it had all been! The ill-advised bet, for one thing, which had set this whole unfortunate journey in train! The money involved was less than nothing to a man of Milord’s wealth, but to have shown himself so far afield in judging the qualifications of a pugilist was a sad blow to Lord Randal’s generally acknowledged nous. And then the sly mockery and impudence of the landlords of these wretched inns, the disappointing mill, the rain—! And lastly this flight by night to London, with all its unpleasant overtones of the clandestine, since he was accompanied by a young woman in questionable circumstances. Milord groaned involuntarily.
His mood was not lightened by the chuckle of laughter he heard from his companion. “Oh, Lord Randal, do not permit your spirits to be daunted by this absurd business! I promise you, you have nothing to fear from me, and who else is to know—?”
“I should imagine every postboy and hostler from here to London,” snapped the irate nobleman.
“That is being foolish beyond permission,” retorted the young female, “for how should any such persons be aware of my presence in your curricle if we do not stop at any inns or posting houses?”
The incontrovertible wisdom of this remark did nothing to endear his guest to Milord. It might have been pleasanter to have had to soothe the alarms of a gently-bred female than to accept the implied criticism of this most unfeminine girl.
“You put me very strongly in mind of a governess my sister and I once had,” said Lord Randal sourly.
Again that boyish chuckle. “Reggie thinks I am bossy, too,” the quiet voice confided. “You see, I have had to get in the way of managing for myself for so many years, that I cannot take time to soothe ruffled feelings and sensibilities.” There was a sigh from the darkness beside him. “I fear it is a sad lack in me.”
Lord Randal had the enraging conviction that this creature was laughing at him. Since he could not think of a retort which might at once deflate her pretentions and indicate his own superiority, he forbore to reply. His temper, however, was clearly understood by the high-bred air, who took instant exception to the harshness with which he gave them, quite unnecessarily, the office to get along. Plunging across the muddy road, they shifted the pole to which they were harnessed so that the whole curricle itself slid and slithered in the thick muck. With a horrid sense of inevitability, the curricle caught against a milestone and tipped into the ditch. Unfortunately, Lord Randal’s head struck against some random obstruction, possibly a large stone, and he lost consciousness.
Miss Chloe Keith was in one sense more fortunate. She was obliged to suffer a partial ducking in a ditch full of rainwater and mud, but her senses remained alert. Checking quickly that Lord Randal, though unconscious, was clear of the water and unlikely to drown, she went at once to the horses. Whatever magic she was able to employ, she first quietened them, and then brought them to a sense of their obligation to their master. Within a short time, (having set them free of the harness), she had them back on the road and standing with unusual docility while she made a closer examination of their master’s plight.
This was soon perceived to be very serious. Chloe could feel the rapidly-swelling lump on Milord’s head, and his breathing was shallow. She managed to get him out of the ditch and leaning against the capsized curricle. Since the rain was now coming down heavily, it was obvious that he must not be left in the road unconscious while she went for aid.
Chloe brought one of the horses over beside his lordship. Cautioning it quietly against any sudden moves, she wrestled very hard to get the gentleman up across the horse’s back. Although she was a strong young woman, and had exercised hard all her life, she found her strength unequal to the task. By this time she was beginning to have strong fears for his lordship’s health, for he had not recovered consciousness. Glancing around in the near darkness, she noticed the harness straps. As gently as possible, she fastened one end around Milord’s body under his arms, and the other end to the second horse. Then, with infinite care and coaxing, she led the horse to pull Milord up across his fellow’s broad back. With a little sob of relief, Chloe mounted behind Milord’s body, and holding it as firmly as she could, she directed the horse down the road toward London. The second beast followed as docilely as though Chloe had trained him from a colt.
It seemed a very long time to Chloe before she beheld a light glowing dimly at the side of the road. It came from a lantern hung by a very small inn, and Chloe wondered with a thrill of fear whether the circumstance of its being alight at this hour might not be a sinister one. For what traffic could such a small inn be expecting during a dark and rainy night? However, she could not risk Milord’s health with any longer ride in the inclement weather, so she slid down, and, stumbling over to the door, beat a lusty tattoo upon its broad oak surface.
As quickly as though she had been expected, the door swung open and a frightened anxious voice cried out, “Thank God! You have come quicker than we dared to hope!”
A middle-aged woman presented herself in the open doorway, but the relief upon her countenance was immediately changed to surprise and anger.
