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		Their story is the story of the American frontier, an unforgettable saga of the men and women who tamed a wilderness and built a nation with their dreams and their courage.

		Created by master storyteller Louis L’Amour, the Sackett saga brings to life the spirit and adventures of generations of pioneers. Fiercely independent and determined to face any and all challenges, they discovered their destiny in settling a great and wild land.

		Each Sackett novel is a complete, exciting historical adventure. Read as a group, they tell the epic tale of a country unlike any the world has ever known. And no one writes more powerfully about the frontier than Louis L’Amour, who has walked and ridden down the same trails as the Sackett family he has immortalized. The Sackett novels represent L’Amour at his very best, a high point in a truly legendary career.
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			Preface

			We are all of us, it has been said, the children of immigrants and foreigners—even the American Indian, although he arrived here a little earlier. What a man is and what he becomes is in part due to his heritage, and the men and women who came west did not emerge suddenly from limbo. Behind them were ancestors, families, and former lives. Yet even as the domestic cattle of Europe evolved into the wild longhorns of Texas, so the American pioneer had the characteristics of a distinctive type.

			Physically and psychologically, the pioneers’ need for change had begun in the old countries with their decision to migrate. In most cases their decisions were personal, ordered by no one else. Even when migration was ordered or forced, the people who survived were characterized by physical strength, the capacity to endure, and not uncommonly, a rebellious nature.

			History is not made only by kings and parliaments, presidents, wars, and generals. It is the story of people, of their love, honor, faith, hope and suffering; of birth and death, of hunger, thirst and cold, of loneliness and sorrow. In writing my stories I have found myself looking back again and again to origins, to find and clearly see the ancestors of the pioneers.

			Some time ago, I decided to tell the story of the American frontier through the eyes of three families—fictional families, but with true and factual experiences. The names I chose were Sackett, Chantry, and Talon. There is a real Sackett family my research revealed, which derives from the Isle of Ely, in Cambridgeshire, England. For historical accuracy I decided to bring my fictional Sacketts from the same area.

			Cambridgeshire is fen-county—low, boggy land partially covered with water, and the fen-men were men of independent mind, as are my fictional Sacketts. They were also hunters and fishermen, which was important, though few of those who first landed in America had any idea of how to survive. In a land teeming with game, with edible wild plants, many were starving in the midst of plenty, and had to learn hunting and fishing from the Indians.

			Story by story, generation by generation, these families are moving westward. When the journeys are ended and the forty-odd books are completed, the reader should have a fairly true sense of what happened on the American frontier.

			The story that follows is of the first Sackett to come to America.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			It was my devil’s own temper that brought me to grief, my temper and a skill with weapons born of my father’s teaching.

			Yet without that skill I might have emptied my life’s blood upon the cobblestones of Stamford, emptied my body of blood … and for what?”

			Until that moment in Stamford it would have been said that no steadier lad lived in all the fen-lands than Barnabas Sackett, nor one who brought better from his fields than I, or did better at the eeling in the fens that were my home.

			Then a wayward glance from a lass, a moment of red, bursting fury from a stranger, a blow given and a blow returned, and all that might have been my life vanished like a fog upon the fens beneath a summer sun.

			In that year of 1599 a man of my station did not strike a man of noble birth and expect to live—or if he lived, to keep the hand that struck the blow.

			Trouble came quickly upon me, suddenly, and without warning.

			It began that day near Reach when I slipped and fell upon the Devil’s Dyke.

			The Dyke is a great rampart of earth some six miles long and built in the long ago by a people who might have been my ancestors. These were the Iceni, I have been told, who lived in my country long before the Romans came to Britain.

			When I slipped I caught myself upon my outstretched palms to keep the mud from my clothing, and I found myself staring at the muddy edge of what appeared to be a gold coin.

			Now coins of any kind were uncommon amongst us, for we did much in the way of barter and exchange. Merchants saw coins, but not many came our way. Yet here it was, a gold coin.

			Shifting my position a bit I closed my fingers over first one coin and, then, yet another.

			I stood up slowly, and making as if to brush the mud from my hands, I knocked and wiped the mud from the coins. In a pool of muddy water at my feet, I washed them clean.

			They were old … very, very old.

			No English coins these, nor was the wording English, nor the faces of the men upon them. The first coin was heavy, of quite some value judging by the weight. The second was smaller, thinner, and of a different kind.

			Slipping them casually into my pocket, I stood there looking about.

			The hour was before dawn of what bid to be a gray day. Clouds were thick above, and during the night there had been heavy rain. It was a lonely place, where I stood, a place about half the distance from Reach to Wood Ditton. We had worked in the quarries at Reach, some of us, and slept the night on a tavern floor to be near the fire.

			Long before day I awakened, lying there thinking of the distance I had yet to go, with the work now ended. So, quietly I had risen, put my cloak about my shoulders, and took my way to the Dyke, the easiest route in any weather.

			It was a time when few men got more than a mile or two from their door, unless following the sea or the fishing, but I was a restless one, moving about and working wherever an extra hand might be needed, for it was in my mind to save money, buy a bit more land and so better my position.

			Now I had come upon gold, more than I was likely to earn with my hands in a year, although it was little enough I knew of gold. Had my father stood by me he could have told me what each coin was worth.

			I made a thing of brushing my knees, which gave me time to look more carefully about.

			I was alone. There were willows yonder, farther away oaks and a hedge, but nowhere in the vague light of beginning day did I see movement or sign of men. Carefully I studied the ground where I had fallen. For where there had been two coins there might be three … or four.

			Something had scarred the slope here, and rain had found it, as rain will, gouging a small ditch to escape over the Dyke’s edge. Where the trickle of water was, I could see what appeared to be the rotting edge of a leather purse, or sack. A bit of a search with my fingers in the mud and I held three more pieces of gold, and a moment later, another.

			That was the lot. I kicked mud over the spot, turned about a couple of times, then walked slowly on, plodding as if tired, stopping a time or two to look about.

			At a pool of rain water I paused to wash the mud from my hands. Six gold coins! It was a fortune.

			Two of the coins were Roman. Likely enough some brawny legionnaire had come this way from the fighting, and when about to be overtaken had buried them. It was likely he must have been killed then, for he had never recovered his coins.

			Such a strong leather purse, if well buried, would need years to rot away, and it might have been some later traveler. Whoever it was, his ancient loss was my present gain.

			Yet if I appeared with six gold coins, what would happen?

			By some manner of means they would certainly be taken from me. A poor man, even a yeoman such as I, had small chance of maintaining his rights. There were many tricky laws, and the rascals would surely find one that would deprive me of my findings.

			I was a freeman living on a small freeholding at the edge of the fens, a bit of land given my father for his deeds in battle. Actually, a great piece of the fens was mine, but it was of small use except for the eeling and occasional mowing.

			There was a small piece of land adjoining mine, of good, rich drained land that I coveted. Now I could have it for mine, and more, too, if it were up for the selling.

			But if I came forward with gold it would set to wagging half the tongues in the shire, so I had best be thinking of a better way.

			It was then I remembered the man from Stamford. An oldish man, and bookish. His name had been mentioned to me in the streets of Chatteris. A curious man, he would go miles to look upon some old wall or a ruined monastery.

			His name was Hasling, and sometimes he had bought some ancient thing found by a workman or farmer. It was said he wrote papers about such things and talked of them with men from Cambridge.

			He had the look of a kindly man with nothing of the sharper about him, and I’d been told he paid a guinea for a bronze axe dug up in a field. So it was that I went to Stamford.

			It was no great house I came to but a fine, comfortable cottage, early in the day. A cottage with fine old trees about and a deal of lawn behind. There were flowers planted and birds who made themselves at home.

			When I put knuckles to the door a woman in a white cap opened it, a pleasant-faced woman with a look of the Irish about her, but no friendly smile for me, in my rough dress.

			When I spoke of business with Coveney Hasling she looked doubtful, but when I said it was an old thing I had to speak of, the door was wide at once, and the next thing I knew I was seated with a cup of tea in my hand, although I’d have preferred it to be ale.

			The room had papers and books all about, a skull with a cleft in it giving me the round eye from black and empty sockets. Close by a bronze axe … the very one.

			It was in my mind to question whether the cleft skull and the bronze axe had ever met before when he came in, bowing a short bow and peering at me with tilted head. “Yes, yes, lad, you wished to speak to me?”

			“Aye. I have heard you spoken of as one with an interest in old things.”

			“You have found something!” He was excited as a child. “What is it? Let me see!”

			“I’d have to ask your silence. I’d not be losing the profit of it.”

			“Profit? Profit, do you say? It is history you must think of, lad, history!”

			“History you may think of, who live in a fine house. Profit is my concern, who does not.”

			“You are a freeman?”

			“With a small holding.”

			“I see. Come, come! Sit you down! You get about some, I take it. Do you know the Roman roads?”

			“I do, and the dykes and walls as well. Some earth-works, too, and I might even know a floor of Roman tile.”

			“Lad, lad! You could be of service to me and your country as well! These things you speak of … they must not be lost or destroyed. They are a part of our heritage!”

			“No doubt, but it is my own heritage I be thinking of now. I have your silence then?”

			“You do.”

			From my pocket I took the first coin, and he took it reverently to hand, going off to the window for light. He exclaimed with pleasure, “You would sell this?”

			“I would.”

			“Is there more? Or is this all?”

			When I hesitated, his eyes twinkled. “You asked for silence. I have given my word.”

			“There are six coins in all, but they are not alike.”

			“I should be surprised if they were. Roman soldiers were from many lands, and they marched and fought in many more. They gambled with each other with coins of many kinds.”

			“I brought only one other coin.”

			He took the second, examined it at the window light, then returned to the table.

			The room was furnished in the fashion of the time, and the furniture was old. When entering I had seen a great box chair in the entrance way, a cumbersome thing that would take two strong men to carry. At the table, however, were three chairs of a more recent style with leather seats and backs.

			Obviously he slept in another room, but there was a great chest here of the kind men had slept upon in my father’s boyhood. Of late they had begun putting drawers in the chest, and most were used for storage as well as sleeping. The tapestries on the wall were the work of Sheldon of Warwick, excellently done. In other homes I had visited they were often painted on cloth or leather.

			“What of the other coins?”

			“Let us speak first of these.”

			Hasling chuckled. “Lad, I like you. You have told no one of these coins?”

			“No.”

			“It is better so. Gold is not that common amongst us, even with the treasure from the Spanish ships that Master Drake has been bringing us. I could afford to buy no more than one of these coins, although I have a friend, also an antiquarian, who collects coins.”

			He looked at me from under heavy brows. “Would you have some more tea, lad?”

			When I nodded he called for the woman, and she came bearing the pot. It was a guilty feeling I had, drinking tea like it was water. For what a pound of tea cost a man might rent five acres for a year, and the bit of land I had from my father, the land outside the fens, was scarcely five acres with a cottage and a stable.

			Of course, there were some hidden acres in the fen, but of them I told nobody, and few indeed knew of them. The fen was a vast marsh land, heavily saturated with water. Here and there were outcroppings of limestone, and also some islands used by smugglers occasionally, and known only to we of the fens.

			“Do you know aught of the Romans?” he asked me.

			“Aye. My father was a soldier and he gathered tales of the Romans, how they marched and built their camps and drank vinegar when athirst.”

			“They conquered the world,” Hasling said.

			“Only a piece of it,” I objected, remembering what my father had taught me. “They knew of Cathay, but never marched against it.”

			Hasling chuckled, obviously pleased. “You are right, lad, and not many know of that, even at Cambridge. You are a uncommon fen-man.”

			“There are uncommon men everywhere, so many that the common man has become uncommon.”

			He glanced at me, then turned back to the coins. “Your father was a soldier? And your name is …?”

			“Barnabas Sackett. There is another family of the name in Ely, but we are not related. My father was Ivo Sackett.

			“Ivo Sackett! Of course! Your father made a name for himself. He is remembered.”

			“I know he went to the wars.”

			“Aye, and how he went to them! He was a rare man, your father.” He glanced at me again. “The other coins? You can bring them to me?”

			“I can. When I have the silver for these.”

			He left the room and returning, paid me a goodly sum. “Take this,” he said, “and rest assured I am your friend. Bring me the other coins and I will have a purchaser for them. Antiquities may have only a small market in England, lad, but there’s a few of us fancy the old things.”

			He held up the coins. “These are a part of our history in the world, and from such as these we can piece together a forgotten story. Men have lived and died in England these thousands of years and each of them may have left something more than his dust. Fitted together, these things may compose forgotten chapters of our history.”

			History is best made by men with hands. Brains are well enough, but count for nothing without the hands to build, to bring to fulfilment. Willing as I was to listen to ancient history, at this moment my interest centered upon my own, a history lived until this moment in more modest circumstances than I would wish.

			With the money I now had, I could purchase from William those adjoining acres, and hold enough land to live as a yeoman should. Yet even as I thought of this, another thought forced itself into my head, bringing discontent: Was this all? Was there no more for me?

			My father had been a soldier, wandering wide upon the world; yet what had he said to me? “Own a few acres, lad, and keep it unencumbered and you’ll not want for some’at to eat. You can always grow a few cabbages.”

			Aye, if cabbages would suffice. To hold the acres, yes, but to move out from them … that was what I felt I must do.

			William was a steady man, and if I chose to go wide upon the world for a small bit he would work my acres and hold them for me and perhaps a sum as well.

			These were my thoughts as I said good-bye to the Haslings.

			Scarcely had I left the Hasling cottage when trouble fell upon me. Walking across the town toward the highroad, and passing by the tavern, I looked up and into the eyes of a girl.

			She sat in a carriage before the tavern and when I looked, she seemed to smile.

			Now there was an exuberance upon me. Gaiety and good will were in my blood. My pockets jingled with more coin than I’d had in many a year past, and more to come.

			She was no child, this one. A girl, but a woman also, and of rare beauty. So when she smiled, I smiled in return, and doffed my hat as bravely as though it were plumed.

			She was of the gentry, it went without saying. A carriage was a rare thing, and few possessed them or had the use of one. She was gentry, and the less one noticed or was noticed by them the better. I was passing when her low voice said, “I am thirsty.”

			What was I to do? The well was there, its water cold and fresh. Filling a brimming dipper, I took it to her.

			I was holding the dipper out to her when it was struck from my hand, a vicious, stinging blow.

			Turning sharply, I faced a young noble wearing a plumed hat such as I did not have, his face flushed with anger.

			“Carrion! Why, you vulgar …!” He struck at my face with a gloved hand, but instinctively, knowing something of fisticuffs, I dodged. Missing the blow he fell into the mud.

			I laughed … and she laughed as well.

			For an instant he glared at me from the mud, and then with a burst of fury he came off the ground. In the next instant he had drawn his sword.

			She screamed. “Rupert! No!” And he lunged at me.

			That he was beyond reason was obvious. Also that he intended to kill me.

			It was my father’s training that saved me. Although I wore no sword I carried a blackthorn stick, and automatically I parried and thrust, the end of my stick taking him fairly in the wind.

			He staggered and went down.

			A rough hand grasped my arm. “You daft fool! That’s Rupert Genester, nephew to the Earl!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			There was an opening in the gathering crowd. I took it. There was a space between the houses, I went through it. There was an open lane under the trees. I went down it.

			Many were my faults, but lack of decision was not one of them. Why Genester, if such was his name, had struck me I did not know, unless he feared contamination of his lady by one of such modest birth as myself.

			He had struck me, and worst of all, I struck him back, knocked him down, and to compound my errors, I laughed at him, as his lady had laughed. In his place I might have been furious, too.

			Decision had been imperative. My actions had been purely reflex, instinctive responses. To strike was to parry, to parry was to thrust … these impulses lay in my muscles and that part of my brain that directed them. When he came up from the ground he had intended to kill me.

