A cardinal flitted past Nicolette’s window in her room in the tower. It’s bright red feathers contrasted deeply with the bleak day outside. The lake reflected the gray sky above it in its clear water. The meadow where Nicolette usually rode her horse looked to be frowning. Even the woods, brightly colored for autumn, looked dull. 


Nicolette sighed and looked about herself. The stone walls and floor of her not-so-spacious room added to the cold. Even the brightly colored tapestries that all but covered the walls did not cheer her. 


Nicolette’s room. There was a hard bed with a quilt of reds and purples and golds laid over it. Another one was draped over her large wooden trunk. On the floor lay a huge purple rug with golden tassels. Around the window were two, regal-red curtains.


But Nicolette considered her room a prison. She had never seen the world beyond her father’s property except from a carriage window on the way to some fancy party or another. She considered her life very sheltered (which it was), and very boring. She wished she could be out horseback riding or swimming or exploring the woods all day like she was allowed to do when she was younger. 


Nicolette Avona Fletcher was the only child of Carlton and Aimee Fletcher, duke and duchess of Alenon. They were kind, loving parents who saw to it that their daughter wanted for nothing, including discipline. They employed an excellent teacher for the regrettable days when they could not tutor their daughter themselves. She was taught French, Latin, Greek, arithmetic, grammar, science, history, botany, and geography as well as horsemanship, at which she excelled. Nicolette was an eager student and learned quickly. Her parents also saw to it that her hours away from school were not spent in idleness. Nicolette soon came to love the woods and meadow, and spent many quiet hours by the lake studying. Then one day her mother became terribly ill. Days went by when Nicolette was not allowed to see her. Then came the awful news that her mother had died. The next year Nicolette’s father re-married a wealthy nobleman’s daughter, Blondelle Hanson. As much as she tried, Nicolette could not bring herself to think of her stepmother as a real mother, and Blondelle was no help.
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“Nicolette? Where are you? Come here, you lazy, worthless, disobedient child!”


“Here I am, Miss Blondelle,” Nicolette said as she descended the stone stairs. She was dressed in a flowing lilac gown that set off her azure eyes.


Nicolette’s father entered the room and Blondelle was immediately all smiles.


“Hello dear. I was just about to ask Nicolette to please call me mother. I know I’ll never be to her what dear Aimee was, but I try to be as much like a mother to poor Nicolette as I can,” then with feigned worry, “But I don’t think she appreciates it.”


Carlton gave Nicolette a slightly stern look. “I’m sure she does. You’re a wonderful mother to her,” and then he added with a smile, “And will be to our future son or daughter.”


Nicolette was horrified. Why hadn’t her parents spoken of it before? Why hadn’t they told her as soon as they found out? The child would probably be a spoiled brat. Of course it would, if it was anything like it’s mother. And it would probably be a boy. That way it would become duke after Carlton. Ug! She immediately retreated to her room.


“I don’t believe she took it very well,” said Blondelle ‘worriedly’.


“I’m sure she’ll love the new baby.”


“She has told me before that she’s glad she’s the only child so she can have us to herself. She doesn’t want a sibling because it would mean she would get half the attention,” Blondelle lied.


Carlton instantly became worried. “I have never known her to be like that. When she was little she used to long for a baby sister or brother. What has gotten into her? I shall have to speak with her on this matter.”


Blondelle had partially achieved her goal. Her objective was to turn the doting father against his own daughter; to leave her out of his will, which, of course, meant her child would inherit everything.
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After getting over her shock, Nicolette wondered what her stepmother had called her for. But no matter, she had obviously forgotten.


Nicolette sat on her bed and thought awhile. She knew her father was having a hard time. He had a lot of work to do, so she knew she shouldn’t bother him with Blondelle. Besides, he may not even believe her.


Nicolette got up and walked over to her window. The gray day only added to her glumness. She thought of her ebony stallion, Freedom, standing in his stall in the stables, possibly munching oats. Nicolette longed to be out riding him, but it was too cold and wet outside according to her father. 


“Nicolette?”


“I’m in my room. If you want to see me, you’ll have to come up.”


Blondelle ascended the stairs to the tower and appeared in the doorway.


Nicolette gave her a look that said, “Why are you disturbing my peace? Out with it and then leave.”


“Don’t get used to having your own way!” snapped her stepmother. 


“Believe me, I won’t,” she replied coolly.


Blondelle surprisingly couldn’t think of what to say to that, so she went on. “Your grandparents are having a party to celebrate their cousin’s grandfather’s great aunt’s uncle’s mother-in-law’s birthday. They’re inviting plenty of rich, eligible young men from all around. We must find something for you to wear to it. It simply must be the latest style, unlike many of your rags.”


Nicolette was about to make a hot reply about her taste in clothes but stopped herself. Arguing would get her nowhere. 


“Well, what are you waiting for? Come along.”


Nicolette rose from her bed and followed her stepmother out of the room.
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“Not…so…tight!” gasped Nicolette. Two maids were helping her into a lacy blue frock with an extremely tight bodice.


“It’ll make you look as though you’ve got a tiny waist,” said the tall brunette maid. 


“I don’t care! I can hardly breathe!” protested Nicolette.


“Miss, it’s your mother’s orders!”

“Stepmother! And I don’t care!”

“I won’t be disobeying her!” the maid returned hotly.

“Now, now, it won’t do no good arguing ‘bout it,” the little blonde maid said quietly. 

Nicolette sighed in defeat. Her maids were so good at this. It was not the first time this had happened. She allowed the maids to finish helping her get ready for the party. 
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Nicolette watched the countryside roll by through the carriage window. She was on her way to her grandparents’ banquet. On the seat across from her, Nicolette’s father stared absent-mindedly out the other window. Her stepmother seemed absorbed in studying every inch of him, as a mother would her little boy to be sure he had washed up properly. 


The carriage rolled up to a large iron gate where two men with rifles stood alert. Behind the gate was a large courtyard with a bubbling fountain in the center. On either side two wooden benches could be seen with huge flowerpots full of scarlet roses on their sides. Carriages were lined up at the door, with all sorts of nobility pouring out of them.