“Now what is this?” she said sharply. “I had thought you to be the doctor!”
“It is Milord Beresford who has been injured in a fall,” Chloe said hastily, lest the door be shut in her face. “I am his groom, and have managed to get him here to your inn. He is very badly hurt, I am afraid, since he has been unconscious since the accident. He is well able to pay whatever is necessary to secure help,” the girl added firmly.
There was some change in the rigid hostility of the landlady, although she was understood to remark rather shortly that she hoped she was a Christian and would not turn even a dog away on such a night. Much more to the purpose, she called her husband to assist Milord’s groom and between them and a manservant, they eventually had Lord Randal stripped of his wet clothes and safely in a clean bed.
“Though there’s little any of us can do for his lordship till the doctor comes,” said the innkeeper. “Our son is fretting with some childish illness, and nothing would do Mrs. Robbins but to send off for Dr. Wagnal.”
“Lord Beresford will have cause to be grateful to you and Mrs. Robbins,” said Chloe sincerely. “I have been at my wits’ end! With your permission, I shall stable Milord’s pair at once?”
Robbins nodded benignly. “You have done a good job, boy, and no doubt your master will tell you so when he comes round again,” He took in for the first time the bedraggled state of Milord’s servant. With a grin he added, “Looks as if you’d been dragged backwards through a wet hedge, my lad! Better come back to the kitchen and dry your coat when you’ve the horses secure. I’ll wager you could use a drink, too! You look queer as Dick’s hatband!”
“Thank you,” Chloe managed to say through chattering teeth. Now that the fear and the physical exertion were safely behind her, she found herself feeling very queer indeed.
“I must not faint,” she told herself sternly. “No one must guess that I am not really Milord’s groom, and a boy. I owe him that for his kindness to a poor little dab of a female.” And while she tried thus to rally her powers of resistance, she was more than grateful for the comforting presence of the two high-bred beauties she was making comfortable in the clean, well-found stable. Later, in the kitchen, she fell upon the bowl of hot soup Mrs. Robbins had set out for her. When she had demolished that, and washed her hands and face at the pump, Chloe went upstairs to see if she could help the innkeeper’s wife.
She found the lady in the sick child’s room. Chloe came to the head of the bed and scanned the little face carefully. Then with a murmured word, she placed her cool palm over the small burning forehead. Mrs. Robbins looked up sharply, but something she saw in the gentle countenance bent above her son gave her pause.
“It’s well you sent for the doctor,” Chloe whispered after a moment. “The boy has a fever, and it is making him very miserable, poor little one. The doctor will relieve his discomfort.” She looked at the mother with her remarkable smile. “Do you sit down and get your breath for a moment, ma’am! You’ve been looking after the invalids and setting out hot soup and a dozen other tasks. It is time you had help. Let me get you a cold cloth to place on your son’s head. I know it helped my mother, when she was ill.”
Thankfully the innkeeper’s wife let this very gentle youth bring the wet towel and place it gently on the boy’s head. In a few minutes his restless tossing seeming to abate just a little and Mrs. Robbins was able to exchange a glance of satisfaction with Milord’s groom. At this moment, a welcome relief for her maternal fears, a bustle at the front door heralded the arrival of Doctor Wagnal, who strode up the stairs as cheerily as though he had nothing better to do than to venture out into a storm at night. He was not long in diagnosing the child’s fever, and prescribing suitable drugs and care. When he had in part relieved Mrs. Robbins’ fears, he said briskly,
“Robbins tells me there’s a fine gentleman come a cropper on the road, and waiting my attention. Will you take me to him?”
Chloe followed along quietly behind the doctor, and found that the landlord and his servant were keeping vigil by Lord Randal’s bed. Doctor Wagnal examined the huge lump on Milord’s head with knowledgeable fingers.
“He has not recovered consciousness since he received this blow?”
Chloe spoke up. “No, sir.”
“How came he by the knock?”
“He was springing his horses,” confessed Chloe, “and something frightened them. They plunged, and the curricle slipped sideways in the mud. I believe his lordship’s head struck a rock as he fell.”
“Hmm.” Doctor Wagnal’s bright eyes took in the grubby and unfashionable figure of Milord’s groom, but he said nothing, only returning to subject the limp figure on the bed to a searching examination. In the middle of this, he seemed to become aware of his interested audience. “Thank you all,” he said crisply. “I shall require the services of only one person from now on—perhaps you, Robbins. The rest of you may return to whatever you were doing. I shall speak to you further about Teddy before I leave, Mrs. Robbins.”