			As I ran, someone came abreast of me. “This way!” he gasped. “Through the trees!”

			Great old trees bordered the lane. He dodged between them and led the way across an open field. We walked a while to catch our wind.

			“I have a horse,” he said.

			Beside a tumbled ruin, within a shady place, his horse grazed. I did not ask why he had left his horse hidden in such a place. But for the first time I did get a good look at the man who was helping me escape.

			He was a slender, wiry man, not yet so tall as me, of sallow complexion, eyes black and deep-sunk. He looked to be a shrewd and careful man. He carried a sword, which at the moment I envied, and a Florentine dagger. Its mate was in my cottage near Isleham, on the fens.

			“One horse?” I asked.

			“We will take turns, running and riding. We can travel quite fast.”

			He insisted that I mount, and I did. We emerged from the hidden place and into another lane, he trotting alongside and clinging to the stirrup-leather. When we had gone a half-mile we changed places, me running alongside.

			During one such change he said to me, “I regret I can offer no place where we would be safe. This land is strange to me.”

			“Worry not over that,” I told him. “I have such a place, where none will follow.”

			My thoughts had been busy. Who in Stamford might know me? None but Hasling and his housekeeper, and not even they knew where lay my home. Not many people traveled so there was a goodly chance none of those who had witnessed my deed had seen me before, or my village. Yet if such there was, once I reached the fens I was lost to them.

			For the fens were a vast area of low-lying ground, of shallow lakes and winding waterways, impassable swamps with here and there limestone outcroppings that created small islands, often with clumps of birch or ancient oaks.

			From a distance the fens were deceptively flat and uninteresting, but once down in the winding waterways, they proved anything but that. For there were clumps of willow and alder, or tall reeds that permitted boats to move about almost unseen. The scattered islands in the vastness of the fens were mostly secret, a knowledge reserved for fen-men alone, places of refuge in time of trouble. Most of the waterways were hidden by reeds up to ten feet tall.

			Bog myrtle, bladderwort, marsh fern, saw sedge and dozens of varieties of plants and shrubs grew there, and we of the fens knew them all. It was there the Iceni had gone to escape the attacks of northern sea-rovers who invaded the land by sailing up the Ouse or the Cam.

			Our fens were sparsely inhabited by a clannish lot who cared not for outsiders coming to our watery world.

			We left Lincolnshire behind, my companion and I, traveling devious ways. I led the way to Thorney, a lovely village with a great old abbey and many sheltered places where a man might keep from sight. We had no desire to leave behind us those who might speak of our passing.

			In a wooded copse, a hollow among the hills, we built a small fire and tethered our horse.

			“I am Barnabas Sackett,” I said. “I have a place on the edge of the fens. We will go there.”

			“I am Jublain. My family, it is said, came from Mayenne, but that was long ago. I am from nowhere in particular.”

			“A man is what he is.”

			“A profound saying. You have the manner and the shoulders of a fighting man. You are a soldier?”

			“I am a farmer. I have a small holding.”

			“You moved swiftly. It was beautiful, Barnabas … beautiful!”

			“He would have killed me.”

			“He would that. It was in his eye when he came up from the mud. He did not like being made ridiculous, and not knowing you, I thought you were a dead man.”

			From his saddlebags he took a chunk of bread and broke it in two, handing the half to me. It was old bread and hard, but it tasted well, very well.

			“I have no wine.” He glanced at me. “I have eaten little these past few weeks. These are bitter times for a masterless man.”

			“Wait. We will have enough to eat.”

			“They will search for you. You know that?”

			“Do you know aught of the fens? They’ll not find me, not in a hundred years. Mile upon mile of deep marsh, willows, alders, and channels. Places where you can walk for several hundred yards, then drop through the grass into a hole large enough to take a cathedral. We will go there.”

			I paused, considering. “Yet I do not believe any in Stamford knew me. I was there on business.”

			“And he whom you saw on business? He will not speak?”

			“I think not. He seemed a good man, but one who would keep silent. And there is reason for his silence, a good reason.”

			He looked at me but I did not explain. One does not tell a stranger with a dagger and a sword that one has gold.

			“Still, a man of your size, with your skill at arms.…”

			“Nobody knows my skill. Not even my friends. My father taught me at home when none were about. There are few who know me. Some know I own land; most only that I have worked in the quarries.”

			“Your father was a soldier?”

			“Yes.”

			“A neat parry,” Jublain muttered. “I’d have taken you for a swordsman.”

			“I am a farmer,” I insisted, “planning to buy a cow and a few acres more.”

			“A cow?” Jublain was scornful. “In your position I’d choose a blade. You’ll have more need of it, for all your swamps.”

			“I have a sword, and no good it does me, hanging upon the wall. In truth, three of them I have, a halberd as well, a brace of pistols and a fowling piece.”

			“What kind of a farmer are you who goes armed like a pirate?”

			“My father took the weapons in battle. One sword was given him by a great Earl.”

			“A likely tale!”

			“An Earl,” I replied with dignity, “who would have died had not my father stood over him on the field and slain nine enemies who would have killed him as he lay helpless. The Earl gave him a sword, a purse of gold with which he bought our land, and promises which I have forgotten.”

			“It is as well. Such men are free with promises and freer at forgetting them.”

			“I have the sword.”

			“You’d best wear it, then.”

			“A farmer with a sword? Folk would think me daft.”

			“Better daft than dead. You’ve made an enemy, my friend, who will neither forgive nor forget. My advice is carry the sword, charge the pistols, and sleep not too well.”

			We talked long, then slept. But before the light of dawn, we were upon our way. Then I led him into the fens, and a long way it was, by such routes as only then fen-men knew.

			I had no fear of pursuit. A step or two to right or left might put a man over his head in an ugly tangle of roots, floating plants and decaying, matted reeds. But there were safe and certain ways to be followed by the knowing, and the grass had a way of springing back up when one passed, leaving no trail to be followed by a stranger.

			Three days we traveled before reaching my cottage, and a neat place it was, my father being a man of judgment in such matters. The cottage was of four rooms, large for its time, with a stable for animals separate from the house. The cottage was of limestone quarried on the spot, with a roof of deep thatch, tight and well made.

			“A tidy place,” Jublian said, “a right tidy place.”

			When I had lighted a candle he looked at the swords on the wall. First was the gift from the Earl, a straight, double-edged weapon with a good point. The second a Turkish scimitar, engraved and beautiful, and the third a falchion, broad-bladed, incredibly sharp.

			“You did not lie,” Jublain admitted reluctantly. “These are blades!”

			“My father took the scimitar from a Turk at Lepanto. He was also at the victory over the French at Saint-Quentin, and at the Battle of Zutphen. There were others … many others.”

			“That’s a spread of years,” Jublain acknowledged.

			“He went to the wars at seventeen, and was a soldier until three years before he died. I have heard he was a noted fighting man.”

			There was food enough in the house, meal, cheese, dried fish and the like. I put them together and went to the cool place near the well where I kept my ale.

			Then we sat down to eat.

			If he could fight like he ate, this Jublain was a noted warrior himself; but well as he ate, he drank even better. With a cup of ale in him he talked well of wars and weals and bloody times gone by. The stories were like my father’s tales, but with my father each tale had a point for my instruction; he seemed to know his time was short and he wished to pass on what he could. He wished me not to go unarmed into the world, and warned me to prepare for wily men and wilier women, and to face danger with some knowledge and some art.

			“All this I have learned,” he told me one night, beside our fire, “and much more, but of what further use if I cannot pass it onto you. Learn from me and avoid the scars your soul and mind will take, let alone your body. Profit by what I say, Barnabas, and go on to learn new things, and when you have a son, teach him.”

			“I may not have a son.”

			“Have a son, by all means, but choose the lady well. Breeding counts for much in dogs, horses, and men. Breed for strength, health, and stamina, but for wisdom, too. Your mother was a better person than I, a clear-eyed one who saw to the truth of things, and I see much of her in you.

			“You will see many women, and often you will think yourself in love, but temper passion with wisdom, my son, for sometimes the glands speak louder than the brain. Each man owes a debt to his family, his country and his species to leave sons and daughters who will lead, inspire and create.”

			He was a talker, my father, when we were alone, but sparing of words with others around. When he spoke of wars it was of what had been done, what might have been done, and what he believed should have been done.

			“The art of war can be learned,” he told me. “But after the principles are learned the rest is ingenuity, the gift that goes beyond learning, or the instinct born of understanding.

			“There are good ways and bad ways of attacking fortified positions, of crossing streams under attack, or withdrawing when the situation is no longer favorable.

			“Learn the accepted modes of attack and defense, then use the variations that are your own. Masters of battle know what has already been done, then go beyond it with skill and discretion. Alexander, Hannibal, Belisarius … study them. They were masters.”

			Of these things I spoke to Jublain, and he stared at me. “Your father was only a soldier? He should have been a captain himself.”

			“Captains’ commands go to men of birth. My father was a strong man with a sword … perhaps in another time, another place.…”

			“Aye,” Jublain muttered. He took a swallow of ale. “I think sometimes of the lands oversea. If rough soldiers such as Pizarro could do it, why not I? He had no particular birth, no position. He had only courage, will, and a sword.”

			“In a new land,” I agreed, “all things are possible. I have given much thought to this. Perhaps in a new land only achievement would give rank, and not birth. To be born of an eminent family is nothing if you are nothing yourself.”

			“In a new land a man might become a king. He might take hold of land as did the Normans when they came to England, and the Saxons before them.”

			“I do not want to be a king,” I said, “I want only freedom to grow and do and be as much as time will allow.”

			For two days we ate well and lived quietly. Jublain was content to rest, for there were cold, hungry days behind him, and as for me, there was much to do about the place. For months past I had worked in the quarries, with but few nights at home.

			Suddenly my mind seemed to stop still.

			There had been a man at Reach when I worked there … I had glimpsed his face in the crowd at Stamford.

			Now I was uneasy. The man might not remember me, might not tell, might not even know where I came from. Still …

			When Jublain was out of the cottage I took the other coins from their hiding place and hid them in a secret pocket in the seams of my clothing. Mayhap we might abandon this place, and I wished to be ready.

			Then, on the fourth day, a drum of hoofs awakened me before the light. Stepping from my bed, I took down the Earl’s sword, then placed it upon the table and stepped outside.

			The air was cool and damp. Fog lay upon the fens, beading my grass with dew and making the grass itself greener where it could be seen at all.

			The drum of hoofs slowed and a rider came down to the fence and stopped at the gate. When he opened the gate and led his horse through, he turned. It was Coveney Hasling.

			He wasted no time. “You are in trouble, lad, serious trouble. You were known to someone and by tomorrow he and other men will have made inquiries at Reach. Then they will come here.”

			“It was good of you to come.”

			“You will need money.” He took a handful of coins from his pocket. “Take this and pay me when you sell what you have, but be gone from here. Into the fens with you.”

			“I shall do that, but you have ridden far. Come … we will eat first. I have found it is better to eat when one can, for one never knows when he will eat again.”

			He tied his horse and entered the cottage with me. Jublain was up, holding a naked sword.

			“Jublain is a soldier,” I explained. “Jublain, my friend from Stamford. He carries a warning.”

			Hasling’s eyes swept the cottage, rested upon the sword. “That will be it, then? The blade given your father by the Earl?”

			“It is,” I said.

			“I know the story,” Hasling said, to my surprise. “I was reminded of it when your name was mentioned. I know a friend of yours.”

			“Of mine?”

			“The man who buys antiquities. He knew your father.”

			“Barnabas has an enemy, too,” Jublain said, irritably. “What of him?”

			“Rupert Genester? An evil man, but one with power in many places. You could have no worse an enemy. He is an ambitious man, an heir, a man filled with pride and hatred. He was laughed at and that he cannot abide.”

			We drank our ale, then Hasling mounted and was gone, returning by a different route that I suggested.

			Standing at the gate, I listened to the beat of hoofs as his horse carried him away. Walking back to the cottage I belted on a sword and dagger. I charged the pistols afresh while Jublain watched me, his eyes bright with irony.

			“You learn quickly.” He emptied his cup.

			We among the fens were an independent lot. We were a people who did, with contempt for all who did nothing.

			For centuries smugglers had used the fens, bringing their craft up the secret waterways. We paid them no mind, but knew them and their ways. Few of us entered the army, fewer were impressed into the fleet. We went our ways, content with them.

			From a chest I took a casque that had belonged to my father, and the weapons from the walls. I took bacon, hams, dried fruit, cheese, and meal. We loaded them into my punt.

			Returning to close the door of the cottage, I was turning from it when they rushed upon me, a half-dozen armed men. They came at me, and my sword was out.

			“Kill him! I want him dead! Do you hear?”

			I heard the shout as they closed, but when battle was joined I was not one to dally about, so I had at them, sidestepping to place one between myself and the others, parrying his thrust and thrusting my own sword home with one movement.

			Quickly withdrawing my blade as the man fell, I had a moment when they hesitated. Shocked to see one of their own die, for they had come to murder a farmer, not to die themselves, they paused, appalled. It was the moment I needed, and with a shout, I went at them.

			I feinted, thrust … the sword went deep. Then they were all about me and my sword was everywhere, parrying, thrusting, knowing I could not continue long, when suddenly there was a shout from behind.

			“Have at them, men!” It was Jublain. “Let not one escape!”

			They broke and fled. Murder is one thing, a fight another. They had the stomach for one, only their heels for the other. They did not wait to see if there were more than two, but fled, unheeding their master’s angry shouts.

			As they fled we ran toward our punt. Three men were down and a fourth had staggered as they fled. I heard a voice call out:

			“I know you now! I know you forever, and you shall not escape!”

			It was Rupert Genester.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The country of the fens was not so large as most of us believed it to be, but to us it seemed endless, a vast, low-lying, and marshy land where remnants grew of the once great forest that had covered England.

			The Romans, who understood the reclaiming of marshy land, had begun the drainage of the fens, but once they departed the Saxons let the canals fill and the fens return to fens.

			It was said that even now Queen Bess was talking to a Dutch engineer, a man with much experience at draining land below sea level. This we did not oppose, for reclaiming land might make some of us rich.

			Myself, for instance. I owned but a few acres of tillable land, but owned by grant more than two square miles of fen. Once drained, such rich land would make me wealthy.

			Yet I was now a fugitive. Had my case come to trial it might possibly have turned out well for me. Occasionally a commoner won such a case, but the occasions were too rare to make me confident. I had the thought that it would never come to court, for the hand of Rupert Genester could reach even into prison to kill me, easily.

			For some time I rowed until Jublain asked impatiently, “Are you lost, man? You are rowing in circles.”

			“Almost a circle,” I agreed cheerfully, “but not lost.”

			Fog lay thick down the tips of the blades of grass. No movement was in the water, no sound but the chunk of my oars in the locks, and that to be heard no more than a few feet away.

			Where we now went was a place I had played in as a child, visiting but rarely since. It was an islet of perhaps three acres, cut by several narrow, winding waterways. It was an outcropping of limestone with a few birch trees and some ancient, massive oaks, thickly-branched. Reaching the place I sought—where an old snag of a dead tree projected upward from the bog—I turned past it, parted the reeds and took the boat into a hidden waterway which I followed for almost a hundred feet. There, against a limestone shelf, I moored the punt to an iron ring.

			Taking weapons and food we walked the narrow path between limestone boulders and trees to a small shelf backed up against a fifteen-foot cliff of the same material. There stood a small hut, also of limestone, thatched and secure.

			“This is mine,” I told him.

			“You do yourself well,” he admitted grudgingly.

			“We may have to drive out bats or water rats,” I said, but we did not. It was tight and snug as always; a deep fireplace, thick walls, a table, two chairs, two chests on which to sleep and a bench along the wall. There was also a cupboard.

			Gathering fuel together I kindled a small fire to take off the chill. “It is an ancient place,” I said, “the men of the fens hid here from the Romans.”