Their carriage rolled inside and joined the line. At the door, Nicolette’s father helped Blondelle out and then Nicolette. 


The house was huge, made completely of stone. There were curtains and tapestries everywhere. Everything was blue, scarlet, purple, and gold. The tapestries were mainly of horses, purple horses on gold backgrounds or scarlet horses on purple backgrounds or golden horses on blue backgrounds. Rugs all but covered the hard floors. 


Nicolette’s grandparents stood by the door greeting their guests. Her grandmother was a tall, stern looking woman dressed in a champagne-colored dress with lace at the throat. Nicolette’s grandfather was dressed in a gray suit. He was slightly less stern looking than his wife, with bushy eyebrows that made him look somewhat like a clown. He was bald on top. 


“Good to see you here, dear,” said her grandfather, showing more affection toward the girl than her grandmother had.  The stern woman bore hardly any resemblance to her late daughter Aimee.  Before Aimee’s death, she had been as loving as a grandparent could.


Nicolette nodded and curtsied. She knew she must be on her best behavior. If she embarrassed her grandparents, she’d never hear the end of it. Her stepmother would make sure of that. 


Nicolette’s grandmother gave her a stiff smile. “There are some young men here we will have to introduce you to,” she said. Every time they had a party, every rich, eligible, young man around was invited for a single purpose. Her grandparents thought they had one job as Nicolette’s grandparents: to see that she married rich. 


After greeting the last of the guests, Rosemary (Nicolette’s grandmother) walked over to her as if she had no particular place to go. Nicolette knew what was coming. 


“I would like to introduce you to several people, if you don’t mind. Shall we start with that young gentleman over there?” she said, nodding towards a young man with fiery red hair dressed in stiff clothes.


“That’ll be fine, grandmother,” Nicolette replied. In truth, she thought meeting so many different young men intriguing and boring at the same time. She was so used to it that it became boring, and the fact that her grandmother was trying to play matchmaker for her was annoying. But it was also interesting to meet so many different types of people. 


Rosemary walked over to the young man and said, “Sir Fyffer, I would like you to meet my granddaughter Nicolette. Nicolette, this is Arnold Fyffer, the son of the esteemed Harold Fyffer.”


“Pleased to meet you,” Nicolette told him. She quickly looked over him. Arnold had the bluest eyes, the reddest hair, and the pointiest nose she had ever seen. He was dressed in almost completely in black. His shoes had been polished so much that Nicolette was sure they would reflect the sun.


“Pleased to meet you too, madam.” He had a deep voice.


Nicolette noticed how uncomfortable the young man seemed in the presence of her and her grandmother. 


“I apologize, Mr. Fyffer, but I have promised someone else I would like meet with them before the night is over. If you will excuse me…” Nicolette knew that the party had just started, and was bound to last at least half the night, but she couldn’t think of anything else to say.  She didn’t want to make the young man uncomfortable. 


“Certainly,” the young man replied with a grateful look.


Nicolette and her grandmother walked away.


“I approve of your choice. His hair was too red.”


Nicolette gave her grandmother an exasperated look. 


Ignoring it, her grandmother spoke, “Come along. There is someone else I want you to meet.”


Nicolette’s grandmother led her over to a handsome young man entertaining several young ladies. He immediately stopped when he saw Nicolette approaching. 


Nicolette studied the young man. He had dark hair and a charming smile. He looked nice enough, but there was something about his smile that put Nicolette on her guard. 


Nicolette’s grandmother smiled warmly at him. “Nicolette, I’d like you to meet Algernon. Algernon, this is my granddaughter Nicolette.”


“Well, well, it’s a pleasure to meet you. Might I ask, are you engaged?” 


Nicolette was horrified at his rude behavior.


Her grandmother turned red. “Come along Nicolette. I assure you, he is most respected. We all forget our manners once in a while.”


They hurried off, Rosemary leading her granddaughter to a young man standing by some other gentlemen. However, they never got there because they were stopped by a man Nicolette hadn’t noticed before.


“Excuse me, but I happened to notice Algernon’s rude behavior. I feel I must apologize, I am…acquainted with him.”


Nicolette’s grandmother gave her a look that said “come on, we haven’t got time for this,” but she stayed anyway. This man was being so polite!


The man who stood before Nicolette was very handsome. He had an almost ruddy complexion. His green eyes looked as though they had witnessed much in many years, though he himself was quite young looking, perhaps 25 or 30 years of age. His almost shoulder-length auburn hair was neatly brushed and yet hung in his face. He was dressed in a cinnamon colored shirt with white sleeves. On his feet were large brown boots; on his belt a long sword and a large hunting knife.  


Nicolette was somewhat taken aback by this stranger with manners equal to a king’s. Who in the world was he? Surely not a relation of her grandmother, not the way she treated him. Trying to get Nicolette to just walk off while he was speaking!


Nicolette quickly gathered her wits and said, “There is no need to apologize for someone else’s actions. Your own more than doubly make up for his.”


The stranger looked slightly embarrassed. “Thank you, though I am not worthy of this praise,” then he quickly added, “Forgive me for not introducing myself. My name is Laurence.”


“And I am Nicolette. It is a pleasure to meet you.”


He smiled. “The pleasure is all mine. Is there anything I can do for you?”


“I must admit I am curious as to how you came to know my grandparents.”


A cloud pasted over his face, and a far away look appeared in his green eyes. Nicolette assumed she had said something wrong. 


Nicolette’s grandmother gave her a stern look.


“It was a pleasure talking with you,” Nicolette said sincerely, “But I'm afraid I must go.”


“The pleasure was all mine, milady.” 


Nicolette’s grandmother led her quickly away. 


“Grandmother, why don’t you like him?”


Her grandmother replied sharper than usual. “I will not have you associating with him. Do not ask why, or any other questions.”


Nicolette inwardly sighed. Every time she found a friend, her grandmother or stepmother interfered. She was so lonely, with only her horse for a companion.


“Nicolette, I’d like you to meet Rupert. He is the son of a dear friend of mine, and I'm sure will prove to be an excellent companion throughout the rest of the party.”