Chloe found herself outside Milord’s room. The yawning servant, sent to bed by his mistress, took himself off. Mrs. Robbins beckoned Chloe to follow her to her son’s bedroom. The girl began to express her thanks for the care given Milord.
“You’ve been no trouble at all,” the good dame interrupted as they stood together above the sleeping child. “A real help, in fact, I don’t know your name, but I liked what you did for Teddy.”
“Please call me Tiger,” said Chloe impulsively, with a smile.
“Tiger?” For a moment on her dignity as though suspecting impudence, the innkeeper’s wife found herself answering the sweetness of that smile. With a recalcitrant laugh she said, “I know the fine gentlemen call their little grooms tigers, but I never thought to hear it was anyone’s name!”
“You are probably wondering how so great a gentleman as Milord Beresford could have such a tatterdemalion groom as myself, ma’am,” explained Chloe. “I was being ill-treated, and his lordship rescued me. If he decides to keep me in his employ after we reach London, I am sure he will have his butler dress me in proper livery.”
“Mr. Robbins might find work for you here,” said the good woman kindly, “if his lordship does not want to employ you—or if he does not recover from his injury.”
“Milord will recover,” stammered Chloe, feeling something very cold in her breast. “He must!”
The innkeeper’s wife shook her head lugubriously, and then took the Tiger off to a tiny room above the kitchen, which had the twin virtues of being clean and warm. Indicating a pitcher and basin, she recommended that the groom might wash not only his person but his shirt, if he wished to impress his new employer. Then with a firm good night, she closed the door.
Chloe arose very early and made the best toilet possible in the circumstances. She had hung her heavy frieze coat over the chairback to dry, and rinsed out the stableboy’s coarse linen shirt. After she had washed herself carefully and dressed in the clean shirt, she felt better. She had neither comb nor glass, but ran her fingers through her short dark curls and hoped to escape censure.
She presented herself first at his lordship’s bedroom and found the innkeeper dozing in a comfortable chair by the bed. His eyes flew open as Chloe entered, and he stretched and yawned.
“I’ll leave your master in your care while I get some breakfast, boy. Have you eaten? No? Then as soon as you make him comfortable, come down to the kitchen and break your fast.”
“I had probably better ride back to the curricle and retrieve his lordship’s portmanteau,” suggested Chloe, rather ill-at-ease at the idea of attending to the person of Milord.
Robbins being impressed with this notion, gave his permission at once, saying that the servant could take care of Milord until his groom returned. “For it may well be that he has some valuable items in his luggage, although his purse was safely tucked away in his driving coat pocket.”
Matters being thus tidily arranged, Chloe escaped the sickroom on her errand. So very early in the morning, there was yet no traffic on the road. Within a short time, Chloe found the curricle forlornly tipped on its side, and just under the edge of the wheel reposed Milord’s portmanteau, very little the worse for exposure. While she was strapping it on behind Thunder’s saddle, a farmer came riding along on a cart full of vegetables. This rustic was pleased to assist Chloe to right the curricle, and even offered to haul it along behind his humble vehicle to the inn. More than a little pleased at her own competence, Chloe rode back to the inn ahead of him and reported her mission successfully concluded. Mrs. Robbins ordered one of the maids to set out a hearty breakfast on the kitchen table, and Chloe did it justice.
And then it was time to go up to Milord Randal’s room, as the innkeeper and his wife obviously expected her to do, to relieve the servant of his post.
Chloe looked down on Lord Randal as he lay on the great bed. She had never really seen him in a good light, since their meeting last night had been in the ill-lit barn of the inn at Smoulton, and their flight had been through the darkness of the storm. She caught her breath at the pale, handsome face on the pillow. She thought she had never seen a finer-looking man. Above the white bandage which circled his head, dark hair fell thickly down onto a broad forehead. Dark brows slashed arrogantly across the top of a square, well-featured face. The heavy lids were closed now over the eyes, and Chloe wondered what color they were.
As that thought crossed her mind, the lids lifted and clear-gray eyes stared up into her face.
“And who the devil are you?” asked Lord Randal Beresford.