			“And well they could do it,” Jublain admitted. “A man would have the devil’s own time finding a way to come in.”

			For the time being we were safe. This had been a snug haven even from the Danes. When they had finally captured the Isle of Ely after their first defeat they had never found this place. The house, old as it was, had been rebuilt, patched and repaired time and again.

			Yet I had no idea of hiding forever in the fens, especially with more money in pocket than I’d ever had before. The events of the past few days had caused me to reexamine my life and choose a course I could steer with safety.

			Pulling an oar through the dark channels had given me time to think, and my thoughts had taken a sudden turn. Perhaps the use of the sword had inspired it; more likely the jingle of coins!

			“We will lie quiet and fish for a few days,” I told Jublain. “Then off for London.”

			“London? Are you daft, man? That is where Genester will be, and where he is strongest.”

			“It is a vast city,” I said complacently. “Folk say more than one hundred thousand people live there. How could I be found among so many?”

			“You are a child,” Jublain said angrily. “It is too small a place in which to hide from hate.”

			“I’ve a few coins,” I said, “and I’m of no mind to rot in the fens. I do not wish to spend my life fishing or hunting with the bow.”

			“You are an archer, too?”

			“So is every man in the fens. We can live by the bow.”

			“Let us off to the wars, then. We might do uncommon well.”

			“And lose an arm or an eye? No, I’ll go a-venturing, but with goods, not my life.”

			“You’d become a merchant? A trader?”

			“Why not? Buy a packet of goods and ship as a merchant venturer for the New World. There’s a man named Gosnold, Bartholomew Gosnold, a gentleman from Suffolk. He has it in mind to start a colony there. There’s wealth in trading with the Indians, he says.”

			“Bah!” Jublain was impatient. “Idle talk! Who knows what is there? The Spanish have done well, but north of their lands there is nothing but cold forests and hostile savages.”

			“And furs,” I said.

			“You live well here,” he said. “You’d be a fool to give it up.”

			“There’s geese,” I admitted, “and ducks and fish and wild plants and eels. Or if a man was so inclined he could smuggle.”

			“But not you?” he asked cynically.

			“I’ve a regard for law, although I do not always agree with it. Without law, man becomes a beast.”

			Jublain stared, then shrugged. “You are an odd one. All right, if it is London you wish for, to London we will go, but remember what I said. It is a small town when you are hated.”

			Outside, we tried our swords. Jublain was good, skilled in ways in which I was not. Yet soon I realized I was his master, and deliberately held back because I valued his friendship. He was a difficult man, cross-grained, cynical, a scoffer. He seemed to believe in nothing but fighting, wandering, drinking, and wenching. So I took my practice with him, tried to learn, and refused to show the limits of my skill.

			To me, one hundred thousand people was a multitude. Between London and us, England was heavily forested with stretches of wild moorland and the marshy wastes of the fens. Roads were mere cart tracks or trails, wandering by the easiest routes through the forests and across the land. All were infested with thieves and highwaymen.

			These things my father had told me. There were scattered farms, a few great estates. A few old Roman roads were still in use. New roads were often knee-deep in mud.

			Waterways would offer the easiest route across country, but any travel was a hardship. Most who traveled understood why the word “travel” had once been “travail.”

			“We will go by sea,” I said.

			“A ship will be hard to come by in these fens,” Jublain said wryly.

			“We’re not over-far from Boston, from which sail many ships, but I’ve a thought we need not even go so far. We’ll put the word out, my friend, and catch a ship off the River Nene.”

			Inside, the fire crackled in the fireplace and the warm glow had driven the damp chill from the little house. There was wood enough close by, I’d seen to that. We carried in several armsful and dropped them near the hearth.

			“If you’ve a notion of hunting treasure,” I said, “you can always look for the Royal Crown jewels lost by King John, crossing the Wash. So far as anyone knows they still lie in the mud there, for no man has ever found them. King John died only a short time after.…”

			“I’ve heard men speak of those jewels. What a pretty find they would be!”

			“Don’t trouble yourself. By now they’re deep sunk in mud or washed out to sea. Someday they’ll be found, but a long time from now, I’m thinking, and by accident.”

			I cut thick slices from a ham and tossed them into a pan for frying. It was warm and snug within and the fog was still thick without—it might hang on for days.

			“Do you know London?” I asked him.

			“A bit. There are some inns, but better are the places kept by soldiers’ wives; they are cleaner, I am thinking. But the White Hart in Southwark is a likely place, or the Tabard, near London Bridge.”

			“Good! Within three days then.”

			Long it had been in my thoughts to see London, for there was much I had to learn, and inquiries to make of the New World. Perhaps I could talk to Gosnold himself.

			Some new clothing first. What I wore was not good enough for London … for the places I wished to go … for Gosnold.

			Yet even as I thought, I looked quickly around. Would I ever come back to this? Was I leaving it only for now? Or forever?

			Was I deliberately venturing into London because of Genester’s threat?

			No! I examined myself carefully and found no challenge there. Genester was not important to me. What was important was that I improve myself and my condition.

			My father had taught me much of arms and fighting. Laboriously and through long hours he had taught me to read and write. He had schooled me in manners. He had given me the knowledge and skills that could make me an officer and a gentleman.… Was I to waste them here? This much he had done. It was up to me to take the next step.

			“Give a thought to your future, Jublain,” I said. “You need not always be only a soldier nor I a man of the fens. I intend one day to have a name and an estate.”

			He smiled thinly, his eyes taunting. “You have large ideas. I have heard them before … many times.”

			“I will do it, Jublain.”

			He glanced at me thoughtfully. “You might, at that. After all, some of the great families of the world were founded with nothing but a sword and a strong right arm.”

			“I shall found a family,” I said, “but not with a sword.”

			Jublain shrugged. “You might do it, but keep the sword at hand. You’ll need it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			The tavern we chose in Southwark was a great, rambling old structure with a large wagon yard, a double row of balconies hanging over the yard, and on the ground floor, a room where drinks were served—a warm and friendly place. In an adjoining room, meals were served.

			Business was brisk. Horsemen came and went at all hours. Wagons, carts, and, more rarely, carriages came into the yard.

			Despite his hesitation about claiming a knowledge of London, Jublain guided me to a tailor where I outfitted myself with a rich but modest wardrobe, equipping Jublain with a few items of which he was in need.

			“You’ll have no money at this rate,” Jublain warned. “If you’re to go a-venturing you’ll be needing it all to buy goods.”

			He was right, of course, but there’d been a thought stirring around in my skull. That evening I wrote a message to Hasling.

			If you wish to talk of Romans or antiquities, I shall be some nights at the Tabard, near London Bridge.

			This message I forwarded, unsigned. None knew of my interest in antiquities but Hasling, nor that I was in London. I saw no easy way in which the message could be traced back to me, yet I was worried. Despite his foppish dress, Genester had the look of a shrewd one.

			Jublain and I no longer looked like country bumpkins. Attired like gentlemen we could go where we wished, but the public room at the inn was a hotbed of gossip and information, so we loitered there, that first day, listening to talk of roads, people, and politics, of the theater, bear-baitings, brawls, and robberies.

			“Gosnold?” It was the reply to a casual comment of mine. “Oh, aye! He’ll be going yon. Newport, also. He has a letter from the Queen and can take prizes. If you be the sort with a taste for action, he’s your man.

			“There’s others stirring about you’d best beware of. Cap’n Nick Bardle … no better than a pirate. He’s outfitting this minute and will be off to the coast of America. The man’s nae to be trusted. Take the coppers from a dead man’s eyes, he would, and might even hasten the dying.

			“He’s got a bad lot sailing with him and if he’s a man short he’ll just knock some poor duffer on the head and before he comes to his senses he’s at sea.”

			“If it’s venturing you want,” Jublain said, “it must be Gosnold or Newport, or Weymouth when he gets in. All have sailed the coast of America, all are solid men.”

			Yet I was thinking of something else. Hasling’s quickness to buy my coins excited my interest in antiquities. If he was interested—and his unnamed friend, too—others would be. Here was a market ready to be supplied by a man with a quick eye who could get around the country.

			Casually, I mentioned buyers of old things. “Aye,” a drover told me, “there be plenty. They’ve a society that meets to talk of such things. They’ll chatter like magpies over an old coin, a chair or a casque.”

			Here might be a source of income unsuspected, for the gentry rarely knew the back roads as did we who labored with our hands. Nor did they suspect the number of dealers in junk who bought all manner of things from peasants, gypsies, and vagabonds. I had been to such places searching for tools, and had seen oddments lying about of no interest to anyone.

			Of no interest to me either, then. Now I began to see that if a man had some knowledge, and a little money, then he might find, buy and sell to a substantial profit.

			I remembered then that my father had once told of a man who devoted much of his life to wandering about compiling notes for a history of England. He had walked the cart roads and lanes, roamed along the seashore, and explored many ruins left unnoticed before his time. My father had traveled with him a time or two for a few days. His name, I recalled, was John Leland.

			He died well before my time and before his history was written, but his notes had been copied.

			Now if I could come upon such a copy …

			Frequently I’d seen a man about the public room at the inn who eyed me from time to time with a quizzical cast to his eye. He had the look of a rogue, and I’d no doubt he was one, but he struck me as an amusing and interesting fellow. So when he next looked regretfully into the bottom of his glass, I suggested he have another.

			He accepted quickly enough, and I said, “You have the look of a man who knows what’s about.”

			“Here and there,” he admitted.

			“There was a man named John Leland who wrote some notes for a book about England. I’d like a copy of them.”

			“A copy of a book?” he stared at me, then shook his head. “I know nought of such things.” He looked up from his glass. “It comes upon me that I know a man who once said he’d copy anything for a price, and reasonable enough, too.”

			“You have a glass of ale,” I said, “and you can have another, or a meal if you like. Who is this man?”

			He glanced right and left, yet I believe it was the looks of Jublain, not too unlike his own kind, that won him in the end. “Do you know Saint Paul’s Walk?”

			“I do,” said Jublain.

			“There be scribes there, and there be one scribe who … well, what you need done, he will do. He knows much of books and such. If it is a copy of something, he’ll find it for you.”

			“What is it to be? The meal or the ale?”

			He grinned, his teeth yellow and broken. “I’d prefer the drink but I need the meat.”

			When I had ordered, I asked, “The name?”

			“Ask for Peter Tallis. If it be an altered bill of lading, a warrant or a license, he will have it for you.”

			When we were outside Jublain looked at me, exasperated. “You are an odd one. Who would pay for the copy of some idle notes?”

			“Watch me,” I replied cheerfully. “I will pay.”

			Saint Paul’s Walk was where London’s heart could be heard beating. Actually, it was the nave of the great cathedral, but forgetting that Jesus had driven the moneylenders from the temple, the Dean had welcomed them back, and with them had come the scribes, the lawyers, sellers of badges and souvenirs, and, in fact, every sort of business. The playing of ball was forbidden, as was the riding or leading of horses.

			It had become the greatest promenade in London, haunted by gallants courting their ladies (or prospecting for new ladies to court), and by thieves, pickpockets and traders. Tailors came there to study the latest in fashions, and around the north door gathered balladmongers, sellers of broadsides and street musicians.

			We made our way through a confusion of people and their accompanying odors. People crowded about the stalls, listening to the pitch of the venders, or to the more intimate sounds of rustling petticoats.

			Peter Tallis proved to be a man of middle age, with curled gray hair at his temples and no wig. When I stated my purpose he leaned back in his chair with a fat smile. “Hah! At last a new request! I have been asked for everything but this! Yet … it amuses me. And I know of these notes.”

			“You have seen them?”

			“Ah, no! But … I knew the man. He came often to the Walk to question people. As you know, this is the greatest clearing house for information in all of London—perhaps the greatest in Europe. More business is done here in a day than at the Royal Exchange in a week.

			“You wish a copy of all his notes? I have the very man for it … a student. Very bright, very sharp.” He glanced up at me again. “Who shall I say wants this work?”

			“You need not say. Had I the time I would find and copy the notes myself, but I need them now. At once.”

			“You can write?” Tallis was skeptical.

			“As well as you, my friend, and perhaps better,” I replied brusquely. “When the copy of the book is ready I shall pay you eight shillings for it.”

			“It is very little.”

			“It is very much. A farm laborer makes but three shillings a week.”

			“This is a man who can write,” Tallis protested. “Ten shillings.”

			“Nine, then,” I said, “but not a penny more, or I do it myself.”

			“Nine then.” He paused. “Where shall it be delivered?”

			“I will come back in one week,” I said.

			“Nine shillings!” Jublain protested, as we walked away. “Are you made of money? Nine shillings for something you have never seen! What are you thinking of?”

			“It’s a gamble,” I replied frankly. “I need friends, and aside from you I have none. I need money, and believe I see a way to get it.”

			“It had better work,” Jublain replied grimly. “You are spending enough.”

			Much of the money I had brought was gone. More would be gone by the week’s end, but I still had four gold pieces, ancient coins brought to Britain by some traveler or soldier.

			By dint of much walking I priced coins in various shops, even bought two in a junk shop where they lay amid a lot of mixed stuff. One was of bronze, the other silver.

			“Look you,” Jublain protested, when once more we sat in the inn with tankards of ale before us, “Essex is in Ireland. He will need fighting men. We could—”

			“I have naught against the Irish.”

			“How many wars are there, that you pick and choose?”

			“Go to Essex if you wish. I shall go to America, a quick voyage and home again with riches.”

			“You tell me to go? We are friends, Barnabas. Anyway, I must see what comes of this madness.”

			“Enough for now. There is a play at the Globe. In my life I have seen but one play and that in an inn yard. This is about Julius Caesar.”

			“If you must go, carry a sword. There are roving gangs, and even inside the theater there is trouble. The last time I went, some idle son threw a beef bone that near broke my skull.”

			“If you have not heard,” it was the man for whom I’d bought the meal, “you had best know. The theater sits now on the Bankside near Maiden Lane. They took it up one night and carried it over the Thames.”

			“Carried a theater? What nonsense is this?”

			“The old man, Burbage, died and left the theater to his sons, Cuthbert and Richard. Left the building, that is. It stood upon land belonging to Alleyn, who would not lease it to them.”

			“So?”

			“One dark night a set of rough fellows, Richard Burbage among them, came across the river armed with swords, daggers, bills and hooks. They tore down the theater and took it over the river. The Thames was frozen, so they carried it over on the ice.

			“Alleyn was that beside himself, but he had not the men to stop them. Burbage had a carpenter named Streat with him, and William Smyth and who knows who else? Some say Will Kemp was along, and Shakespeare, too, that actor who writes.”

			“You seem to know a bit of all that goes on,” I commented.

			“Aye, if you’ve aught to sell, I will find a buyer. If there’s a place you’d go, I can take you there. If there’s a man you must meet, I can arrange that, too.”

			“And a woman?” Jublain suggested.

			“That a man must do for himself, unless.…”

			“Unless what?”

			“If it were business, serious business.…”

			“And your name?”

			“I am Corvino, once an acrobat and a clown.”

			“No longer?”

			“I took a fall. I am agile enough, but not for that. Not again. Not me.”

			“Come with us to the theater, Corvino. I have a matter to discuss. There is a Society of Antiquaries. Do you know of them?”

			“A bit.”

			The plan that had come to me was not complicated. In our Elizabethan world, to succeed a man needed at least strength, courage, and, if not those, the favor of friends. I was ambitious, I suppose, but I had no connections at court, nor was I wishful to enter that world. I wanted to do something, to accomplish, to achieve, but even for that one needed opportunity. And opportunity could be had only through the favor of some great man.

			The discovery on the Devil’s Dyke was an omen. It was a beginning, a foothold.

			America promised much, or seemed to. A new world with furs, hides, perhaps even gold or pearls. If the Spanish had found them, why not the English?