Nicolette found herself looking up into the face of a dashing young man. He had large azure eyes, light hair, and a handsome smile. 


“A pleasure to meet you, miss.”


Nicolette was spellbound by his deep, melodious, voice and could only nod her head. She found herself absentmindedly twirling one of her long auburn curls. 


Everything was going splendidly according to Rosemary. Rupert was rich, handsome, and intelligent; what more could anyone want? She failed to remind herself of the reason she married Augustin, who was at that time as poor as a pauper. 


She left the two looking into each other’s eyes and went off to entertain the rest of her guests, her mind on Laurence. The truth was that her husband had invited the young man to the gathering; he never would have showed up on his own, for he knew of Rosemary’s feelings for him. 


Laurence wandered over to a corner and sat down in a lonely looking chair. There he remained for quite some time. Then, about an hour before the party broke up, he mysteriously disappeared. 


“I…I'm glad to meet you,” Nicolette stuttered.


He smiled warmly. “And I you. Nicolette, isn’t it?”


“Yes…Rupert.”


“Well, ahem, how did you come to know Miss Rosemary?”


“I am her granddaughter. She said you are the son of a friend of hers.”


“That I am,” Rupert replied, and then added casually, “Have you noticed that strangely dressed man? I heard he came here uninvited, and dressed like that! And rumor has it he is often so drunk that he doesn't even know who he is or who anybody else is or what anything is, for that matter. And I hear he is a gambler and a criminal, though nobody has any evidence so they can’t throw him in jail where he belongs. He never does anyone harm when he’s drunk though; he can hardly stand half the time. Imagine that. And he dares to put himself in the presence of nobility. I suggest you stay away from him for your own good.”


Nicolette was shocked at these rumors. “That can’t be true! He was such a gentleman to me! You must be mistaken; that man would never do those things!”


“First impressions aren’t everything, but of course I could be wrong.”


Nicolette made no reply. She wasn’t sure what to believe, this handsome young man before her who seemed so kind and honest, or her insides. Laurence seemed like such a gentleman, but she had only met and talked to him once. Everything was so confusing!


“Nicolette? Come out of dreamland now. It’s time for dinner.”


Nicolette looked up into Rupert’s smiling face and followed him into the huge dining room.
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Nicolette turned over in her bed for what seemed like the hundredth time. Ever since her grandparents’ party the night before, she had lain awake all night. She wondered if she should just leave it to her grandmother to find her a suitable husband; she seemed hopeless at it. It was so confusing when she met two seemingly nice young men and one of them told possible lies about the other one and…


Nicolette sighed. She stood up and put on her thick wool cloak and boots before slowly and quietly descending the stairs. She pushed open the secret door in the gray stone wall and crept outside. 


Nicolette made her way to the edge of the woods. When she got there, she sat down on the crunchy brown leaves to think. The crisp night air was so different from the musty smell of the castle. Somewhere in the shadow of the woods, an owl hooted. Crickets chirped consistently. Yet even in amongst the sounds of night, there was a peaceful calm about it.


Suddenly, but very faintly and steadily growing louder, Nicolette could hear the crunch-thump of horses hooves. She immediately crouched down behind a tree, hardly daring to breathe. The sound grew louder until finally a large black horse with a striking blaze that ran down its head came into view. On its back was a young man who looked to be in his early twenties.


The rider’s clothes were torn and muddy. His short, wavy, dark brown hair was in his face, which had a nasty scratch running along one side. He had hazel eyes and a rather dark complexion.  His brown leather boots were caked with mud and his drab cloak was in shreds. However, the rider seemed barely conscious of the state he was in.


Nicolette decided he poised little threat to her, calling out, “Who goes there?”


The rider almost fell off his horse in surprise. Quickly gathering his wits about him, he replied, “Show yourself. I will not answer to a coward.” There was a hint of fear in his voice, barley audible.


Nicolette stepped out from behind the tree where she had been standing. She pushed her hair out of her face. “Here I am. Now just what are you doing on my father’s land? You have no business here,” Nicolette said, looking closely at the horse the stranger was riding. She gasped. “That’s my horse! You are a thief!” For the first time, Nicolette began to fear for her own safety. Visions of heard-about raids flew threw her head, but she struggled to remain calm.


The horse’s rider flushed with embarrassment. “I was only borrowing him, with every intention of returning him, and see, here I am to do so.”


“Why did you take him in the first place? And how did you get past the stable guards? And if you stole him, why didn’t you just keep him? And what are you doing on our land??” 


He lowered his head. “I work here. I had some business to attend to and had no means of transportation.”


Nicolette gasped. “You’re a slave that stole from his own master?”


“A servant that borrowed from his own employer,” corrected the young man.


“What business were you “attending” to?” questioned a very curious Nicolette.


“Say nothing more, and I will not mention that you were out in the middle of the night,” the young man replied.


Nicolette realized he had a point. She was not supposed to be outside. Her stepmother would be furious, especially furious that she had gotten mixed up in this.


“Agreed,” she said stiffly. “Now return my horse immediately to his stables.”


The young man dismounted and led the horse off to carry out Nicolette’s command.
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Laurence quietly left the huge room full of fancily dressed people and went swiftly and silently to his horse that was tied to a large tree. After wrapping a dark cloak about him that was slung over the horse’s back, he untied the chestnut stallion and skillfully mounted him. At an encouraging whisper from his owner, the horse went forward into the woods.


The dark forest was silent except for the occasional hooting of an owl. Laurence had traveled the unseen path many times, for various reasons known to few people. In fact, few people knew anything about him. Nobody seemed to know where he lived or what he did to earn money. If the rumors Rupert had produced were true, he was a gambler and got all his money through gambling and then spent most of it on expensive whiskey. 


Laurence was deep in thought and was hardly paying attention to his horse, which knew where they were going because they had gone there so many times. Nicolette reminded him so much of Brielle. He wanted to tell Nicolette all about her because of that.


Fleet carried his master out of the woods. An un-inviting looking town that seemed to say, “go away” could be seen several hundred feet in front of them. Laurence quickly interrupted his thoughts and slid off his horse. Tying him to a tree, he continued on foot.