“I—I am your lordship’s tiger, Milord. You have had an accident on the road to London from Smoulton, and were knocked on the head last night.”
“My tiger, you say? I do not remember you. I think you are attempting to run a rig on me . . . Did Peke set you on?” The contempt in his face was more than Chloe could endure without protest. She retorted, quickly.
“I don’t know who Peke is, and nobody set me on to run any rigs. In fact, I am here because you took pity on a young woman in trouble, and you are here because you let your temper get the better of you and jobbed your horses, putting both of us into a ditch!” She glared back into his incredulous, challenging face.
“That’s a lie, at any rate!” snapped Lord Randal. “What kind of cow-handed apprentice do you take me for—a young woman?” he interrupted himself as the idea caught at his attention through his anger. He raised himself a little from the pillow, groaned, and glared hard at the small, huge-eyed countenance above him. Then slowly the expression on his face changed to something very dangerous indeed.
“So?”he said, softly. “Sir Jerold hopes to kick up a nasty little row, does he? Something to pay me back for the ill-turn I did him in warning him off my cousin? Well, you can tell your employer he’ll catch cold at that one! Now suppose you get yourself the hell out of my bedroom and send in someone to help me dress—”
At once Chloe’s anger dissolved in concern for him.
“Oh no, Lord Randal! Doctor Wagnal ordered that you were to be kept very quiet. Mrs. Robbins will be here directly with some food, if you feel hunger, but you must not jeopardize your health—!”
Her evident distress checked the furious comment on his lips. Putting one hand to his aching forehead, he felt cautiously at the bandage there.
“There has been an accident,” he admitted. “At least you are not lying about that. Did you or Peke cause it?”
“No, Milord.”
The faintest hint of amusement sounded in the quiet voice. “Where had he heard just that soft, laughing note before?” Milord wondered. The creature beside him, dressed in scrubby clothing and with a head of tousled dark curls, was saying softly,
“I swear to you, Lord Randal, that you rescued me from a very unpleasant situation at Smoulton last night. My stepbrother was badly foxed and threatening to wager my savings in a card game. You graciously offered me the courtesy of a ride to London in your curricle. It transpired, however, that when you made the offer you believed me to be little more than a child. Upon discovering that you had landed yourself with a woman of twenty-one, you were so—so moved that you rather lost control and savaged the reins on your pair. Since the curricle, depending as it does for its stability on the single heavy pole to which the horses are harnessed, is not the best balanced of vehicles, their instantly-taken exception to your unusual heavy-handedness caused them to lunge and rear, thus sliding the curricle through the mud into the ditch. And I should have thought,” the amazing creature concluded her pedantic little explanation, “that you would have maintained enough control not to startle such obviously mettlesome, high-bred cattle! I am sure you must be a superior whip, to be able to handle Thunder and Lightning in the general way,” she added, kindly.
Lord Randal frowned. “Shall we leave my capabilities as a whip to a more leisurely occasion? I am constrained to accept that there has been an accident. I am not gullible enough to accept you, with your wretched appearance and your finicking command of the language, as anything but a very queer bird indeed! But if in truth you are not some sort of gull-catcher, suppose you begin at the beginning and explain to me what this is all about.”
Five minutes later, his lordship fell back on his pillows with a groan. “If I am to believe you, I am a nobleman who has placed himself in an equivocal position through his own stupidity! Now what is to be done? You say this medico has promised to return today?”
“Mrs. Robbins expects him within the hour,” said Chloe. “You must tell him that you have lost your memory. He may be able to help you recover it,” she ended hopefully.
“Meanwhile, we are faced with the problem of you,” grumbled Milord petulantly.
“Can we not continue with the harmless fable that I am your honor’s tiger?” asked the girl, in a creditable imitation of a stableboy’s whine.
“No, for no one who knows me would believe that any servant of mine would appear dressed in—in whatever that outfit is you have on.” His lordship’s fine nostrils curled disdainfully.
“But none of the bloods or dandies who are blessed with the honor of your acquaintance would be at all likely to stay at this very modest hostelry,” objected the girl.
“And that is another thing,” announced Milord in the manner of one rehearsing a grievance. “Must you talk as though you had swallowed a dictionary? What kind of riding teacher are you? You sound more like a shabby-genteel governess than a legitimate instructor in equitation.” He paused ruefully at her charming gurgle of laughter. “Fiend take you, girl, you’ve got me sounding as bad as yourself!”