			Yet any move I might make required more capital than I had, and I had no wish to sell what my father had left me. The ancient coins had opened a way for me, had let me realize there were men who collected ancient things.

			Hasling had accepted me; but Hasling was a rare man. Others would be more skeptical—hence the new clothes, the step into a world of fashion.

			During my travels about to find work, or simply to look, I had come upon a ruined wall here, a bit of terrace there, a mound of earth, a grass-grown earth-work. And that section of mosaic I had glimpsed … a villa? Working men in England were constantly turning up some odd bit. I would not only use what I knew myself, but would study Leland’s notes. If I could find something of value, I might realize the capital I’d need. Moreover, there was the chance of meeting some man of eminence who might speak to a ship’s master for me.

			I would not sit waiting for some vague tomorrow, nor for something to happen. One could wait a lifetime, and find nothing at the end of the waiting. I would begin here, I would make something happen.

			“To the theater then,” I said.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Circumstance and heritage had produced a certain piece of raw material, the very raw material that was me. Yet, thanks to my father, my sophistication was beyond that of most fen-men.

			To the theater we went, an oval, wooden-walled building with its center open to the sky, the galleries thatched. There were six-penny, two-penny, even penny seats, and if rain fell, it fell upon those in the pit—upon the sailors, mercers, butchers and bakers as well as their apprentices and students who occupied the pit.

			There were also private theaters, but the audience for the plays of Will Shakespeare and many others was largely of the working-class and young.

			Waiting for the play to begin, they argued boisterously, drinking beer, eating fruit or bread, cracking nuts.

			We found a place in the balcony. From the pit somebody shouted a coarse remark at Jublain and he replied in kind. Next to us three young rowdies, albeit of good family, were throwing apple cores and nutshells on the heads below, and those in the pit threw them back.

			At one side of the pit was an up-ended hogshead for the relief of those in the audience who had drunk more beer than they could handle. When the odor grew too great even for those in the pit, a cry went up to “Burn the juniper!”

			After the call had come from several throats, an attendant appeared on stage with a metal plate and some twigs of juniper, which he set afire. Soon the pungent smell of burning juniper filled the air.

			We watched the theater fill. “He’s popular, Will Shakespeare is,” Jublain informed us, “and they say Julius Caesar is one of his best.”

			It was little enough I knew of the theater, and nothing of Shakespeare. Of Fletcher and Marlowe I’d heard.

			“The crowd likes him. He’s been writing two plays a year, and playing parts in dozens of plays, his own and others. They usually change the bill twice each week. He’s never played in the private theaters, although he has performed at court.

			“Owns a part of the theater, Will does. When Burbage needed money to rebuild his theater on this side of the river he sold off parts of it to several of the actors. Shakespeare, Kemp, and three or four others put up money.

			“But the crowd likes our Will. They understand what he says and like listening. He’s one of the few who’s had no trouble.”

			“Trouble?”

			“They’ve smashed up some theaters, beaten up a few playwrights … actors, too. But not our Will.”

			Suddenly from behind me a harsh voice: “There he is! Take him!”

			Turning swiftly, I saw Rupert Genester. A half-dozen hardfaced rogues were pushing up from behind him.

			Corvino got up suddenly, stumbled and fell in front of them. Sprawling just in time to trip them, he gave me the time I needed. Swinging over the rail in front of the balcony, I lowered myself down, swung my body once, then let go, dropping to the floor of the balcony below. People shouted, a woman screamed, then they scattered before me as I leaped for the rail and dropped to the pit.

			Above me I heard angry shouts, cursing, and then I ducked through the door and outside.

			It was totally dark. I ran a dozen steps, cut right into a maze of alleyways, then turned abruptly right again and emerged in a lane. Slowing my pace I walked swiftly, listening for sounds of pursuit.

			Only Corvino’s timely fall, a very neat trick, had saved me. Now where to go? Did they know I was staying at the Tabard? That I doubted, but it would not take them long to cover the town now it was known that I was present.

			Under trees near a barnyard, I paused, and wondered what to do. It was cold. Fresh patches of an early snow still lay on the ground.

			Yet the bold way was ever the right way for me, and some distance away I saw the dark bulk of a house of some size. It seemed to be a place of importance, with a number of outbuildings.

			Walking along the lane, picking my way around puddles of muddy water, I opened the gate at last. Immediately, I was rushed by several huge dogs, barking furiously.

			Standing very still, I called out to the house. After a moment, a chain rattled, I heard a bar removed, and the door opened cautiously. A woman stood in the door, candle in hand.

			“Bruno! Silence!”

			A woman certainly, and a young woman, I believed.

			I spoke quietly, just loud enough to be heard. “Madam? Will you call off your dogs? I am in trouble enough, without this.”

			“Who are you?”

			I walked toward her, the dogs snuffing at my legs, and one of them leaning rather hard against me. “An unfortunate traveler who has been attacked by ruffians.”

			It could not be an unfamiliar story. London had its share of scoundrels.

			“I have escaped them, madam, but have no idea how far I am from London Bridge, or how I am to return.”

			By that time I had advanced into the light and my elegant but modest dress seemed to convince her. “Come. Please come in.”

			She stood aside, and hat in hand, I entered. Behind her stood a young woman, obviously a servant, but one of awesome dimensions. She looked upon me with no favor.

			The other woman, a girl, who held the candle, was several years younger than I … and she was lovely.

			“I fear I cause you inconvenience,” I said. “If you will but show me the road——”

			“You cannot walk the roads hereabouts at night,” she said severely. “Lila, prepare a bed for this gentleman in the spare chamber.”

			Lila was about to protest, and at any other time I would have commended her good sense (and had it been any other than myself), but before she could speak her objections, the young lady spoke again, an edge to her tone. “Lila! I believe you heard me.”

			With a flounce, Lila turned and went away, every inch of her body stiff with disapproval.

			The young lady led the way into a large, square room furnished in the heavy style of a few years back. “Would you have a bit of something? If my father were here I am sure he would offer you something. Some sack, perhaps?”

			Reflecting that I had chanced into a fortunate situation, I said, “Please.”

			She filled a small glass, then stood back.

			“None for yourself?”

			“Oh, no, sir! I never touch it!”

			The “sir” was rather more than I was entitled to, yet I was suddenly wary. After all, what did I know of this place? Perhaps I had stumbled into a den of murderers.

			A second look convinced me I was a fool. This was a very young girl, gently bred, her cheeks soft, no hint of hardness. And I had my sword.

			“I am Barnabas Sackett, at your service!”

			“I am Abigail Tempany.”

			Ignorant as I was of London and its people, I had heard the name only the day before. Her grandfather had a young son who amassed a fortune trading in Venice, Constantinople and the Black Sea. Only recently he had returned to his English lands, beginning at once to outfit ships for the New World. Aware of all such talk because of my own plans, the name had struck me as one to whom I might hope to speak.

			We talked for a short time while I enjoyed the sack, purposely prolonging it because of my pleasure in her company. She knew little of London, and I must have seemed very knowing with all my easy talk of Jonson, Marlowe, Shakespeare and Will Kemp, much of which I had only heard that evening.

			She bade me good-night, and Lila showed me to a chamber.

			“I sleep lightly,” Lila suggested warningly, and I smiled at her. “Very lightly,” she added.

			“And I, also,” I said. “A trouble, is it not?”

			Yet it seemed I had scarcely slept when morning was graying my window. I arose, bathed lightly and donned my clothes. I was hesitating to decide whether I should simply leave quietly or wait until I could pay my respects when there was a light tap on the door.

			It was, of course, Lila.

			“The master is breaking his fast. He requests your presence,” she said.

			Captain Brian Tempany was a stalwart, gray-haired man with a spade beard darker than his hair. He shot me a hard, level look from cool blue eyes and gestured to a seat.

			“Ruffians, was it? Hadn’t you a sword?”

			“I had … and have. But there were a number of them and I became separated from my friends.”

			He looked at me coolly and waited until I was seated. “I was at the theater,” he said bluntly, “in the box next to the one into which you dropped.”

			“I could not easily have explained all that,” I said, embarrassed, “and might have frightened your daughter.”

			“Abigail,” he said grimly, “is not easily frightened. She stood beside me off the Malabar coast and used a pistol to repel pirates who were attempting to board us.”

			He faced me squarely. “Why were you fleeing like a rogue from Rupert Genester?”

			Lying would serve no purpose, and this man was no fool. As briefly as possible, I explained.

			“Ivo’s son, eh? I know the name. He was a fighting man. And you? What of you?”

			“He taught me the blade, Captain.”

			“He did, did he? Well, probably it was better to avoid them. A bunch of rascals, Genester included.” He stared at me. “You wish to return to London?”

			“I have a meeting there with the man I mentioned.”

			“To whom you would sell your coins? May I see them?”

			From my purse, hidden inside my shirt, I took them out and placed them upon the table.

			He touched them with his finger, studying them intently. “Yes, yes … good! Good!”

			He stirred them about, studying the light as it fell upon the details of the coins. “I will buy them.”

			I was startled. “I had promised Coveney Hasling—

			“It will be well with him. As a matter of truth, I wish to make a gift of these coins to the very man to whom he planned to show them.”

			“You know him?”

			“I do. England is a small country, after all. Men with like interests tend to know each other. I am not a member of the Society of Antiquaries, but I know of them. This man to whom Hasling would show the coins is a man of influence at court, where I need a word spoken for me.”

			“You say you know him?”

			He smiled. “And he knows of you. This gentleman of the Antiquaries is the very man whom your father defended so nobly on the battlefield. The story is well known, Sackett.

			“Not only was your father a very brave man and a tremendous fighter, but this Earl is a man who always appreciates what was done for him. Too many forget too readily, but he has made the story known everywhere. He is a man of great influence who could advance your career.”

			“I would enjoy that, but—”

			“But what?”

			“I understand you are sending a vessel to the New World. I would prefer to sail with her, Captain. I have it in mind to venture a small sum in goods.”

			“Venture? How much?”

			“What those are worth, and a bit more. Hopefully, quite a bit more.”

			He laughed. Then he got to his feet and went to the sideboard for a bottle. “Here! Try a man’s drink!”

			“No,” I said, “the ale will do.”

			His smile faded. He was not a man accustomed to refusal. Then he shrugged. “Fine … so be it.”

			When our glasses were filled he sat down again. “All right, buy your goods. I shall have a ship sailing within a fortnight, and you shall go with her.”

			“And two friends?”

			“Are they fighting men?”

			“They are.”

			“Then go they shall, Sackett. Go they shall.”

			I stood up and he shook my hand. It was not until I was astride one of his horses and on my way to London that I began to worry.

			It was all working out too well, much too well. And that bothered me.

			As I approached London Bridge, I loosened my sword in its scabbard.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Approaching the Tabard I drew up and carefully observed for several minutes. There seemed no one about who should not be there, so I rode into the yard.

			Jublain came out from the taproom followed by Corvino. “Ah? You’ve the devil’s own luck! You got clean away!”

			“Thanks to Corvino’s tumble. Has there been anyone about?”

			“Had there been we would have been awaiting you down the street, one of us each way and ready with a warning.” Jublain glanced at the horse. “Where did you steal it?”

			“It was borrowed from a gentleman whose man will pick it up later. Not only that,” I said as I dismounted, “but I’ve passage for us, a trading venture to the Americas in a Tempany ship.”

			“You’re a lucky one,” Jublain grumbled, “but I fear for you. It goes too well.”

			That I felt the same I did not say. “Perhaps. But we will purchase our goods and be ready for the sailing.”

			Lying abed that night and before sleep claimed me, I considered my situation. There was a book newly published by Richard Hakluyt, and in it he was said to tell of voyages to America. I would have that book, and what charts could be found, though realizing the charts might be of doubtful value.

			I also thought upon the tile floor I had come upon not too far from London. Several of my discoveries of such places had come while working, and few of us paid attention to what was found underground. My own curiosity and my father’s comments had alerted me, however, but this particular find was not on a job.

			The day was late and I had walked far and was eagerly seeking shelter from the night—some hut, perhaps an inn, even a ruin, when I heard horses coming up behind me.

			Encountering other travelers on the road late at night was not always to be welcomed, so I stepped back into the trees and brush and made myself small behind the thick trunk of an oak.

			The two men who rode up the road were far from the sort I wished to encounter, but they rode past. When I started to come from behind my tree, something gave way under foot and I slid a few feet. Catching at a branch I managed to hold myself, and then to steady my feet.

			I listened, but the riders were gone. Turning, I peered into the dark, could see nothing. Taking a stone from the ground, I prepared to toss it into the blackness to see if there was indeed a pit or a hole there, when my fingers told me that what I held was not the texture of a stone but more in the nature of a piece of tile, a bit of mosaic, perhaps.

			Crouching down, I felt with my hands and found the place where my feet had slid. I tossed a bit of branch in that direction. It seemed to fall only a few feet. Feeling around, I found an edge of tile flooring projecting from the mud at least three feet below the surrounding level.

			My decision was instant. I would go no further that night. I could barely make out a small hollow below the projection of tile. Feeling my way into it I gathered fuel and built a small, carefully sheltered fire. There I waited until daybreak, making a small meal of cheese and bread.

			Fitfully, I slept. When day came at last I found myself in a small hollow. The tile flooring was above me, and the place where I had slept was open to the sky, except for a few branches spreading above it.

			Prodding around with my stick I came up with more broken tile, some odds and ends of pottery fragments, and a piece of broken statue: the severed part of a hand.

			It was to this place I wanted to return. There was every chance that I might find there some things of value.

			The next day I went early to the common room. With ale before me, I listened to the idle gossip. Luke Hutton, the highwayman, had been hung by his neck in York, some months past, but there was still talk as to who he actually was. He had been a scholar at Cambridge, and some even said he was a son of the Archbishop of York.

			There was talk of recruiting for the wars in Ireland, and of the fighting there. But Essex had not yet gone over, waiting, it was said, for provisions.

			Meanwhile, talking with divers persons, I bargained for items I would take to the New World. Beads of glass and sharp knives, needles, bolts of highly colored cloth. I wished not to be heavily loaded, to have only what was necessary. I talked with men who knew about sailing westward, and there were a few who had traded across the Atlantic for many years.

			One was a man from Bristol who scoffed at the “discovery” of the New World. “Our people have been fishing off the Banks for many years. We often landed on New Found Land, or the mainland shores, to dry fish or smoke them. But it was a harsh and savage land and who cared about it? We saw no gold. We saw only rocky coasts or long sandy shores with forest behind them.”

			It was exciting to listen to such men, and to hear the news. A witch named Doll Barthram had been hanged in Suffolk. We had heard talk of her even back in the fens.

			Twice there were meetings with Captain Tempany. He listened to my list of purchases, added a suggestion or two, then commented, “We’ve little time. There’s a ship’s captain newly come to Plymouth who says the King of Spain will soon send a great fleet against us. We must be well out to sea before they come, or we’ll be taken.”

			“Is your ship not armed?”

			“Armed? Aye, she’s armed, but what can six guns do against a fleet? No, no. I would prefer to slip down the river in the dark. There’s nought to be gained by fighting, for even if we ’scaped we’d likely take a shot through the rigging or hull. Stand by now, for word will come quickly and move we shall, on the instant.”

			Tempany hesitated, rubbing his jaw. “There’s another thing. You’ve heard of Nick Bardle?”

			“A hard man, they say.”

			“Aye. A thief and a pirate, and whatever is evil and wrong. Well, he’s moored close by my ship and I like none of it. He’s a man will bear watching. Mind you, he’d think twice before troubling me, unless he could steal a bit of my cargo and make a run for it.”

			He drummed on the table with his fingers. “Know you aught of America?”

			“I’ve read Hakluyt, and I’ve heard talk.”