Before long, a deserted tavern came into view. The shingles were coming off the roof and there were boards nailed over the windows. The chimney had long been sealed up to keep rain from coming in and flooding the place; it appeared to be completely empty.


Laurence went right up to the door and gave an almost unintelligible knock. A shadowy figure quietly opened the door and ushered him inside. 


Inside the building was an old bar with seven stools lining it. Behind it were old shelves, empty ones. Another cloaked figure sat upon the middle stool.


“Where is Shane?” Laurence said in a hushed whisper.


“He hasn’t come yet. Something may have happened,” replied the person who had opened the door, his Spanish accent scarcely detectible. 


The person on the stool came forward and joined the other two at the door. “They do have guards at the stables. He may not have been able to get a horse.”


“Do you think he’d come on foot?” questioned the first.


“Nay, he’d never make it by dawn. The way is too long and there is a party at the Fletchers’. He’d be seen for sure.”


Suddenly the three were interrupted by a soft knock on the door. They were instantly tense.


“That must be him. Open the door,” ordered the character from the stool.


Another figure wrapped in a brown cloak, barely visible in the dark, entered the room.


“We were worried something had happened. I'm glad you’re safe,” thee one who had opened the door told him.


“Thank you Jocko. I had a time getting a horse from the stables. I think I ended up with the girl’s stallion.” 


Jocko smiled. “The girl is hardly younger than you are, boy.”


Shane smiled wryly at him, his handsome young face hardly distinguishable beneath his tattered cloak.
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“Wait!” Nicolette called out. 


The stranger turned around.


“At least tell me your name!”


“My name is Shane. May I go now?”


Nicolette nodded.
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Nicolette yawned. She was tired from her little adventure in the night, but she knew she’d better be on time for breakfast.


Just then her blond-haired maid entered the room with a tray containing eggs and hot biscuits. “Your stepmother decided to sleep late, but I thought you might want your breakfast on time, miss.”


Nicolette smiled at the maid, Bonnie, and accepted the tray. As Bonnie turned to leave, Nicolette called out, “Wait Bonnie. I would like to take a complete tour of the estate, to see how the servants are doing. Would you please tell the stableman to have my horse ready in exactly one hour?”


“But miss, your father sees to that,” the puzzled maid told her.


“I know. But I’d like to anyway. No more questions, please; it’s too early.”


“Of course miss,” the maid acknowledged as she left the room with the now empty tray.


Nicolette called her other maid and had her hurriedly help her dress. “And please be quick about it, for I must be at the stables in less than an hour.”


Katryn obeyed and soon Nicolette was on her way to the large stables her father owned. There were at least seventy horses stabled there, and the number changed as her father bought and sold.


Nicolette went immediately to where the head stableman was waiting with Coal. Nicolette thanked him as he helped her mount (she was an excellent horsewoman, but Coal was a very large horse). Nicolette only had to speak to her well-trained stallion and he carried her swiftly out of the stables.


Nicolette hardly knew where she was going; she had never been to see the peasants. Coal willingly took her all over her father’s vast acreage until she found where some of the servants were working. She wondered how she’d ever find Shane.


They looked at her with questioning eyes. She quickly scanned over them but Shane was nowhere to be found. 


Nicolette rode on and found herself at the blacksmith’s. She alighted and went up to the small building. The blacksmith was hard at work making a shoe for one of the horses. 


“Kin I help ye, miss?”


“Well, I was looking for someone, but it appears that he’s not here. Thank you anyway.” She returned to her horse.


Nicolette decided to ride back to the stables, reaching them before long. Once there, she dismounted and handed the reigns to the nearest groom. As she looked up, she heard a familiar voice. 


Nicolette looked up, and before her stood none other than Shane. 
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“They plan to attack six weeks from now. That should give us about a month and a half;” Andres spoke in whispers. 


The three men that were gathered around him nodded. 


“Do you think we should warn them?” questioned one of them.


“I haven’t decided yet, Shane. What do you think? And what about you, Jocko, and Laurence?”


The other two shook their heads, implying that they too were undecided on the matter.


The four quietly conversed for a few more minutes on various subjects before breaking up and going back the ways they had came. 
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“Shane…I didn’t know…you work at the stables.” Nicolette found herself utterly speechless. She had wanted to find him, but now that she had, she had no idea what to say.


He looked at her queerly. “Is there something I can do for you?”


She smiled at him. “Not right now.”
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Nicolette sat on her bed, pondering the week’s events. She hadn’t seen anyone who had been at her grandparent’s extravaganza. Shane was still puzzling her. What had he been up to the night after the party? Should she tell anyone? Of course, then she would have to reveal her part; being outside in the middle of the night in wet weather where she could have caught pneumonia or even been kidnapped. 


“Miss? Someone’s here to see you. I put ‘im in the parlor. ‘E looks like a gentleman,” Katryn said as she entered Nicolette’s room and curtsied politely.


Nicolette’s curiosity was instantaneously aroused, as the maid’s had been. Who could this gentleman be, here to see her? Perhaps a friend of her father’s? 


Nicolette hurriedly readied herself before descending the stairs and walking gracefully into the parlor. She was quite beautiful, dressed in an exquisite, pale green dress that set off her lovely eyes. Her long auburn curls were piled high on her head, with several of them falling down around her face.


Nicolette almost gasped in surprise when she saw who her visitor was. It was Rupert!


He smiled and rose when he saw her enter the room. “I know my visit must come as a surprise to you, and I apologize for any inconvenience I’ve caused.”


Nicolette smiled. She had been ready to say something about rudely coming over here uninvited, but she changed her mind after he spoke. “There has been no inconvenience. Actually, I'm quite glad to see you. I get lonely around here sometimes.” She blushed. “Forgive me for not remembering my manners. Would you care for a cup of tea?”


Rupert smiled. “I believe that would be very refreshing after my journey here on horseback.”


That made Nicolette wonder how long he planned to stay. He seemed quite nice, and had proved to be an enjoyable person to be around at her grandparent’s party, but she still wasn’t sure if she wanted him to stay for a while.