“Worse,” said the graceless female, still chuckling. “I should think mealy-mouthed would be a fair judgment.”
“I cannot allow you to ride behind my curricle all the way to London in that—that garment,” Milord continued firmly. “Not even a credit as great as I am sure mine must be could carry us through. Have you no other clothing?”
“I did have a dress and bonnet when I left the inn at Smoulton,” admitted the girl. “But they are lost somewhere along the road, and in any case they were not much more fashionable than the stableboy’s coat,” she admitted, smiling at his look of aversion.
“Then we must trust that any persons who observe us will think you are some waif I picked up from a ditch,” sighed his lordship. “Or I could just ignore you completely and pretend you do not exist.”
“If you wished to be so kind, you could drop me off near the next village where the passenger coaches stop, and let me take passage to London. In fact, I must have been all about in my head not to have thought of it sooner! Now that I have escaped my brother long enough to protect my savings from his gambling fever, there is nothing to prevent me riding to London in the usual way!”
“Not quite ‘usual,’ would you say?” queried Milord sweetly. “That coat—!” He refused to acknowledge a certain reluctance to let this strange little creature slip out of his life as casually as she seemed to have rattled into it. He rubbed his aching forehead. If only his head did not pain him quite so viciously! And if only he could remember for himself the events the child had just recounted to him! There seemed to be moments during her recital when he recognized real places and persons, but it was all fragmentary and quite confused. Still, perhaps this doctor chap could restore one’s scattered wits and set all straight. He sighed.
“Is there any coffee?” he asked, unconscious of how wistful he sounded.
With a little gasp at her own stupidity, the girl ran from the room and down the stairs. Within five minutes she was back, more sedately, bringing a tray into the room. At her shoulder appeared a buxom middle-aged woman in a neat dress and white cap, who inquired quite sensibly about his well-being, and promised him a visit from the doctor very shortly.
After she had left, the pseudo-tiger squatted on the side of Milord’s bed and steadied the coffee cup at his lips. The first few sips gave his lordship a very queasy feeling, but Chloe encouraged him to go on, and by the time he had drained the cup, Lord Randal felt considerably restored. Next the girl coaxed him to eat a little bread and poured more coffee to wash it down. When he had indicated he had enough, the girl removed the tray and brought to the bedside a basin of water and some towels. Milord regarded these mistrustfully.
“Now what will you be about?” he asked.
“I had thought to freshen you for the doctor’s visit,” said Chloe.
“Had you, indeed? Then perchance you should think again,” replied Milord pleasantly. “Even with the broadest latitude, the duties of a gentleman’s tiger do not impinge upon those of the gentleman’s gentleman. Send Robbins to me, child.” He bent upon her a glance of mingled suspicion and censure. Chloe maintained a calm, serious visage. After a moment, Milord grinned.
“Vixen,” he said, challengingly.
The lovely guileless smile met his. “It is a relief to see your lordship so must restored to your natural acerbity,” said Chloe.
Doctor Wagnal entered the bedroom to hear their laughter. “Good medicine,” he approved. “Milord, am I to congratulate you upon the restoration of your memory?” He busied himself checking the significant signs of Lord Randal’s condition.
“I—I am not yet quite myself,” his lordship admitted. “I know who I am, but the events of the last few days seem curiously confused in my mind—shrouded—” His worried glance probed at the doctor’s noncommittal face.
Doctor Wagnal straightened up and considered his patient, hand to chin. “You’ve a hard skull, Milord, and a healthy body. Your physical condition should be normal—that is, excellent—within a day or so. Your mental confusion may last a little longer, or may clear completely within the hour. Do not worry too much, sir. At least you know who you are, and you have a devoted servant who can see you safely home to your relatives and friends.”
Chloe slipped away, unaccountably nervous under the shrewd gaze of the doctor. Could he have penetrated her disguise? Even if so, she consoled herself, he did not seem the sort of man to make an uproar over a matter which was not his concern, either as a medical man or a private citizen. Even so—!
She hurried out to the front of the inn and examined Milord’s curricle, deposited there by the early morning carter. The vehicle, though liberally splashed with mud, did not seem to have suffered structural damage. Chloe went back to the stable to enlist the help of one of the lads in pulling it around to the yard, where she might profitably employ her time washing it down and checking the harness.