			“You know more than most. The Spanish have settled in what they call Floridy. There were some French, but I think they’ve been driven out or killed by the Spanish. Raleigh settled some colonists with a man named Lane to head them, but they came back, first chance. Grenville left fifteen men … all vanished. Killed by Indians or Spaniards, no doubt.”

			“Or picked up and gone elsewhere.”

			“The Indians … well, you must be wary of them, lad. Today they will trade, and tomorrow if the notion takes them, they attack. If one gives you his word, it counts for something. But he speaks only for his own people.

			“They’ve no sense of property. Not as we have. In a village each man uses what he needs. When they see something they want, they take it and go.

			“Above all, go with no notions about gold. The Spanish found it in Mexico, but the French have not found it anywhere. The gold is to be had in the trading for furs, skins, freshwater pearls, fish and potash. Some of their hardwoods burn with a fine white ash, and there’s a need for potash.”

			“What should I deal in?”

			“Furs. You’ve only a little stake, so trade with care. Only furs, and only the best. Take second-grade furs and that’s all you will ever get. The Indians are not fools. They’ve lived by barter all their lives, and they know what they want.”

			“A handful of beads for a fox-skin does not seem a very good trade for them.”

			“Ah, lad! He has plenty of fox-skins, but he has no beads such as ours. The scarcer the article the greater the value. You pay for what you want; so does the Indian.

			“Good knives, they have need of them. They’ll try for muskets, too, but do not be trading them. Arm them as well as us and they would soon have everything.”

			“They’d rob us?”

			“Of course, and so would a Dunkirker. Trust no ship at sea, lad. Given a chance there’s few of them will not turn pirate … or privateer, or whatever you wish to call them.”

			He motioned for a refill of our tankards. “We shall sail south, almost to the land of the Spanish men, then north along the coast, trading wherever possible. After that, to some islands off the north coast where fishermen have summer villages to dry and smoke their fish. There we’ll refit and buy stores.”

			Tempany hoisted his glass, looking from under bushy gray brows at me. “Lad, have you thought there’s more to Genester’s hatred of you than what happened in Stamford?”

			“Why should there be? We never met before.”

			“Agreed. Nor had he seen you or known of you, but think you now: once his anger was gone, would he have bothered unless there was something more?”

			“Impossible, Captain. He has wealth, position, all a man could ask. I have nothing but a will to do.”

			“Suppose you were a threat to his keeping what he has? Or gaining more?”

			“There is no way, Captain. To him I was just an oaf, a country bumpkin whom he believed to be making overtures to his lady.”

			“Until his anger led him to discover who you were.”

			“I am Barnabas Sackett, no more. I am a man of the fens, who, because his father was a skilled fighting man, holds a bit of land.”

			“And to whose father a promise was made.”

			“Oh? That! Captain, if indeed such a word was passed, it meant only that he might see me in some post where I could have a living.”

			“I agree that was the intention, lad, but things have happened. This man … he will disclose his name when he sees fit … lost a son when the Armada attacked. He lost a son in the plague. Suddenly he is no longer young, and finds as his only heir a man, a nephew whom he profoundly dislikes.”

			“Genester?”

			“Aye.” Tempany took a swallow of the ale and touched his beard with the back of his hand. “A night came when he was sitting about talking of antiquities, and one of the old friends shows two gold coins and tells their tale.

			“Suddenly, the elderly gentleman of whom I speak is hearing again the name of that stalwart who stood above him and fought off the attackers until help came.

			“He recalls the stern, honest quality of that man, and now he hears of that man’s son. A promise is recalled, and Hasling comments on your enterprise in coming to him, your knowledge of antiquities … which he probably overrated … and your difficulties with Genester.”

			“Still, I do not—”

			Tempany lifted a hand. “Wait. Hasling had his story to tell, and then I told mine, of the affair at the Globe and returning to find you at my home.

			“The gentleman of whom I speak decided the fates were guiding him to a decision. He enjoyed the way you escaped so handily. It indicated presence of mind, and your dumping of Genester on your first meeting brought him to chuckling and wishing he could have seen it.”

			“I had a good friend who impeded pursuit. Do not forget that, Captain. But for Corvino—”

			“Having such friends is a credit to you. I do not jest, lad. He wishes to meet you.”

			“It would be a pleasure, Captain.”

			“Aye, but somehow Genester has discovered that. Perhaps from one of the servants. I do not know. Genester’s hopes center around the old man. He himself has little, so if the old man should choose to leave his estates to you—”

			“That is impossible, Captain.”

			“No, not at all. It presents the solution to a problem. He respected your father, and you have shown yourself to be a young man of wit, intelligence and decision, something he was himself, and which he admires. So, before you go further with this trading venture, talk to him.”

			“I shall, of course, but I would choose to make my own way, Captain. How many of the titled gentlemen around the Queen have done as much? Raleigh, perhaps.”

			“As you will, but meet with him, at least. I shall see him soon. In the meanwhile, be careful.”

			The interest of great men is flattering, but I had no faith in such matters. I had found no luck and no opportunity except that I made. Finding the gold—that was luck, but on the other hand, had I not been walking the Dyke home from work I would never have been where the gold was. It did not come to me. I went to it.

			“I shall be out of the way for two, maybe three days,” I suggested.

			He glanced at me, and I said, “It is a venture in antiquities, and may come to nothing.”

			“Luck to you, then. Be in touch with me when you return. I will arrange the meeting for then.”

			When he had gone, I met with Jublain and Corvino. “I shall need a horse,” I said.

			“A horse is easy,” Corvino said. “Why not three?”

			“What I do may come to nothing.”

			Jublain shrugged. “Much of what any of us do comes to nothing, yet I notice that whatever you do has at least an intelligence.”

			Quietly, I explained. “Do not think of treasure,” I warned. “It may be some simple thing. A pot, a Roman sword, an inscription. We may waste our time.”

			“If you go alone,” Jublain said, “you’ll fall into trouble. We shall ride with you.”

			We took only the food we needed, and digging tools. The latter we wrapped in a cloak and we rode swiftly. Out of town and long into the countryside, then into the deep woods.

			Suddenly Jublain said, “We are followed, Barnabas.”

			Glancing back I saw a lone horseman upon a hill. He was sitting very still, seeming to scan the country.

			“Just a chance rider,” I suggested.

			“Who turns when we turn? Who stops when we stop?”

			“All right then, be prepared.”

			Our horses were good, but I had no mind to trust to speed. I had walked through this country before this. The road ahead dipped low between a barn and a walled field. Beyond was a sunken road, a road that branched three ways. Between two of these roads was a brook.

			Swiftly we dipped into the sunken road. We took the middle one and, coming to the brook, went into the water and rode swiftly to the other road and into the woods. Turning from the road we rode into the forest, weaving among the trees, splashing through a marsh and soon came upon another trail.

			We went back, then, by devious lanes used only by farmers, into the deeper forest.

			Though I was sure I could ride right to the spot, it took me some time to find it. We dismounted and looked about. It was Corvino whose quick eyes made contact.

			“There!” he said. “Where the mound is! That is probably all tumbled rock underneath. See? It is not a natural mound, that one.”

			Jublain had not moved. Suddenly he looked over at me. “It is wrong … this,” he said quietly. “It is very wrong.”

			We looked at him, and he flushed a little. “You’ll think me a fool,” he said, “but if there is anything here, if there are old things, they lie as they have fallen … where they fell, when they fell.”

			Neither of us knew what he was talking about. “Is it because you fear the ghosts?” Corvino wondered.

			Jublain shook his head. “I know nothing of such things,” he said, “I should be the last to speak, but your Society.… If this place were opened with care, if every thing were taken out and its position marked, could one not tell how the object was used? You spoke of pots … for the kitchen? Or for perfumes or powder or such things? If things are moved, how will they ever find out?”

			We stared at him, and I, for one, saw his point at last. It irritated me, because I began to feel he was right. I did not know exactly why, but …

			“You spoke of history, of these things being a part of history. If we take them all apart, then who will know how they once fitted?”

			“If we don’t, someone else will,” I grumbled.

			“I think that remark has excused more sins than any other,” Jublain commented.

			I stared at him, irritated. “Since when did you become so sanctimonious? You have killed, looted. You’ve lived by the sword.”

			He shrugged. “A good point, and I’m caught upon it. I am a soldier, have on occasion been a brigand, but nonetheless—”

			“Dig!” I said, “I came not this way for nothing.”

			Corvino had crossed the hollow where I had fallen on my first discovery. “A corner was here, I think. Let us try.”

			Nobody said more, and we all dug, but reluctantly, I think.

			We found broken stone, another fragment of a statue, a bit of a robe this time, much dirt and debris, more fallen rock and finally a whole wall that had fallen in. Then much finer soil, dust that had blown in, the black soil of moldered leaves, some fragments of broken pottery.

			They worked slowly, and with great care, breaking up each clod of mud, searching for whatever they might find. Jublain straightened at last. “Barnabas,” he said, “there is something here. The floor,” he pointed up, “is there. What we find here is under the floor.”

			“A cellar. A tunnel, perhaps,” I suggested.

			Corvino shook his head. “I think not. The place of the floor was built above this, built after it. What we are working now is the edge of an older ruin … before the Romans.”

			“Who was here before the Romans?” Jublain asked.

			I shrugged. “Arthur … you have heard of him? Arthur was here. He was a Celt, I think. And the Danes were here, they came and went. My own people were among those who were here. But … who knows?”

			We hesitated. I looked up at the floor, about five feet above where we now worked. “It may be for nothing, for no purpose,” I said irritably.

			Jublain leaned on his shovel. “We should leave it alone,” he insisted. “We know nothing of this. Perhaps if your antiquaries came here to dig—”

			“They might know little more,” I said. “Jublain, work on the floor above. Corvino and I will work down here. We will disturb as little as possible.”

			Suddenly a thought came to me. That rider who seemed to follow us: what of him?

			“Keep your weapons close,” I said suddenly. “I have a bad feeling about this place.”

			“Aye.” Jublain was grim. “Men have died here. See?” He indicated some charred and ancient timber he had uncovered. “Fire … and blood, I am thinking.”

			Corvino dug carefully in the corner, removing the dirt bit by bit.

			I watched, then returned to my own digging. The earth was black and rich … with the bodies of the dead? Who had lived and died in this place? Did they believe their world was all? Did they look with amused interest mingled with mild contempt at the past?

			Something rounded and smooth … something! “A skull,” I said, removing it gently from the soil, “a skull cleft by a blow.”

			There it was, the bone parted from behind by a blow. I took it up, gently. Placing it at one side I slowly worked about, finding other bones, scattered finger bones, a pelvis … suddenly some metal studs from a belt or something, and then a small packet of coins. They were stuck together, but I lifted them out. There must have been a dozen, most of them gold. Two came free as I lifted them.

			One had a horse with its head looking back, tail flowing, and what might have been a chariot behind. There was a worn figure, man or woman we could not tell. Another was of a seated woman, holding a staff, and some symbols or letters behind the staff.

			“There!” Jublain indicated them. “We have found what we came for. Let us go.”

			“You? The looter? You wish to leave now?” I scoffed gently.

			“It is you who have done this to me,” he said calmly. “You with your talk of preserving history. I had not thought of it before, but what do we who make history have left, if our victories and defeats are not known to our ancestors?

			“I think … I feel some lonely battle was fought here, and fought well, and men died for what they believed, perhaps surrounded in this place. Someday men may come with more knowledge than we and they will put the parts together. And out of it will come a story of heroes.”

			“You believe in heroes?” Corvino looked at him thoughtfully.

			“I cannot believe in anything else. A man needs heroes. He needs to believe in strength, nobility and courage. Otherwise we become sheep to be herded to the slaughterhouse of death. I believe this. I am a soldier. I try to fight for the right cause. Sometimes it is hard to know.

			“But I do not sit back and sneer in cowardice at those with the courage to fight. The blood of good men makes the earth rich, as it is here. When I die sword in hand, I hope someone lives to sing of it. I live my life so that when death comes I may die well. I ask no more.”

			“We will go,” I said.

			The coins I put away. We climbed from the hole and brushed away the dirt of our digging. Then, remembering what Jublain had said, I kicked with my heels at the edge and caved the earth into the hole. Then I threw in some broken branches and a few stones that lay about.

			“Let us go to our horses,” I said. “We can ride a little way before dark.”

			Together we walked back through the darkening forest, not talking, each alive with his own thinking. And so we came to the small clearing where our horses were, and they awaited us there. Eight men with swords. In my present mood, it was not too many.

			I threw my shovel into their faces and went in with my sword. Staggered or leaping to escape the flying shovel, they were momentarily taken aback, and my swinging laid open the cheek of one man, scarred the brow of the man next to him. Both were bloody in an instant, and I was parrying a blow from another.

			Jublain had been no less swift. Accustomed to attack and counterattack, he had gone in low and fast. One who had leaped back from the shovel had thrown his hands high, and Jublain’s point parted his laces down the middle of his stomach. The blade went in—I seemed to see it go. Then he was cutting left with it.

			Suddenly the attack was over and they were gone. Corvino had scooped a handful of earth and flung it into their eyes, and brought down two with the flat of his shovel.

			“They’ve gone?” I looked about me. Two men were down, one moaning softly, one completely unconscious. The others were staggering as they fled.

			“Hired men like them are cowards!” Jublain said contemptuously. “They are not fighting men. They’d steal a purse from an old woman, or three or four might attack someone. They are only vicious, and have neither courage nor the heart for a fight.”

			Nonetheless, we had taken some bruises. A point had cut my sleeve, scratching my arm, and Corvino had a bad bruise where a cudgel had struck him on the shoulder.

			We mounted, the richer by two swords and a dagger, dropped and left behind. The wounded we left where they were, to get back as best they might.

			“We must leave the Tabard,” I said, as we rode back. “If they do not know we are there, they will find us.”

			“Where then?” Jublain asked.

			“There is a place,” Corvino said, “kept by a sailor’s wife. It is clean, well-kept. I have stayed there.”

			“And there’s the ship,” I said, “we can go aboard her.”

			Yet we had left some few things at the Tabard, and went back for them. Coveney Hasling was in the common room when we entered.

			“Ah? You have returned,” he greeted me.

			“I have some things,” I said.

			Taking our ale with us, we climbed to our room on the floor above. There I opened the packet and showed him, explaining the find.

			“Excellent!” He pinched his nose with two fingers as he studied them one by one. “Truly excellent. This packet, as is, will bring a pretty price. As for the coins—”

			“Do take them then,” I said, “and do the best you can. Pay the money, when you get it, to my account with Captain Tempany, and I’ll be obliged.”

			Pushing the packet to Hasling, I said, “Jublain, you and Corvino take our goods to the Tempany ship. It is the Tiger … a three-master of two hundred tons, no forecastle. Take our goods aboard and await me there. I must go to Saint Paul’s Walk.”

			“Do you be careful, then,” Jublain said. “It is a place where anything might happen.”

			“Genester will not yet have the news of what happened, I think. Those who fail are not swift to report their failure. I shall go, then come on board with the remainder of our goods.”

			“Our goods?” Jublain stared at me. “Yours, rather.”

			“Ours,” I said, “one-half for me, one-quarter each for you. If either of you decides to leave, you leave your goods as well.”

			Corvino smiled. “It is more than I ever had, this lot,” he said. “And I shall stay with you, Master Sackett.”

			“I, also,” Jublain said. “One way or the other I am like to get a cracked skull. It is better in company that I like.”

			Saint Paul’s Walk was crowded as ever, yet I found my way to Peter Tallis’s stall. He smiled up at me, and thrust a packet of manuscript to me. “There it is,” he said, “ready and waiting.”

			I ran through the lot, scanning a page here and there. It was, indeed, what I wanted. I paid the sum.

			Tallis smiled at me as he took it. “If you’ve further need for such things,” he said, “I can put a hand upon them. I like your business. It is different.”