Nicolette called Bonnie in to fetch the tea and urged Rupert to sit down and relax. “Please sit down, it must some distance from here to your place.”


He willingly relented. “I am a bit exhausted. Thank you for your hospitality.”


Nicolette put on all her best manners. “Now what, pray tell, do I owe the honor of your presence here?”


“I came to see you, Nicolette.”


“To see me? I thought that surely you had some business arrangement with my father.”


“Nay, ever since I met you at the party, I have said to myself that I must pay you a visit as soon as can.”


Nicolette began to feel uncomfortable. She had no intention of letting Rupert court her.


Abruptly changing the subject, Nicolette hoped to destroy all his hope of ever marrying her. “Have you met Shane? He works here, and I just happened to run into him this morning.” She was secretly admonishing herself. Of course they hadn’t met! Rupert was of a ‘higher’ class.


Rupert’s eyes darkened for only an instant, making Nicolette wonder if she had imagined it. “I don’t believe I have. You will have to introduce us,” he said; at once back to his normal self.


Nicolette had a bad feeling about it, but she wasn’t sure why. Rupert seemed like an honorable person, but there was no way for her to be sure yet. Should she introduce him to Shane? Was it her imagination that Rupert had looked…well, the way he had?


Rupert stood up. “Come, I should like to meet him now.”
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Shane wondered at Nicolette’s behavior. She hadn’t acted like that before. The one time he had met her, she had never been at a loss for words. But he shrugged it off figuring that first impressions weren’t everything, and went about his chores. 


Shane worked in the stable all day long every day but Sunday. He mucked out stalls, watered the horses, fed them, exercised them occasionally, and cleaned the tack. He enjoyed most of it, having been brought up around horses. He was an orphan; his parents had both died in a riding accident. His old aunt had taken him in but died of old age when he was fifteen. Shane had gone out to find a job and ended up working for the duke. He was now twenty-two and still worked for the duke, being excellent with the horses.


As Shane headed towards the stall of one of the mares, he heard someone calling his name. It sounded like Nicolette. He wondered what she could be doing back at the stables only two hours after she had left, but turned around and headed in the direction her voice was coming from.


Nicolette came into view, a strange man at her side. The sight of that gentleman holding her arm made Shane strangely annoyed. He couldn’t place the feeling he got as they walked nearer, Nicolette smiling at him.


“Shane, I’d like you to meet a friend of mine. Rupert, this is Shane. We have only just become acquainted,” she said, giving Shane a funny look. 


The sight of the man’s face was too familiar. “What are you doing here? How dare you set foot on this land! Get away now! Nicolette, you shouldn’t have anything to do with him!”


Rupert put on a look of feigned shock which naïve Nicolette thought to be real. “How dare you! What have I ever done? Nicolette, this man is obviously mistaking me for someone else! Take him away!”


Nicolette was completely confused. “What is going on here? Shane, you know him? What has he done? You must be mistaking him for somebody else!” She began to feel faint. Had she been right about Rupert being…of a questionable character?


“This man is a most infamous gambler and a cheat, who spends most of his time drinking! More than once has he lain drunk in the road!” Shane burst out.


“But…that can’t be…you must be mistaken!”


Rupert was furious that someone knew the truth. “He’s a liar! Get him away from me!”


Nicolette was quite perplexed. One of them was telling the truth; she had no idea which. “Be quite, both of you,” she said, close to tears. She sat down on a nearby bench.


“We can settle this some other time; Nicolette is a lady,” Rupert said as laid a hand on Nicolette’s shoulder as if that settled the matter.


Nicolette shrugged it off immediately, got up, and walked towards the house, leaving the two men behind her.


As soon as she was out of site, Rupert turned to Shane.
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Nicolette was in her room napping after the incident at the stables when one of the maids hurried in. 


“Sorry to disturb you miss, but apparently someone’s been hurt down at the stables. Just wanted to let ye know.” The maid left the room.


Nicolette wondered who could have been injured, when suddenly she remembered Shane and Rupert. Could they have…?


Nicolette hurriedly made herself presentable before hurriedly walking down to the stables. If they had gotten in a fight, she would be furious. She had no idea how Shane would have found out anything about Rupert and no idea whether he was right. Rupert had said Laurence was a gambler and a drunk…


Nicolette reached the stables where she could see Shane sitting on the bench holding what looked like ice to his mouth. There was blood on his face and on the ice. Nicolette was squeamish around blood, but continued forward. Rupert was nowhere in sight.


“What happened?” she asked as soon as she reached Shane, realizing it was a silly question since he couldn’t talk with his mouth full of ice.


Shane winced but didn’t make a sound. 


“Here, let me see your mouth,” Nicolette insisted. She carefully had him move the ice, which was in a thin bag, so she could see his mouth. She quickly turned away.


“I will have our physician examine it. You may need stitches,” Nicolette said matter-of-factly. She turned towards the house, leaving Shane to nurse his bloody mouth.


When she reached the house, she found a maid standing beside the physician her father hired, and she left them to walk to the stables while she went to her room.


In truth, she was worried about Shane. If what he had said about Rupert were true, which was the only reason she figured Rupert would attack him, than Shane could be in greater danger than just a bloody mouth. 
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Laurence rapped lightly on the door of the deserted tavern and stepped quietly inside as Andres opened the door. 


Jocko sat on a stool nearby, but Shane was nowhere in sight. “Late again,” whispered Andres at the questioning look Laurence gave him.


The three sat in silence, waiting for their youngest member to arrive. Not many people knew about the group that prevented many raids on many places, and that was the way they wanted it. Not only would it put their own lives in danger, but also none of them wanted the publicity that would come with the knowledge. It was no easy job preventing raids of their enemies, and it would be harder if their enemies knew who they were along with everyone else.


Suddenly all three were on their feet, for their trained ears had heard approaching footsteps that sounded heavy, unlike Shane’s light steps. They gathered on each side of the door, ready to challenge anyone who opposed them.


The door opened, and in stumbled Shane. He clutched his side, and in the dark the others could barely see the blood that stained his shirt.