Returning a few minutes later with a stableboy, she was at first surprised and then alarmed to behold two gentlemen in a showy phaeton drawn up beside the muddy curricle, examining it with every indication of recognizing it. One of the two, a fair man with high color and an outrageously-caped driving coat, got down and strode over to the vehicle.
“It’s his, all right! What do you suppose has happened to it?”
“He’s overturned it, of course,” snapped the other, a tall slender fellow with a coldly sneering face. “I hope he’s broken his blasted neck!”
“Temper, temper!” warned his companion, snickering. “More like he’s run down some hapless farmer or a Cit in a hired coach. I’d hazard a pony ’twas the other driver overturned.”
“Then why is Milord’s curricle here, mud-spattered and forlorn? By God, I’d give a thousand times twenty-five pounds to hear that he’s dead or dying!”
“But you haven’t got twenty-five thousand pounds, have you, Sir Jerold? Thanks to his lordship’s interference between you and his so-beautiful cousin!” and he snickered again.
At the expression which now came across Jerold’s face, Chloe understood for the first time the meaning of the phrase, “her blood ran cold.” Her body seemed frozen, and she shook with a chill not entirely physical. Raw murder stared from Sir Jerold’s eyes, and from the mirthless smile. Chloe turned to run.
“Hey, there! You!” shouted the red-faced man. “Whose curricle is this?”
Chloe, entering the inn to warn Milord, said nothing; but the stableboy, hopeful of largesse, replied, “It belongs to Lord Beresford, ’im as got a wisty knock on the castor las’ night in the storm! Blest if ’e ain’t forgot ’oo ’e is!”
Sir Jerold descended from the phaeton in one smooth leap. “Where is his lordship now?”
Chloe waited to hear no more. Turning to race up the stairs, she almost bumped into Mrs. Robbins, who was bustling toward the front door to welcome the new arrivals. Chloe caught her arm, looking up into the broad homely face imploringly.
“They are his enemies! They come to do him harm!”
The good dame stared hard into the little face with the huge, anxious eyes. Then, nodding her head, she brushed past Chloe, saying only, “Get up there and stay with him.”
Thankfully Chloe ran up to Milord’s bedroom and went in, closing the door behind her. His lordship, propped up on his pillows, regarded her hasty entrance with raised eyebrows.
“Is the inn on fire?” he queried. “Or is the tipstaff after you?”
Chloe ignored this levity. “The doctor? Where is he?”
“Gone to take a look at Robbins’ son, I believe.” Milord frowned at her. “What’s to do? Are you ill?”
Chloe shook her head, half her attention on the stairs and the hallway outside Milord’s bedroom. “Two gentlemen are here, coming up to see you.” Then, catching his look of interest, the girl shook her head. “No, no, not a social visit, whatever they may pretend! There is danger for you! The one called Sir Jerold Means you no good!”
“Well, here’s a high flight,” said Milord calmly, but Chloe caught the slightest betraying tightening of his jaw. “Am I presentable, Tiger? One would not wish Sir Jerold, whoever he may be, to find one en déshabillé!”
“He did not know!” she thought. “He could not remember the enmity which this man held for him!” smothering a groan, Chloe darted to the bed. She caught at the top sheet, pulling it over the counterpane, tucking both neatly across his bare chest. As her fingers touched his skin, they trembled slightly. Milord watched her enigmatically. The girl glanced quickly at his face and hair. Gently she straightened the truant black lock which fell over the bandage.
“Do I pass muster, Tiger?” he asked, smiling.
Chloe was very conscious of the red blood flooding her face, and stepped away from the bed. “You are—beautiful.”
“Good God!” said his lordship, revolted.
There was a sharp knock on the door. Then, without waiting for an invitation, Sir Jerold Peke entered the bedroom, closely followed by his red-faced companion.
Milord Randal raised cool, arrogant eyes to scrutinize them. “Do I know you, gentlemen? What do you wish with me?”
“It is reassuring to find you here, Lord Randal,” said Sir Jerold smoothly.
“Reassuring?”
“One would regret having to believe that so famous a sportsman would run shy on a wager,” smiled sir Jerold. “I was sure there must have been—an accident.”
Lord Randal’s eyebrows rose a fraction. “I had a wager with you, sir? How odd.”
The color left Sir Jerold’s long, saturnine face, and white-lipped, he moved a step nearer to the bed. “Odd? That you should wager with me? How am I to take that, sir?”