			“We will talk, then.” I sat down on a bench. “You may be able to help me more.”

			He indicated the sheaf of manuscript. “Most of what I do is dull stuff. This I enjoyed. I read it. Now I know more of England than else I should ever have known.”

			“It is said,” I began, “there are charts to be had of the New World. Charts even the Admirals know nothing of.”

			“Charts?” His eyes wrinkled at the corners. “Yes, yes, of course. It is a quiet pleasure of mine, this matter of charts. Richard Hakluyt has come to me from time to time, but he wants the accounts more than the charts, and also—”

			“Also?”

			“He has too many friends who are men of power. I sometimes come upon things it would be difficult to explain. But to you …?”

			“To me? I would say nothing of the source. Talk to me of charts.”

			He stood up to gather his gear together. “I will close the booth. There is a tavern close by. I think we will talk better there.”

			Peter Tallis was no common man but a scholar in his way, a shrewd man with not too many scruples but more than enough interest in my trade. Over ale in the shadows of a small place nearby we talked. Finally, it was agreed. For a fitting sum, he removed from his bundle and gave me a dozen charts.

			We talked of many things, and the hour grew late. Finally, my roll of charts beneath my arm, I returned to the Tabard. All was quiet. Only one man loafed about, a dark, sullen-looking fellow with a wet look to his eyes I did not like. He lurked near a cart, and I asked him if it was his, and for hire. To both questions he agreed.

			With his help I loaded the rest of my goods into the cart, including in one of the bags the charts I had obtained.

			“I want to go to the Tiger. Do you know the ship?”

			“Tempany’s vessel? I know it.”

			It took us several trips. A soft rain was falling by the time we at last were loaded. Hunched in my heavy cloak, I walked behind the cart, whose wheels rumbled over the cobbles.

			I saw the spars of the Tiger looming ahead. Beside it the La Rochelle pinnace that was Nick Bardle’s ship, the Jolly Jack.

			Tired as I was, and sleepy, I thought only of the warm bunk awaiting me aboard the Tiger. I glanced at Bardle’s ship, all dark and still, yawned, then heard a rush of feet behind me.

			Turning swiftly, my hand went to my sword hilt, but my heavy cloak got in the way, and the carter suddenly jostled me off-balance. They closed in on me from all sides. I struggled, but my arms were pinned to my side, a cloak thrown over my head and jerked tight around me, my cries muffled. A blow on the head caused me to fall. I started to rise, saw the futility of it. For if I tried again, they might kill me there. If I lay quiet, they might think me worse off than I was.

			A voice said, “Well done!” I heard a clink of coins from hand to hand. “Remember, Bardle, I never want to see or hear of him again!”

			“No need to fret. There’s a sight of deep water betwixt here and America!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Rough hands took me up and I was carried aboard and dropped through a hatch to the cargo. My goods were dumped in after me, and the hatch was battened down. It was close and hot in the hold.

			When the hatch was closed I tried to sit up but my head spun and pain throbbed dizzily in my skull. I managed to free my body from the cloak. I lay back, breathing heavily in the close, hot air. I had been hit harder than I realized, a mild concussion. After a bit my consciousness slipped away and there was a long time when I was unaware of anything.

			It was the movement that brought me alive, movement of a ship on the water. We must have come down the river during the night for there was more than river in the movement I felt. I sat up groggily, choking with thirst.

			It was totally black in the hold, and when I tried to stand my head bumped the edge of the hatch.

			There was a pounding of feet on the deck, shouting, and the creak of timbers. The ship began to move faster. I could feel it, I thought! I sat down, holding my head in my hands. They had me then, Nick Bardle, at Rupert Genester’s orders.

			Well, they wouldn’t keep me. What was it he had said: there’s a lot of deep water? We’d see about that.

			I shook my head, and pain shot through me. No matter. I would have to be ready. I had no wish to die, to let such a scoundrel win.

			What had they said of Bardle? That if he was shorthanded he would grab some country lad? Well, he had me. I doubted he would kill me when there was work to be had from me. And I was strong. In the quarries they had said I was strong as any two men. Yet I knew I was even stronger.

			No matter what happened, I must get them to keep me alive and working. Then I could watch my chance. Nick Bardle would be no fool; he would know most of the dodges. Best not to fight unless they tried to kill me, not resist, not argue. Hold myself tight, and wait.

			Again I slept, and when I opened my eyes it was to the deeper roll of the open sea. Scarcely had they opened when the hatch covers were lifted and a head thrust over the combing. “All right! Up with you! There’s work to be done!”

			I jumped up, caught the edge of the hatch and swung to the deck.

			The mate drew back. He was a stocky, redheaded, red-faced man with a deep scar over his right eye. His small blue eyes were hard and mean. He was expecting trouble, and he had two stalwart men behind him … tough men by the looks of them.

			“A ship!” I said. “Well, cursed I am if I am not on a ship! This is what I’d hoped for, to find a ship and get to sea!”

			They were surprised. They stared. They had expected anger, protests, shouts, and trouble. Here I was, grinning at them.

			“Will you show me how to be a sailor? All my life, I’ve wanted to go to sea!”

			“We’ll show you, all right!” The mate hadn’t decided whether to be pleased or disappointed. “Get for’rd!”

			Quickly, I obeyed, and when the hands turned to hoist the fores’l, I was in a hurry to help.

			The hatch lay open, and I was scared. What if they examined my goods? But they did not. After awhile, the hatch was battened again.

			It went against my grain to take the pushing I took, and no Sackett I ever heard of had stood for such action. Yet when I looked about me at the rest of the crew, I could see they were a bad lot, and no help would I get from them.

			Anyway, that would be mutiny. Only it had to be mutiny, or something like it.

			Now I made like I knew nothing about a ship, but I did. We in the fens often sailed out to sea. Wanting to make them feel they’d like to keep me alive, I buckled to and worked hard enough for two men.

			By the third day I heard the mate, whose name was Berryman, tell Cap’n Bardle, “Don’t you be hasty, Cap’n. That Sackett is worth two of any man aboard. He’s got to be soft in the head, all he talks about is how he always wanted to be a sailorman. But he works like the devil and he’s handy.”

			Bardle watched me then, whenever he was on deck. Several times he and Berryman talked, and one time Berryman asked, “You was a farmer ashore?”

			“In the fens. We used boats a lot.”

			That seemed to satisfy them for awhile, but finally Berryman came to me again. “How’d a farmer like you get enemies?”

			Now I had my chance, and I took it. I wanted them to have reason to keep me alive. “There’s some that wanted me dead,” I agreed, “but there’s others who’d pay twice as much to keep me alive.”

			Nick Bardle had all he was likely to get from Rupert Genester, but here was another thought: there might be more to be made.

			“That don’t foller,” Berryman commented, after a moment or two. “Who’d want you alive?”

			“Now think,” I said. “if a man will pay to have me dead, it’s because he stands to profit by it. Just as he will profit if I die, there’s others will lose, and those others want me alive.

			“The man who wants me dead hasn’t much. In fact, if I get back alive, he hasn’t anything.”

			For two weeks then, all went well. I worked hard. They avoided me, but they made no effort to push me into dangerous jobs. Yet I trusted none of them. They were thieves and murderers, and I knew my time was short. They would mull it over, and they would decide if I had to die. There was too much chance of what I’d do to them if I somehow got back to England.

			The weather held good. I kept an eye out for a distant sail, expecting Captain Tempany to be coming along soon, but I doubted he would want to overhaul the Jolly Jack. She had twelve guns that were heavier than those I’d seen on the Tiger. Moreover, the Jack clearly had a crew of pirates, or the next thing to them.

			Then we came upon a spell of bad weather, with the wind set contrary, and made a bad time of it, day after day. Tempers grew short, and as best I could, I kept from the gaze of Berryman or Bardle, knowing I was the likely scapegoat. We sighted a sail once, then, on the fifth day of bad weather. But it was some distance off and where it sailed there was wind, as we could see the sails filled and the wind ruffling the water.

			There was a man aboard to whom I found some liking—a brawny young man, strong yet not tall, a man of dark skin, yet not a Negro. He was a Moor, he told me, but I knew aught of Moors. He said a Moor was a man of Arab blood born in Africa, in the north of Africa where there were few blacks except slaves … and as many white slaves as black. His name was Sakim.

			He was a good man at sea, and an able one. He had watched me from time to time but had said nothing until on this fifth day when we watched the far-off sail, he spoke softly, “No matter who she is, I’d prefer it to this.”

			“And I,” I replied, with candor.

			After a moment I said, “Are there others who feel so?”

			“There’s one,” he said, “the Neapolitan, Rufisco.”

			He, too, had I seen; a small, agile man who reminded me of Corvino. It was something in their movements, their manner.

			“Something might be done,” I said, “if you’ve a mind to chance it.”

			“At sea?” He stared at me doubtfully.

			“Near the shore,” I said. “There’s a coast off the mainland yonder.”

			“And savages?” he suggested.

			“Better a risk of what we do not know than what we know. They do not intend me to return,” I added. “I have nothing to lose. But you?”

			“Nothing,” he said. “I will speak to Rufisco.”

			There was hard work then, trimming sail with a squall coming up, and the wind ruffling the water in our direction. Our craft heeled far over under the blast, righted and put her bows down and went to it. She was a good sailer, that Jolly Jack, and belied her owners.

			Nothing had come of my words with Sakim, but at least he seemed to keep them quiet.

			We finally caught a decent wind and turned to the southwest with occasional squalls of rain but always some wind. And then, on the sixty-seventh day out, we sighted land again. It was afar off, and not to be made out, but Bardle simply gave our craft a little more southing and ignored the land.

			In the middle of the night watch, the Moor came close. “Rufisco will chance it ashore.”

			“The first time then. There may not be another.”

			“They will kill us,” he said.

			“My friend,” I said quietly, “this rascal owes me, and when we go ashore, I’ll have what belongs to me and whatever the passage was worth. Some damages, too.”

			“I like a confident man,” Sakim said dryly. “Especially if he lives.”

			“I shall,” I said. “At least to get a foot on shore.”

			Berryman hove up alongside. “Belay that!” he growled. “We have no time for gamming here. Be about your work.”

			“Aye,” I said agreeably. “There’s a bit to do.”

			Our watch ended and I went below, but not to sleep. I lay quiet until the others snored and then slipped from my bunk and to the sail locker. Crawling over the sails I found what I had seen before, a loose board that opened into the hold.

			No doubt some sailor had arranged it so for pilfering a bit of cargo, but I had no wish for aught but my due, and I went through and into the dark hold. It took me a time longer than I wished to find my own things, but once there I opened a bale and felt about within.

			Two pistols, powder and shot. A dozen loads for each. Three cutlasses of the four I’d brought along, and a fowling piece which I charged with shot as soon as I’d come back to the light of the sail locker.

			Keeping one pistol in hand, I tucked the other in my belt. My own good blade had been taken by the captain when I came aboard, but I’d see to that. In the meantime the cutlasses were excellent weapons.

			No man saw me move across the dark, wet deck. No man saw me re-enter the sleeping quarters. I shook awake Sakim and Rufisco and handed each a cutlass.

			“Come!” I whispered. “This night we take a ship!”

			We went out upon the deck and I pointed to a swivel gun on the bulwark. “Charge it,” I said, “and when given the word, choose your best target.”

			Darkling was at the helm, a man for whom I’d no liking at all. As I came along the deck toward him, he saw me. “What er you a-doin’ on deck?”

			“Taking a ship,” I said. “Put your wheel over four degrees.”

			“I’ll do no such thing,” he said.

			I aimed the fowling piece at his belt buckle.

			“Have it your way,” I said. “The next man can do it standing over your body.”

			He eyed me a moment, sullen and furious, but he put the wheel over as I watched him. The wind was right, and we moved in toward the coast. I was sure there would be an action resulting, and there was. Berryman burst out upon the deck.

			“What—?”

			“Lie down on the hatch,” I said.

			He looked at me, and at the fowling piece and at the pistols in my belt. He was a thinking man and he did as suggested.

			“You,” I said to Rufisco, “take the wheel and keep her in toward the coast. Darkling,” I said, “lie down beside Berryman. With this fowling piece I can take two as well as one, be they close together.”

			All was still. Our speed was not great, but we were not far offshore. Until I had seen that dark finger of land, it had been no part of my plan to move so soon. There was on my chart a place such as that, and south of it some long, sandy islets. If I had been fortunate, if I had guessed right—for it was only a guess—those islands would be showing up.

			“You’re a great fool!” Berryman shouted from the deck. “You will swing for this!”

			“When I tell all I know,” I said pleasantly, “you will all swing.”

			The shore was nearing. I could smell it, and I could hear the surf upon the shore. We were moving on an oblique course but I had no intention of putting the ship aground, for to endanger the others was no part of my plan. They were rascals, no question of that, and a dirty, poisonous lot, enough to kill the fish for miles if dumped into the water.

			We were moving slowly, making barely enough speed for proper handling. I went aft and pulled in the gig we had been towing astern.

			My mouth was dry and I was scared, yet saw no alternative to what I intended. Darkling had started to rise when I turned the gun on him again. He slid back down and lay still.

			“Nick will come,” he threatened, “then you’ll see!”

			“Sakim,” I said, “get the top off that hatch.”

			They had no idea what I intended, Berryman and Darkling, and, as they were ordered off the hatch, must have been wondering hard. With a sign I motioned Rufisco to put the lashings on the wheel, then to go forward and cut loose the anchor.

			With Sakim holding the fowling piece, I went down into the hatch and retrieved my merchandise. Pulling the gig close in alongside, I lowered my gear into it. Working swiftly then, we bound and gagged Berryman and Darkling, then got into the ship’s stores, taking out ship’s biscuit, salt meat and a side of beef the captain had in keeping for himself.

			“Stand by,” I told them, “and keep a wary eye. I shall speak to the captain.”

			“What?” Rufisco stared at me. “He sleeps with a loaded pistol by him.”

			“Then he had better be quick with it,” I said, “for I’ve a matter to discuss with him.”

			I went along aft, down the ladder’s three steps to the after cabin, and there he lay, sprawled on his bunk with an empty bottle by him and the smell of rum strong upon the air. My sword lay across the room and I walked over and took it up.

			He had a pistol by him, all right, but I took it rudely from under his hand. Then I nudged him a toe.

			“Come alive,” I said. “You’ve to settle accounts now.”

			He stirred, opened his eyes, then seeming to sense the stillness of the ship he suddenly woke up, threw back the covers and put a foot to the deck. Then he saw me, standing wide-legged to the roll of the vessel, slight though it was, with a sword in my hand and a pistol in my belt.

			“You.” He started to rise and I tilted the point of the blade at him. “Is it mutiny then?” he asked.

			“Not mutiny, Captain, for I’m no sworn member of your crew, nor legally taken on. The coast lies yonder, and I am taking my freedom.”

			“The savages will roast you,” he warned.

			“Me, at least, not you,” I said. “Now, Captain, there’s a matter between us, a matter of money taken from me, and a matter of payment for my work as a crew member. As well as damages.”

			“Damages! I’ll damage you!” He lunged up, and I put my blade against his chest and pressed, just enough.

			He cried out and fell back, a spot of blood on his shirt front. “The money taken from me, Captain. I’ll take the rest in goods.”

			From his shirt he took my sack of money and threw it to me. Deftly I picked it from the air, hefting the weight. It felt right.

			“My time is worth money, more than your ship, but I’ll not take that. However,” I said, “four hundred weight of trade goods as well as some powder and shot should do for damages.”

			“Four hundred weight!” He almost screamed it. “You’re daft, man!”

			“All right. Have it your own way, five hundred weight.”

			Bardle stared at me hard-eyed. “I should have dropped you over the side the first day out,” he said. “I was a fool to waste time.”