“What happened?” questioned Jocko worriedly as he helped Shane to a chair.


Shane was breathing heavily, and gasped out, “I was riding through the woods when someone took a shot at me.”


Andres came over with a bucket of water and a cloth. He bathed the place the bullet had entered with the luke-warm water. Shane sucked in his breath and winced in pain.


Laurence quickly a small bottle from his pocket and gave Shane a cloth to bite down on. He then poured the iodine on the wound. Shane forced himself not to cry out in pain. The iodine would keep the wound from getting infected.


Laurence and Jocko helped Shane to the floor where they had laid a few blankets. He slowly and painfully lay down on them.


“He needs a doctor,” Laurence whispered. The others nodded, but they knew they would have to give a doctor all the information they had, and then he would ask questions.


Andres slowly ripped off a piece of his gray cloak and carefully but tightly wrapped it around Shane’s rib cage where the bullet had entered. Shane winced again but made no sound. It was important that no one discovered the group’s headquarters. 


Suddenly someone rapped lightly on the door from outside. Laurence crept forward and opened the door. Outside stood a tall, broad-shouldered man in a hooded cloak that was so dark he almost blended into the night. He uttered a quiet greeting before joining the others inside. 


Anders was relieved that Sean had come. He was the only one in their group that had had any medical experience. He was often absent from the meetings because of this; he was often taking care of other people.


Sean immediately spotted Shane on the floor and went over to him. He looked inquiringly at Andres, waiting for an explanation.”


“He was shot when riding in the woods. He didn’t say what happened to the horse, and we don’t know who shot him. Apparently he has an unknown enemy; either that or it was an accident.”
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Nicolette was sitting in the parlor drinking tea when her father’s estate manager, Mr. Borlyn, entered the room. “Can I help you?” she inquired.


“I heard you were acquainted with one of the servants; his first name is Shane. He is missing and so is one of the horses. I was wondering whether you knew where he went or not.”


Nicolette frowned. “I didn’t know he was missing, and I certainly don’t know where he went or is. Are you certain he is not presently on the grounds?”


“Positive. No one has seen him since last night.”


Instantly Nicolette thought of her first meeting with the handsome young man. He hadn’t told her what he had been doing. Could this be associated with his former business? 


She thought of telling the manager all about it, but decided against it. She had given Shane her word that she would not tell a soul, and she intended to keep it unless the need was dire. She wanted to earn Shane’s respect and keep it.
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Shane was propped up on some pillows in Sean’s small log house. He was sleeping peacefully despite his injury. Sean had carefully cleaned and bandaged it. It would heal in time but Shane would have to keep still for several weeks. 


Gathered by the fire were three figures: Andres, Sean, and Laurence. They were discussing what to do about informing Shane’s employer about what had happened. Sean thought they should deliver a letter; Laurence wasn’t so sure about that and Andres and Jocko were undecided.


“A letter would arouse suspicion,” Laurence insisted. “They would wonder who had sent it and how we knew where they lived. One of us should play the part of witness and personally tell them what happened. Since we don’t know for sure, we should tell them he was hit by a stray bullet that was most likely fired by a hunter.”


“That is the best plan,” Andres agreed as Sean nodded.


Sean looked around at his two friends and asked, “Any volunteers?”


Without a second thought on the matter, Laurence immediately agreed to do it. “I will.”


Andres, Sean, and Jocko wondered at the eagerness of their friend, who normally preferred not to be seen by light of day by people he was not familiar with. However, they decided against questioning him because they trusted his judgment. 
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Laurence mounted his horse. Fleet only needed gentle directions to swiftly take his rider anywhere he wished to go. He had been trained and raised by Laurence. Laurence was as devoted to his horse as his horse was to Laurence.


Deep in thought, Laurence had to turn his obedient horse around several times. Nicolette reminded him so much of Brielle! Laurence was deeply troubled by the senior Fletchers, particularly Rosemary. She still blamed him for Brielle’s death and Laurence didn’t know what to believe. Rosemary and her husband didn’t approve of his engagement to the much-in-love Brielle and so Laurence wanted to prove he was worthy of her. He went away to war when he was twenty years old. When he had been gone for a year, Brielle’s mother Rosemary was certain he wasn’t returning, much to her delight. She wrote Brielle a false note saying Laurence had been killed. Brielle was devastated. Soon after, she became terribly ill. The day before Laurence returned, she died. Her guardians had blamed Laurence for her death.  Laurence could only believe that it was true; she was gone because of him.



Brielle was not the senior Fletcher’s daughter.  When she was young, Brielle’s parents died, and was taken in by Mr. And Mrs. Fletcher, who’s son Carlton was already married and had a daughter several years younger than Brielle.  The daughter, Nicolette, never heard about or saw Brielle.  In fact, she never knew she existed.


Laurence snapped back to reality as Fleet decided to jump a fallen log. Laurence wasn’t prepared, and fell off as his horse was in mid-air. 


As he hit the ground, a sharp pain went through his arm. He stifled a cry as he struggled to get up without the help of his right arm. 


Fleet ambled over, having found a way around the dead tree, and stood still as Laurence undertook the task of remounting.


After several attempts, Laurence managed to pull himself onto the saddle. His broken armed hurt dreadfully, and he was exhausted from his struggle to get back on his horse. He considered turning around and going back to Sean’s home, but he decided against it. He wouldn’t desert his mission.


After dismounting, Laurence sat down on the dead tree that had caused so much trouble and with his good arm ripped off a strip of his cloak He wrapped it around his arm twice than over his shoulder and back around before tying it. That way, his arm would be less likely to move and cause more damage. He then remounted with a little less trouble and urged his horse on his way.


As soon as Laurence rode up to the gate of the duke’s estate, completely exhausted, two guards walked quickly over; the expression on his face clearly stated the pain he was in. 


“Can we help?” asked a concerned guard. They normally didn’t take to strangers, but Laurence obviously needed help.


Laurence straitened up. “Actually, I came to visit…Nicolette.” He wasn’t sure whom he should tell, but he wanted to see her anyway.