Chloe had moved swiftly to the head of Lord Randal’s bed, to place herself between her master and his guest. His lordship lifted a cautionary hand at her.
“Why, sir, I only meant that I do not recall your acquaintance! What else could I mean?” He smiled tauntingly. “You may have been told that I suffered a spill last night in the storm. I am—ah—having difficulty remembering . . . some things. I did ask you who you were as you entered, did I not? Will you give me your name and style?”
Jerrold gritted his teeth. “What demmed high-nosed trick is this, Beresford? Not two weeks ago you were familiar enough, warning me off your cousin—!”
“Now why should I do that, I wonder?” mused Milord, smiling faintly. “Er—what were my reasons—did I say?”
Sir Jerold’s companion caught at his arm as Peke lunged forward. “Before you get on your high ropes, Jerold, should you not consider that Beresford quite possibly has lost his memory—a heavy blow will often do it. And if he has . . . should you not refresh him as to the nature—and the amount—of his obligation to you?”
Incomprehension, deep thought, then a growing satisfaction flickered across Sir Jerold’s narrow face. The tension eased from his shoulders. He framed his lips into a smile which tried to appear cordial.
“Of course! Not your fault if you’ve forgotten! It was a matter of a rather sizeable wager on the challenger at the mill at Smoulton village. You were—enthusiastic as to his chances.”
“How did he do?” queried his lordship in a tone of polite interest.
Sir Jerold made a deprecatory moue. “Not too well, alas for your hopes! It would seem you are rather heavily in my debt.”
“Ah, well! There will be other occasions! I must congratulate you upon your success. And what was the amount?”
Drawing a heavy breath, Sir Jerold named a sum so enormous that Chloe’s eyes flew open wide, and even the red-faced man pursed his lips. Milord did not appear to be moved.
“Indeed?” he said gently. “I seem to have been very sure of my own judgment. I shall, of course, have the money sent to you as soon as I return to London.”
“I would rather have it now,” snapped Jerold.
Lord Randal smiled and indicated his position with a slight gesture of one hand. “I fear you have me at a loss.”
“You refuse to pay? That will make a good story in the clubs!”
“But a story not widely accepted, I think! Only consider the source!” and he laughed.
The red-faced man chuckled and renewed his hold on Jerold’s arm. “Now why should you high-tempered young bucks be at dagger-drawing? There’s such an easy way to settle it! Sir Jerold, I’m surprised at your lack of consideration for your poor sick friend! And you, Milord, must surely sympathize with an ardent gamester in the enthusiasm of such a fine win! So let us draw up a note-of-hand for the amount, and milord shall sign it, and we can be on our way back to our engagement in London.” He spread out his hands with a smile. “Simple?”
Sir Jerold, dazzled by the prospect of his honeyfall, especially if Lord Randal was really lacking his memory, in which case the amount would be recoverable twice, was all smiles and good will. Milord was watching both his visitors with the faintly amused, faintly arrogant expression which so infuriated Jerold. At this crucial moment Chloe, in the persona of Milord’s tiger, stepped forward.
“Not bloody likely! Milord’s no cony to be lurched of his guineas so easily!” Her hoarse, young boy’s voice roughened with disgust. “You’re no better than road agents, robbing a sick man—”
Not even the red-faced man’s hold on his arm could stop sir Jerold in this moment. Lunging forward, he struck the impudent groom in the face with his clenched fist. The tiger fell against a chair and slid down to the floor.
Milord had the covers off and his feet on the floor as the door opened to admit Doctor Wagnal, closely followed by Robbins. The doctor gazed around him sternly. He had been alerted by Mrs. Robbins, and found the scene before him ample confirmation of her suspicions.
“And just what the hell do you think you are playing at? Robbins, send for the constable! I shall give these men into custody—entering a sickroom and savaging the occupant—! Get back into bed, Milord, I command you!”
There was a little babble of talk as everyone but Chloe began to explain what had happened. Wagnal held up his hand for silence.
“I have no desire to hear your excuses. The local magistrate, Squire Rennie, will no doubt require you to explain yourselves at the proper time and place! For now, you will leave this room and hold yourselves to readiness to accompany the constable when he arrives!”
Without another look at the two intruders, Doctor Wagnal went over to Chloe and knelt at her side. Taking advantage of his preoccupation, Sir Jerold and his friend went swiftly out the door and down the stairs. Within a few minutes they had mounted their phaeton and were hastily driving away from the inn.