			“No doubt,” I replied cheerfully. “But you might have found trouble doing it, and you’d still have Tempany to settle with.” I smiled at him. “You know, Bardle, you can never go back to England now.”

			“What’s that? What d’ you mean?”

			“By now, inquiries will have traced me to your ship. You will be waited for when you return.”

			He did not like that. He tried to stare me down, to not believe what I had said, but he believed.

			“Bah!” he sneered. “They’ll not notice you! You’re nothin’ but a farmer from the fens!”

			The cabin held little else that I wanted. A compass, which I took, another brace of pistols, which I also placed to one side. He watched me, his eyes bulging. “You’re a bloody thief!” he shouted.

			“Next time you think to knock some lad in the head, Bardle, remember this. And when I leave you, remember that Tempany is coming along behind you, and he knows your craft and you. He will be looking for you.

			“The night after that on which you took me, I was to meet an Earl, Genester’s cousin. He had plans in which I was concerned. Captain Tempany was also involved, as were others. Oh, you’ve done it this time, Bardle! You’ve fixed yourself nicely!”

			Gathering what I needed in one hand and under that arm, I backed to the door. “Don’t try coming out, Bardle, and don’t try to follow me.”

			“You think Tempany will find you?” Bardle sneered. “No man knows this coast, not even Gosnold or Newport! Once you leave this vessel you’ll not be seen again.”

			“Hadn’t you guessed? I don’t intend to be seen, not for a long time, Bardle. Not until after you’ve been drawn and quartered and hung in chains. You’ve been the death of many a poor lad. Now you can die for me.”

			At the steps I paused again. “I plan to trade with the savages, Bardle. I shall live here, gather a cargo of furs. And I shall return in a few years, a rich man.

			“When I return to England, I shall go back and see what remains of your body. By then they will probably have thrown your bones into potter’s field.”

			“You’re a coldblooded one, Sackett,” he stared at me, his eyes sullen, “but the savages will deal with you.”

			I drew the door shut behind me and went up the ladder. All was quiet. Yet when I drew near the bulwark Sakim stepped out quickly. “Sackett, we’d better be ashore. I think something is stirring down below.”

			“Aye. Into the boat with you.” I was rigging a sling for my additional goods as I spoke. All was dark and still, and there were no stars in the sky. From what talk I’d picked up, it was said this was a coast where terrible storms often struck.

			Sakim went down a rope to the boat and stood by to cast off. Rufisco followed.

			I had a leg over the railing when they came, and they came with a rush. They had found some opening forward of which I knew nothing, and they had gathered in the darkness there. They were close before I saw them and they came suddenly.

			At the same moment, Nick Bardle burst from his cabin door, pistol in hand. Where he had the extra gun I did not know, but I shot at the mob rushing me, then threw my other leg over and slid down the rope.

			In an instant, Bardle was there, pistol up, he took careful aim, but I hit the boat and Sakim cast off. Rufisco had stepped to the oars and he gave a terrific pull, backing instead of going forward. And the move saved my life.

			The pistol bellowed, and the slug hit the bulwark near me with a thud.

			Rufisco was shaking out some canvas, and the wind caught at it. We moved forward swiftly, but I held my fire, watching Bardle. He was no longer attempting to charge his pistol, just staring at me.

			Once more only, I turned to look at the Jolly Jack. Her bow was swinging slowly toward the sea, for Bardle had no wish to be caught adrift on a lee shore. I looked, and then I turned my eyes away from the ship, away from the sea, away from England and home. Before me lay a continent, a vast sweep of land inhabited by savage men of whom I knew nothing. Nor had I any knowledge of how or when I might escape from this land, nor what awaited us upon landing.

			I crawled aft, edging my way, for we were fearfully overloaded with goods. I took the tiller and sank down into place.

			Off upon my left I could hear the rustle of surf upon the sand. It was a quiet night.

			Sakim looked back from a place in the bow. “What do we do now?” he said.

			A moment I hesitated, and then replied, “We find a haven before daylight, some place of concealment where we may hide ourselves and the gig. Then we will look about and see what manner of land we have come to.”

			It had been in my mind to trade for furs, to return to England a rich man. But now England seemed far, far away, and the land before me, vast, mysterious and unknown. This land was my destiny …

			If I was to establish a family, it would be here in this land. And if they were to prosper here, it would have to be in such a way as the land demanded. I had no doubt those distant sons and grandsons would respond, that we Sacketts would establish a place for ourselves here, in this land, this America.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			The shore line was faintly visible, a vague white line off to our far right. Yet it was not in my thoughts to go immediately ashore, nor to beach the gig in some place near at hand simply to be soon ashore.

			Some inlet, cove or small bay was what we needed, or some small, offshore island where we could conceal ourselves and the gig until we could decide what to do.

			The phosphorescent water rolled back from the bow, the rigging of our small sail creaked pleasantly, and we sat still, not talking, filled with wonder at what we had done and were doing. On our right was the strange land, discovered more than one hundred years back, yet even now unknown. My mind was filled with awe as I remembered Tallis speaking of a great river found by Hernando de Soto, a mysterious river from out of nowhere that rushed away again into a vague somewhere …

			“I am somewhat afraid,” I spoke quietly, into the blackness. “It is a strange land into which we go.”

			“It is good to say that you are afraid,” Sakim said. “It is not good to be too bold. A little fear makes a man think. It is better to be a little afraid, and yet do what has to be done.”

			“I think we must be bold with these savages,” I said, “bold, yet respectful. They know us not. We must let them know we are not afraid, and that in our trade we wish only to be fair.”

			“My people traded across the world in ancient times,” Sakim said. “Our ships went to India, China, and the Spice Islands. Even voyages around the world are talked of, and long before Magellan.

			“It is written that when he found the Straits that were named for him he had a chart … Who made the chart? Who had been there before him? An Arab? A Chinese? Who? I think many civilizations have been born and have died before history was written.”

			“You would take the glory from Columbus?” Rufisco protested.

			“Who knows how old is man?” Sakim said.

			“There are tombs in Ireland,” I commented, “from a thousand years before the pyramids were built.”

			The wind was freshening, and even our small sail was catching a pocketful, and the gig was moving along the shore, but well out from it. Suddenly the line of surf vanished and we found ourselves before an opening. Easing the tiller over, I took us into the bay. Whether it was large or small, I could not say.

			Talk was well enough, I thought, but now what we needed was shelter. What little I knew of this coast was bad—terrible storms were known here, and tremendous seas.

			When it came to that, I knew not if this were indeed the coast I believed it to be. Our charts were crude, and few had sailed the full length of the coast.

			At Boston, where we frequently sailed from the fens, I’d learned enough to know the Atlantic had been an obstacle, but never an insurmountable barrier. To cross it from Ireland was no great thing, and many an Irish, English or Breton seaman was amused by the talk of the Columbus “discovery.” To them it was scarcely that, for they had been catching fish off the Grand Banks for nearly a hundred years.

			There was a faint light in the sky now, and we could see clearly the gray line of coast with a white line of surf along the sand.

			We were in some kind of a bay or sound, with open water to the south, and to the west a shore lined with trees. We edged that way, for it was no part of my plan to have daylight find us exposed to all eyes upon the open water.

			We saw no sign of life along the shore, no plume of smoke. Yet there must be natives here, in such a place as this.

			Rufisco called softly. “Look! There is an opening!”

			I put the tiller over, and under a good head of wind we ran in toward the shore. There was a cove before us, with a half moon of beach, but nearer there was a smaller opening that seemed to be a creek mouth. As Sakim took in our sail, we ran up this creek until we saw a great dead tree that had fallen half in the water, half out. Sculling with an oar we worked close to it and tied up.

			A bird sang and the water rustled. Overhead a white gull winged slowly past, dropping a curious glance our way.

			Standing up, I belted on my blade, thrust pistols into my waistband and took up the fowling piece.

			“No noise!” I warned. “Let us be very quiet. We are alone here, and we must know something of where we are.”

			We waded ashore, looking carefully around us. Some of the trees were pine, with here and there a gnarled and ancient oak, much brush of kind I did not know, and driftwood everywhere.

			Our position seemed good. A small but deep creek flowed down through the sandhills on the opposite side of the cove which we had seen. There was perhaps an acre of ground scattered with driftwood and coarse grass that sloped down to the creek. It was ringed with trees, sheltered from all view.

			“No fire,” I said. “Break out some of the biscuit. We will eat that.”

			Rufisco went back to the boat to get the biscuit and Sakim went further inland. Soon he was back. “There is a spring whose water is not bad.” He had some slender sticks in his hand. “I shall make a bow,” he said, “and arrows.”

			After we had eaten lightly, careful of the food we had brought ashore, I left Sakim at making his bow and went inland, moving quietly, working my way to what seemed the highest of the sandhills.

			When I reached it there was a good view on all sides. Toward the sea and to the south was a broad sound, protected from the sea by barrier islands of sand. There was no sign of a sail, yet I could not believe we had gotten away so easily, nor that Nick Bardle would rest content.

			Further along the shore I found where a fire had been built, but the ends of charred wood that remained were old. There were many shells there where Indians, or whoever the fire-builders had been, had eaten shellfish.

			Many grassy meadows lay back from the shore, a fair land indeed, and promising well for future farmers, if such there came to be. Nowhere did I see any signs of recent men—only the remains of fires and a few sticks cut by some crude implement.

			I saw many ducks and geese, and several times brown and somewhat speckled birds flew up, very large birds, many of them as big as geese. These must be the turkeys of which Gosnold had told.

			After a while, I came down to the bank of the stream on which we had camped, but far above our camp site. It was enough to tell me that this river offered no access to the higher country. That must be found elsewhere.

			On high ground again I sat down just to look and to study.

			We must find a river, sail up the river and inland for a short distance, then establish a base. Part of our goods we would bury, and carefully conceal the place of hiding. If attacked or robbed we must not lose all. Then I must approach some strong chieftain and establish an alliance with him, and choose a site on the river for a town.

			A river-crossing not too far from the sea, a place where Indians were used to come, yet reachable by ocean vessels. For it was in my mind to establish a trading post which would grow into a city. Rome had begun at a river crossing, and London, too.

			Now we were in new land, a free land, a land to be shaped as we wished, and I hoped then that those who came after me would want, as I wanted, a safe land for people, for homes, for freedom.

			All this was good, this open land. I thought of the crowded streets of London, of the poor I had seen there, and of many of the men with whom I’d worked in the quarries, each hungry for his own bit of land. Why not here?

			Not all the land for a few great lords, but a piece of land for each man, land to grow crops, to keep bees and a cow.

			Suddenly there was movement. Below me, moving in single file, four savages moved stealthily. Four armed with bows, moving toward the point on which we had camped!

			Four of them, three of us, but we were scattered, and neither Sakim nor Rufisco knew of their coming.

			Four … and they were painted for war. I had heard of that.

			My position was a good one, for I stood close to the trunk of a huge oak, thicker than two of me; and beside me were others, almost as large. There were fallen timbers about; it was not an easy place to approach.

			What to do? I hesitated to shoot a man who had not seen me, yet if I didn’t they would stalk and kill me if they could.

			And if they were allowed to go on they would find my friends and perhaps kill them, too.

			Something brushed leaves behind me, and I turned swiftly. An Indian stood there, but he lifted his hand, palm out. “No enemy you,” he said, and he pointed at the four warriors in the trail below. “There enemy!”

			A half-dozen Indians came up through the trees, and scarcely glancing at me, sifted through the brush and trees along the hillside.

			“I am Barnabas,” I said. “I come to trade and to learn.”

			“I am Potaka. I speak white man many time. I friend.”

			“I have two friends.” I held up two fingers. “There.…” I pointed. “No hurt.”

			He was gone, and I waited. For several minutes I waited, heard a piercing yell, then a running and a movement in the brush.

			Suddenly, one of the Indians I had seen in the trail below came running toward me. There was a long scratch on his arm and he carried a bloody knife. He rushed through the brush and burst into the clearing where I stood.

			For a moment he stopped, as if transfixed, but I stared back at him and made no move. He looked, grunted something, then was gone. Obviously, I had astonished him.

			Potaka came back, on the run. “He come?”

			“That way,” I pointed. “He came, and he fled. Very quick.”

			Potaka hesitated, then sheathed his knife. “It is enough. We kill two.”

			“You speak very good English.”

			He smiled broadly. “Me friend Englishman. No friend Espanish. Sometime Espanish fight us. Sometime English fight Espanish. One time Englishman, Potaka fight Espanish together. You like?”

			“Your village is near?”

			“Far … two sleeps.” He pointed inland. “You come?”

			“Later.”

			Potaka looked about. “You are only three?”

			“Our ship comes back soon,” I said, casually. “We were left to find friendly Indians who wish to trade. We wish to trade knives, needles, and cloth for furs.”

			“Come to my village. Welcome. No parlay to them. They kill.”

			He was a man of medium height, strong, no darker than many a Portuguese, and quick in his movements. His expression was friendly, and there was much about him I liked.

			“We fight Espanish many time,” he said. “Englishman live among us … long time.”

			“Is he with you now?”

			“No more. He live four, five year, then he say he see behind mountains. Maybe seven moons pass. Maybe dead now.”

			From my belt I took a knife. It was keen of blade, and as long as my forearm. I extended it to him, haft first. “For you, my friend,” I said, and gave it to him.

			He knelt suddenly, tracing with his finger in the dust. He pointed to the river nearby. Then with his finger he showed the river, a trail leading from it. “Village here,” he said. “You come.”

			He picked up his spear. “You come,” he repeated, and then he was gone.

			I waited, listening. There was no sound for a long time, and so I went down through the trees toward our camp, and after a long walk, arrived there.

			Rufisco greeted me. Sakim emerged from the willows. “There was fighting?” Rufisco asked.

			“Among the Indians,” I said, “and I may have made a friend.”

			“I do not trust them,” Rufisco muttered. “They are savages.”

			“What is a savage?” I asked, shrugging. “It is another way of life. We will be cautious, my friends, we will be bold and we will be honest. If that does not work, we will fight—when the time comes.

			“There are many of them and only three of us. I think it would be well to remember this. My friend is Potaka. He says the others are to be avoided.”

			“What do they say of Potaka?” Rufisco asked.

			I shrugged. “Probably the same thing, but until we know, we will be careful. And the Eno has invited us to his village.”

			“You are going?”

			“We came to trade. I gave him a gift, a trade knife. Sometimes a blade can open a door.”

			When darkness came and our smoke would not be visible, we built a fire in a hollow and baked some fish Sakim had caught. “We will move,” I said, “when we have eaten. We will find a new camp.”

			The night was a time of stillness. Frogs croaked, and several times we heard great roarings in the distance. “Lions?” Rufisco asked.

			“Alligators,” Sakim said. “I have heard them on the Nile. We must be careful, my friend. Do not step upon or over a log until you are sure it is a log, and watch the tail. They will try to break your legs or knock you into the water with their tails.”

			“It is very dark,” Rufisco said. “Can we not rest before we move?”

			I was myself tired. “Sakim? You will take the first watch? One hour only, then awaken Rufisco. One hour, and then awaken me. I will watch for an hour and then we will go. It will be a little rest for each.”

			It seemed no time until I was awakened, and when Rufisco lay asleep I sat and listened into the night. Behind me, stretching no man knew how far, a strange land. To right and left a lonely coast where likely lay only the wrecks of ships carried here by storms or currents in the sea.

			Soon we would move … toward what? Would I die here and leave only my bones for legacy? Or would some strange destiny begin here, in this place, so the name of Sackett became one with this new, strange land?

			It was clouding over, and there was a hint of dampness on the wind. Rain? It would help us. It would conceal our movements, erase our tracks.

			I touched each upon each shoulder. “Sakim! Rufisco! It is time.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			The rain came with a rush of heavy drops, a scattering like thrown gravel. Then the massed downpour of the storm descended, pushing inward from the sea, an invader like us.