“But sir…”


Laurence nodded his head in the direction of the house. “Now, if you don’t mind.”


The taller of the guards offered to take Fleet to the stable as the other opened the huge gate. Laurence declined and led Fleet in himself and told the guard to release him into the pasture.
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“You have a visitor, miss,” Katryn told Nicolette as she walked into her room. Bonnie was sweeping Nicolette’s auburn curls up on top of her head.


Nicolette was puzzled. She hoped it wasn’t Rupert again. “Who is it?”


“I'm not quite certain, miss.  Shall I describe ‘im?”


“Please,” Nicolette replied.


“He has auburn hair, like yours, miss. It hangs in ‘is face on both sides. He hasn’t a beard or a mustache, though he looks to be of around twenty-five years of age. He’s wearing a plain old brown shirt with rather dirty white sleeves. His eyes, I believe, are green. He’s very good-looking,” Katryn added slyly.  “Oh, and he looked like somethin’ was wrong with his arm.”


It only took a moment to figure out who here ‘mysterious’ visitor was. Nicolette knew it must be Laurence. He sounded exactly how she herself would have described him. How in the world did he find where she lived, and why?


“I’ll be down in a moment. Take him to the parlor and offer him something to eat and drink,” Nicolette instructed the curious maid. She had forgotten Katryn mentioning that Laurence looked hurt. All she could think about was why he had come. She couldn’t think of why he would come here just to see her.


She hurriedly readied herself and, excusing Bonnie, who was equally curious, went to find Laurence.


As she entered the parlor, Nicolette saw Laurence seated on the small sofa drinking a cup of tea. In front of him on a small table was a platter of biscuits. His arm was set in a sling now.


“What happened?” Nicolette asked with concern, forgetting proper etiquette.


He looked up instantly and his face softened into a smile. “Only a riding accident. As I came in your physician was walking out, and he insisted on setting it. He says it’s a clean break.”


Nicolette did not see the humor that showed in his voice. “Surely it must have been painful.”


Laurence grimaced. “Don’t remind me.” 


Suddenly both seemed to remember their manners at the same time. “Forgive me,” they said in unison, and then both laughed.


“I'm sorry. I haven’t been being very courteous. Is there anything else the maid can get for you?”


“No thank you, milady. I came on account of one of your servants. Shane?”


“Shane? He’s been missing! One of the other servants said they saw him leave last night, but they didn’t know where he was going. Where is he?”


“I have some bad news and some good news. Which would you like to hear first?”


Nicolette stiffened. “The good news. Then, perhaps, the bad news won’t sound so bad.”


Laurence wondered how to tell her. She was obviously familiar with Shane; most people hadn’t even met all of their servants. That could mean they were close friends, and he didn’t want to worry her. 


Nicolette looked at him expectantly.


“He will recover with rest. That is the good news.”


Nicolette was alarmed. “Has he been injured? Pray, tell!” 


“Well, it is like this. Shane was riding in the woods when a bullet, most likely that of a hunter that had gone astray, struck him. He is staying in the home of a most honorable doctor for now. When he is well enough, he may be moved here if you like.”


Nicolette didn’t quite know how to take the news. She was relieved that he would recover, but she wondered what he had been doing riding in the woods at night.  Doubtlessly had something to do with her first meeting with him.


Laurence studied her face, making sure she was not too shocked. “Would you like me to stay here awhile?”  He wasn’t sure if he should leave her alone.


Nicolette managed a faint smile. “I would be exceedingly obliged. I often get lonely here with no one to talk to.”


“Do you enjoy riding? I had one of your servants take my horse out to the pasture, but I'm sure I could have him bring him back.”


“Riding is one of my favorite pastimes. I would greatly enjoy your company. But wouldn’t you like to rest first? I could have one of the maids prepare a room for you.”


“You needn’t go to the trouble of doing that. I will be fine in here. I don’t plan on staying the night.”


Nicolette’s maid Bonnie ‘happened’ to be passing by (it was the sixth time she had done so since Laurence had arrived) and overheard him say so. Bonnie had always thought that Nicolette should marry, and Laurence seemed like a nice person.  She immediately went to prepare Laurence a room without him knowing.
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Sean frowned. “Laurence should have been back by now. I hope nothing happened.”


Andres nodded. 


Both of the two were broad-shouldered and good-looking. Andres had long, dark curls and blue eyes. A thin, curly mustache gave him a distinguished look. One could easily tell he was a Spaniard. Sean had blond hair and brown eyes. His hair hung down to just above his shoulders. He had a short beard and a mustache.


Jocko was sitting in the corner smoking a pipe. The same silvery gray cloak he always wore was wrapped about him. His deep set, blue eyes were fixed on Shane, though his mind was obviously far away. His dark hair was the same length as Sean’s, though it was tangled by the wind and needed washing. Under his cloak he wore dark clothes and a rust colored belt. In his belt was a long sword in a leather sheath. 


Sean kept muttering to himself, and it was getting on Andres’s nerves. “Laurence will come back fine,” Andres said positively, “He probably lost his way.”


Sean doubted that. Laurence was very adept at finding his way through woods or fields or wherever he happened to be. He could track a bear from its cave the day after it left it if he wanted. He could surely find his way to and from the duke’s estate.
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Laurence rose from the bed in the room he had dozed off in. He had finally accepted Nicolette and Bonnie’s offer to sleep awhile in the room Bonnie had fixed up for him.


He quickly straitened his clothes and ran his fingers through his hair before going down to join Nicolette in the parlor.


Laurence entered the parlor. The sight almost took his breath away. Nicolette was sitting in a white chair dressed in a flowing, leaf-green dress. Her hair was pulled back with a simple green ribbon that was tied in a bow in the back. She looked beautiful, yes, but Laurence was mainly thinking of how much she reminded him Brielle. Strangely, he didn’t feel as sad as he usually did when he thought of her.


“There you are. I thought I might have to send the maid to wake you,” Nicolette said, smiling warmly.


Laurence walked over to her and extended his left hand. She took, and he slowly drew her up out of the chair. The two then exited the house and headed toward the stables.