In Lord Randal’s bedroom, Wagnal was holding Chloe’s wrist and lifting one eyelid. “How often did he hit her, and with what?”
“Once, with his fist,” answered Lord Randal in accents of self-loathing. “I shall call him out as soon as I reach London.”
“Good!” Wagnal had Chloe’s head up against his shoulder, and was administering a pungent medication which soon had her gasping and fluttering her eyelids. “That’s better! She’ll do now.”
Lord Randal froze. The significance of the pronoun came home to him with such force that he felt he had received a settler on his own jaw. “You know—? It is that obvious—?”
“Mrs. Robbins thought it likely your servant was a young female. It is no business of mine, Milord, or of hers. It would seem the girl found herself in the middle of your lordship’s quarrel. Women have no nous in such matters. You must instruct her to remain silent during any further altercations you may indulge in.”
Milord relaxed with a grin. “I must deliver her to her friends with the utmost haste, before she gets herself killed defending me,” he said. “Will she be all right now?”
“She’ll have a lump on her jaw the size and color of a ripe plum,” he said. “And a very sore mouth; possibly a headache for a few hours. No permanent damage. And as for yourself, you were out of that bed quickly enough. Have you dizziness or faintness?”
“No. thanks to your expert treatment last night, I am feeling quite myself this morning,” reported Milord cheerfully.
“And the loss of memory—the confusion?” persisted Wagnal.
Milord smiled grimly.”Non-existent. I played along to see what Peke and his ruffian friend would do in such case I found out.”
“It would seem you have an enemy there,” mused Doctor Wagnal. “An unscrupulous fellow. Don’t turn your back in his presence.”
He helped the shaken Chloe to her feet and into a chair. “I will give you something for the pain, child. I advise you to go to bed for today. Then tomorrow, if no further complications arise for either of you, I would recommend that you get to your proper homes in London with all speed. This masquerade may be dangerous for you both.”
“You are quite correct, and we shall attempt to follow your prescription to the letter,” smiled Lord Randal. “You have my thanks.”
After the doctor left the room, Milord held out one strong slender hand toward his tiger. “Come here to me, child,” he said softly.
Chloe tried to smile, but her face hurt her too much. She was understood to say, in a manner garbled and hampered by her injuries, that she wasn’t sure she could make it that far.
Lord Randal frowned. “What is the matter with me? Wagnal told us that you should be in bed, and the first thing I do is to ask you to walk around! I am the greatest beast in nature.”
Chloe smiled in spite of the pain it caused her. “Of course you are not! You have a right to resent my interference! But those rascals were trying to chouse you out of a great deal of money . . . and I knew that Sir Jerold hated you . . .”
“You are a very wise child,” said Milord in a deeper voice than Chloe had yet heard from him. “If I had indeed been afflicted with a loss of memory, as I permitted them to believe, I might easily have been—er—choused out of a small fortune. For Sir Jerold had enlarged the actual sum we wagered by five—and it was too much in the first place. I was very badly awry on that wager, I can admit to you. Peke—annoys me.”
“Yet it is his friend who frightens me,” confessed Chloe. “Oh, Sir Jerold has the hatred and the will to harm you, but the red-faced man—”
“His name is Wilferd,” interjected Milord.
“Mr. Wilferd has the brains, and the control over Sir Jerold.”
“I shall heed your warning, and the doctor’s, and protect myself in the clinches,” grinned his lordship. “Now, let us take Dr. Wagnal’s other advice, and get you settled comfortably to recuperate from Peke’s dastardly attack.” He pulled vigorously at the bellrope beside his bed, and within a very short length of time—so short that Milord suspected the good lady had been ready and waiting—Mrs. Robbins entered.
“It was as well you thought to warn me” she said briskly, lifting Chloe out of the chair and supporting her with one arm around the girl’s slender waist. “I sent Robbins and the doctor up to Milord’s bedroom as soon as I could. Not soon enough, it appears!” She looked searchingly into the battered face, now beginning to show the dark-mottled swelling doctor Wagnal had predicted. “Those villains! I thought it was his lordship they were seeking to injure!”
“It was, but Miss Chloe defended me like a lioness! Rattled in and told them off for the rascals they are!” smiled Lord Randal. “I have great gratitude and respect for Miss Chloe,” he added quietly.
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