When they reached them, Nicolette had one of the grooms saddle Coal. Laurence mounted first and then pulled Nicolette up behind him. 


“You may direct me to the pasture as you please,” Laurence told her.


Soon they reached the pasture. It was wide and green. Several horses and a donkey grazed peacefully while a groom looked on. A beautiful chestnut stallion stood farther away from the rest. 


As soon as Laurence whistled, the chestnut stallion galloped over to them. Laurence dismounted Coal and led Fleet over to a fence where his tack was hanging. After quickly and efficiently saddling him, he mounted and rode over to Nicolette’s side.


Smiling at her, he told Nicolette, “This is Fleet. I raised him from a colt and trained him well. Not for any amount of money or jewels would I part with him.”


“I admire you for that. Some people only think of money.”


“You are so alike Brielle,” Laurence murmured aloud, unintentionally.


“Who is Brielle? You have not spoken of her before,” Nicolette reminded him.


Laurence cleared his throat. “We should began our ride now so we can make it back before dark.” 


Nicolette was immensely curious about the mysterious Brielle, but she held her tongue. She knew they had plenty of time before dark; it was hardly past noon. 


The two rode out to Nicolette’s favorite meadow. It ran up to the beginning of the woods where the tall, luminous, trees rose up above it. In the spring the trees were light with buds; in the summer the woods were alive with green; in autumn they were bursting with color. The meadow itself was always green except in the winter, when along with the bare trees the grass was a dull, unfriendly color.


Nicolette and Laurence pulled their horses to a stop and dismounted. The cook had packed a light meal for them to share so they took the food out of the saddlebags and spread it on a sheet they had laid out. 


Nicolette sat down, her long skirts billowing out beneath her. She was so glad to be out in the fresh air! Suddenly she remembered her stepmother. She wondered what she would do when she found her gone and with Laurence. But no matter, she was enjoying herself tremendously.


Laurence sat down opposite Nicolette and moved the food to the middle. After their meal, they sat and talked awhile.


Nicolette sighed. “Thank you so much for accompanying me. I don’t mean to be ungrateful but my life is so dull around here. I rarely get to go out riding like this.”


Laurence smiled. “It is my pleasure.” 


Nicolette sensed there was something bothering him. “Is something wrong?” she asked gently.


“Nay, nothing is wrong. You remind me so much of…”


Nicolette decided to ask him once more about Brielle. This time Laurence told her in great detail the story of his once betrothed.


Nicolette said sadly when he had finished, “I can’t believe I never knew about her.  I wonder why my father never told me about it.  You must miss her so much.”


“I missed her most the first two years. I just couldn’t except that she was gone. We had so many plans for the future and for our wedding.” Laurence sighed. “But I just couldn’t go on wallowing in my sorrow like a frog in the mud. I had to except that she was gone and wasn’t coming back.”
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Sean nervously paced back and forth in front of the door. “He should have been back by now. Something must have happened!”


Jocko stretched his legs out. “Relax. Laurence knows how to take care of himself. He’ll be back soon enough.” 


Andres stayed silent, and Shane continued to sleep peacefully on the bed.


Sean couldn’t stop his pacing, and his nervousness started to wear off on Jocko. “Will you stop that pacing? He’ll be back soon enough.”
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Laurence and Nicolette were riding side by side. Their horses’ strides were matched perfectly. Both (riders) excelled at horsemanship; both horses were eager to follow their masters’ commands.


Nicolette urged her horse into a brisk canter and Laurence followed her example. They went on this way until they reached the outer pasture where several expectant mares grazed peacefully. When they reached it, they slowed their horses to a walk and enjoyed the unusually sunny day while their horses enjoyed the exercise.


Neither one spoke, for in truth they were quite tongue-tied, not really knowing what to say.  Nicolette hadn’t felt so happy in a long time; she enjoyed the freedom and the company equally.  Laurence felt a special affection for the girl, and found that she was an intriguing conversationalist.  


The two spent the rest of the afternoon riding through the large meadow, occasionally racing their horses, and stopping to catch their breath or talk.  

Finally Laurence realized what time it was and departed, saying that he wanted to stay longer but didn’t wish to impose upon the household and that he had business to take care of.  Nicolette had almost forgotten the purpose of his visit.
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“Where is he?” Sean asked worriedly to no one in particular as he resumed his floor pacing.  “We should go look for him!”

“Sean, he can take care of himself,” Jocko intervened.  “Don’t worry about him.  I doubt that he’ll appreciate it if we come looking for him and there’s nothing wrong.  He’s been gone longer than this before.”

“Yes, but there’s no reason for him to be gone this long,” Sean replied.

Andres smiled.  “You know, Carlton Fletcher has a very attractive young daughter.”

Suddenly the room was silent, except for the steady breathing of the sleeping Shane.  They all knew about Brielle.  Laurence had been so passionately in love with her, and had been devastated when he learned of her death.  For months he wouldn’t speak to any of them.  Was it possible that he could be interested in Nicolette?

A low knock on the door interrupted their various thoughts.  Sean quickly opened it and was relieved to see Laurence; he was also worried when he saw the sling and how tired the young man looked.


“Are you alright?” Sean asked, as Laurence walked into the room and sat down on a chair.


“Yes, I'm fine.  I had a little riding accident, but I'm fine.”


Sean cleared his throat.  “Is that why it took you so long to get back?”


“Were you worried?” Laurence asked in an amused voice.


“I was just wondering.”


Jocko grinned.  “You should have seen him pacing the floor.  Of course, if you had, he wouldn’t have been doing so.  Where were you all that time?”


Laurence stiffened a bit.  “Can’t you trust me?”


Jocko immediately apologized.  “I didn’t mean it like that.  I was only being curious.  Of course, we trust your judgment, so if you choose not to tell us, we won’t bother you about it,” he said with a meaningful glance at his other companions.


“I was delayed, that’s all,” Laurence replied.  “I was tired when I got there, and Nico – I mean Miss Fletcher – insisted that I rest in a room that her maid had prepared for me.”


Jocko could hardly keep the look of amusement from his face.  
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