			Against the wind and rain we went upstream, up this nameless river, past timbered shores and swamplike meadows. The wind held, and our sail moved us along, the driving rain offering some concealment.

			Huddling in our cloaks we watched the dim shores slip past, and then the wind slackened, our sail gave us scarcely any movement against the current, and we unshipped oars and pointed on an angle for the left bank.

			“How far would you say we’ve come?” I asked.

			Sakim shrugged. “The current is strong. I doubt more than ten, twelve of your English miles.”

			Before us we saw a long rocky island, lying several lengths away from our gig. We steered closer, and finding an opening, steered in.

			Two of us scrambled ashore and hauled the boat up onto the sand. “Only what we need,” I said. “Let’s be ready to shove off if trouble comes.”

			Under an overhang we built a small fire of driftwood and warmed our chilled hands.

			“We will cache a part of what we have,” I suggested, “and then we will trade with Potaka’s people. We will be fair.”

			“Is it fair,” Rufisco asked, “to trade beads worth a few pennies for a fox skin worth as many guineas?”

			“Of course. Value is a matter of scarcity and need. The beads we have cost little in England because we have many, but here those beads are rare. Furs are cheap to them for the same reasons. We want their furs, they want our beads. So we strike a bargain.

			“They cannot sell a fox skin here for what it is worth in England because they are not in England. We will trade carefully, gather many furs, and then we will go back to the sea and wait for a ship, for Gosnold, Newport, Weymouth or any who come.”

			“Including Nick Bardle?”

			“Him we will try to avoid.”

			None of us could know for sure what lay before us. But each of us hoped to become rich. Sakim was a man long away from his home. Rufisco wished to go back in a blaze of glory, with fine clothes, excellent weapons, and a name of importance.

			There was a restlessness in me, an urge to be doing, and I knew it was not only myself who thought or felt in such a way. It was an urge to see, to know, to discover. A part of my age, of my time, it was in the blood of us all, I suspected, even of Rufisco, despite his claims to the contrary.

			I added a chunk of driftwood to the fire. The ashes at the edge of the fire were dry, white, powdery. I sifted them through my fingers.

			Night settled about us like a falling shroud. Night, and the rain, a soft, steady rain now. Fortunately there was driftwood aplenty and I kept the fire small but warm.

			Sakim and Rufisco had fallen asleep. After a while I got up, looking carefully around in the dim light. This place was a good one, the overhangs offered shelter from wind and rain. After midnight the rain let up and I walked out on the sand and looked up at the rock under which we were sheltered. The forest came right up to the jumble of rocks, and there were great, gray giants of trees lying dead upon the rocks, blown down in some terrible storm, no doubt.

			I lay down and slept, awakening as I wished before it was light. All was still. There was no rain, but the clouds hung low. Taking up my sword and my own dagger which I had retrieved from the bales of goods, I sought a way to climb the rocks. At first I could find none, then I found a crack, an opening scarce wide enough for my body. Worming my way to the top I managed by a precarious foothold to climb a steep slanted rock up into the forest—a dark tangle of fallen trees, tangled brush, moss, and low-growing branches. There was no evidence that any man had ever come this way.

			For a long time I sat there on a log, studying the layout. It was such a tangle that it invited no exploration. Indians in search of game could find it in easier places than this.

			After a while I returned to the fire. The others were still asleep, so I added fuel to the glowing embers and continued to explore. High at the opposite corner of the beach from where I had first found my way up, I saw a dark hole under some fallen boulders. Stooping, I went inside. It was not a natural cave, just a space left under some slabs of rock. Yet it went deeply back, and after a few feet inside I could straighten up. Light came from small openings between boulders.

			Clambering up on one side, I found a good shelf, slanting back about fifteen feet.

			Here was what I had sought. A storage place for our surplus goods!

			When I returned to the fire, Rufisco was up. Not only up, but he had caught three good-sized fish which he was broiling over the coals.

			Sakim joined us at the fire, extending his hands to the flames. I told them what I had discovered, and when we had eaten our fish and a bit of biscuit, we moved our cargo ashore, holding out enough for an eighty-pound pack for each. Then we cached the remainder on the rock shelf in the cave.

			When we had finished, Rufisco spoke to me.

			“We have come with you, Barnabas,” he said, “because we like you, and because anything was better than to live and die on Bardle’s ship. But what is it you plan?”

			“Before Bardle waylaid me, I was to have come here with a ship captained by Brian Tempany,” I replied. “He was to sail a few days after the Jolly Jack. His ship is the Tiger. She was a slower sailer than the Jack, and should be along the coast within the next few weeks. She will be trading with the Indians, and exploring. Her route was the same.

			“What I hope to do is make trade with the Eno Indians, take our furs and be back on the coast to meet the Tiger, should it come near. It is a chancy thing, as you can see, but if the Tiger does not come there will be others.”

			“And then?”

			“For a time I want to stay. If all goes well, I shall trade my share of the furs for more goods and remain here. After a year I will sail again to England.”

			Rufisco’s smile was ironic. “If you live.”

			“Of course. Here or in England, all plans await the decision of the Master.”

			The Lord had my trust, yet of others I was not so sure. The Indians were an uncertainty, and so was Nick Bardle. He was a hard, vengeful man. Would he leave matters as they stood?

			“This Potaka,” Rufisco asked, “you trust him?”

			“He seemed friendly, yet we will proceed with caution,” I replied.

			Rufisco hoisted our sail, once we had rowed clear of our hide-out, and catching a good wind we started upstream and made good time.

			I kept a sharp lookout along the banks to see what manner of trees there might be, for one in particular I sought.

			Amazing was the variety. There was much willow and alder. I saw beech, tulip, poplar, several kinds of pine, birch, hemlock, chestnut, and the white limbs of buckeye. Further along I spotted here and there a sycamore, an ash, an elm. It was in my mind to make longbows and arrows for silent hunting as well as to conserve our supply of gunpowder.

			Several times we saw smoke, and once we passed a considerable village with huts that seemed, at the distance, to be made of bark. There was the smoke of a half-dozen fires there, and numerous canoes drawn up on the banks. Dogs ran down and barked angrily, but we were some distance off and we saw no Indians until we had rounded the bend, when at the last moment I looked back and saw several, whether men or women I could not tell, emerge from their huts.

			“Did they see us?” Rufisco wondered.

			“It is possible,” I said, “but they came late.”

			Even as I spoke I was looking ahead. The shore of the river curved in and the river narrowed. It was a bad place, bringing us dangerously close to the banks.

			Sakim spoke suddenly. “Barnabas! Look!”

			He pointed. Several Indians appeared momentarily in the willows, running abreast of us. Then another, farther ahead, moving toward the narrow passage where we would be closest in.

			Glancing toward the passage, I saw no Indians, just some large dead trees projecting into the water and making the narrow gap even more dangerous. The wind was only fairly good. “Get out the oars,” I told Rufisco, “we’re going to need them.”

			I took my fowling piece from the thwart and looked to the priming, then replaced it. The last thing we wanted was a fight.

			I watched the stream, the shore, and held the tiller steady. No Indians appeared.

			Nearer … nearer. Sakim put his hand down to his musket.

			No Indians. The sandy shores were empty. There seemed no movement in the trees and brush beyond. I glanced upstream. If we could just get through the gap …

			Suddenly, Rufisco grunted. Turning, I saw three Indians emerge from the brush, running hard. Behind them a fourth … a fifth.

			The first one came quickly to a halt, lifted his bow and let fly an arrow. The distance was right but he had been too eager, and the arrow fell astern.

			A second arrow hit my pack, just ahead of me. A third flew over. Rufisco lifted his musket and fired.

			The heavy boom of the musket was like thunder. An Indian cried out and fell. As Rufisco re-loaded, I saw the Indian trying to rise, a great slash across his thigh. He fell, blood covering his leg, and the others stood still as if frozen, staring and frightened.

			Rufisco put down his musket and took up the oars, dipping them deep to help the sail. Soon we were out of the Indians’ range. Rufisco’s face was pale, his eyes large as he stared at me. “Why do they wish to kill us, Barnabas?” he asked.

			“We are strangers. We are not of their tribe, and they fear us. And we have goods … what we have is a great treasure to them. It is the way of the world, Rufisco.”

			“But we come for trade!”

			“Aye, and so did some of the ships taken at sea by privateers or pirates. We will trade with whomever we can, but we will take nothing by capture unless we are first attacked.”

			“They will have no such feelings.”

			“I do not know. Perhaps, perhaps not.”

			The gig was moving smoothly upstream now. At a fork, we turned right, gliding between low banks with scattered clumps of trees and some marsh. We saw no Indians, but twice we saw deer, and several flocks of wild turkeys.

			Suddenly I remembered something. The fine gray ash at the edge of our campfire.

			Potash …

			There was a need for potash in England, and a fine market for it. One need not think only of furs, and the potash could be obtained by burning driftwood.

			A prosaic cargo, certainly, but a needful one.

			Suddenly, Sakim cried out, and I looked up from my daydreaming.

			We had rounded a bend, and coming toward us, so close there could be no escape, a dozen canoes … perhaps forty men … and all were armed.

			“Stand fast!” I said sharply. “Hold your fire!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			My first realization, after an immediate stab of fear, was that the Indians wore no paint. There were stories enough in England about Indians painting for war.

			“Put your weapons out of sight,” I said, “below the gunwales. I think they are peaceful.”

			The canoes slowed their pace, gliding down to us, and then a hand lifted, palm outward, and I recognized Potaka.

			“It is my friend,” I explained.

			Rufisco snorted. “No Indian is your friend,” he said. “Keep your gun handy.”

			I lifted my hand in a sign of peace, and Potaka glided close. If he saw the guns he made no sign of it, nor showed it by gesture or expression. “You come to village?”

			“We come,” I said.

			“Good!”

			He shouted to the others and they turned their canoes with a deft, easy maneuver and ranged alongside us, before and aft.

			Sunlight sparkled on the river as the clouds scattered before a warm south wind. Beside us, the graceful birch-bark canoes glided easily through the water, the copper arms of the Indians moving in unison.

			It was no small journey we had undertaken. Now they led the way, and we kept pace, certain only that we had small choice. Their attitude was friendly, but how could we know how genuine it was?

			At night we camped ashore, and their hunters brought in meat in plenty. Good venison it was, such as a man might not have in England without poaching on the estate of some great lord.

			The Indians were of short stature, and only a few of them were muscular except with the long, lean muscles that indicate the runner. At wrestling I had no doubt I could best any one of them, perhaps any two.

			They talked much among themselves, and laughed a lot.

			When we reached their village we found it was extensive, many huts of wattle and daub construction, surrounding an open field.

			All were busy, and they seemed to have a considerable store of grain. Potaka told me they had three harvests each year and traded with less industrious tribes nearby. There was much dressing of skins, parching of acorns, and gathering of herbs from the forest.

			Several times Potaka showed me men who had been injured in battle, occasionally with tribes of Indians, but usually with the “Espanish,” whose northward movement they had attempted to stop.

			They were avid for trade, but we were cautious, telling them they must await the coming of our ship for extensive trade, that we had but little. We began cautiously enough, displaying only a few articles. I was surprised, for they were an industrious folk and wanted needles, knives and axes more than beads and fripperies.

			On the first day we traded but little, and when the feasting began we contributed from our small store. Potaka made a great speech, which he translated in part as an account of his warfare on the side of the English against the Spanish, a speech he had no doubt made before, but which his fellows cheered lustily.

			We talked much of the land about us, and Potaka traced routes on the ground, using his finger or a twig to trace in the dirt.

			One he indicated. “Warriors’ Path,” he said. He pointed at the western horizon, then drew a wavy line and with gestures indicated that he described a mountain ridge. At one point he pointed out a low place in the mountains, a wide gap. “Here Warriors’ Path,” he said.

			“And beyond?”

			“Much good hunt, but much fight also. Many tribes come there, none stay. Is good place, but dangerous place!”

			“Someday,” I said to Potaka, “I want to travel that road.”

			He looked at me thoughtfully. “It is long trail, many dangers.”

			“There is game beyond the mountains?”

			He described the deer, fox, bear, lion, buffalo.

			For two days more we traded, bringing out a few things each time, trading with care. Our stack of furs grew, and even Rufisco was feeling good. On the fourth day our English goods were gone, and we packed our furs into a canoe.

			“We go now, for more goods,” I said. “We will come again to trade.”

			“Killers there,” Potaka pointed downstream. “You go by night.”

			The whole village was down at the shore to wave good-bye, and when our canoe rounded a bend and they were lost to sight, Rufisco grunted, then said, “You were right. But who knows how it will be next time?”

			“We have made a profit,” I said quietly. “We have rich furs, but it is a beginning only.”

			“Aye,” Rufisco agreed, “the furs are good. Such furs I have not seen except Russian. But you do not have them in a market, my friend. There is a long river before us, and at the end of the river a large ocean and maybe Nick Bardle!”

			“You think he is waiting for us?”

			“Waiting and trading, and such men make no friends for the white man. He’ll be waiting, searching. He will go first to the shore. He will talk to the Indians, seek out those who have seen us or found some sign of our going, then he will study the rivers … and how many can there be? Three? Four, perhaps? Not so many that he cannot watch.

			“If we do not come soon, he will know we are dead, if we do come he will make sure we are dead. The problem is not so difficult, eh?

			“You say, ‘It is a big country, how can he find us?’ But I say it is easy to find us. It is not a big country when there are white men in a boat. In all this country there can be but one boat with white men, perhaps but one boat with a sail. So he will find us.”

			“You are a pessimist,” I grumbled, yet some of my complacency was gone. There was truth in what he said.

			“A pessimist,” Rufisco agreed, “but no fool.”

			“We will enter our hiding place at night,” I said. “Of that we must be sure. We will cache our furs there, get more trade goods, and be off once more.”

			“But not to Potaka’s people,” Sakim suggested. “We have the best of their furs.”

			That was another thing I had not considered. Who next? And where? I must prepare and plan.

			We eased downstream, making good time with the current, and slipped from the narrow waters of the Eno stream into the main current of the larger river up which we had come. We saw no one.

			Later in the day, under the drooping branches of a tree on the shore of a small island, we fed ourselves. Ashore, we gathered some grapes, drank from a small spring, and waited out the remainder of the day. Only when it was full dark did we slip away from our moorings, and slide down stream with the current. Midnight was long past when we saw the loom of our rocks.

			All was quiet and still. For a moment after we glided into the inner channel we sat very still, listening. There was the lap of water against our hull … nothing more.

			At daybreak we were awake and moved our furs ashore, re-stocking the gig with trade goods, taking the same amount as before. Yet we did not at once move out.

			We lay about resting, mending clothes, preparing for what lay ahead. And I busied my hands with making a bow and arrows.

			For three days we rested, doing the small chores, the mending and fixing that needed being done, and each day, several times each day, one of us climbed on top and climbed a tree. We saw no sign of the Jolly Jack, nor of any other ship on the sound. On the fourth day I killed a fair-sized buck with my bow. We butchered it, and began drying the meat. On the fifth day I killed again, another buck, smaller and younger.

			We sorted and re-packed our skins. They were fox, mink, otter, beaver and muskrat.

			On the fifth night, well after dark, we eased from our hide-out and started upstream once more. This time we went not so far, turning left up the river we had passed en route to Potaka’s people. We traveled up this river some distance and, seeing the smoke of a village in the light of the moon, we turned toward the shore. When we were quite close in we stopped, dropped our anchor and lay offshore in such wise that if the natives appeared warlike we could up our anchor and sail and go quickly hence.

			Then, while Sakim and I slept, Rufisco watched. And when dawn was close, he slept and we remained on watch. Then all of us saw the village awaken, saw them see us and heard their alarmed cries. Soon a number of warriors were coming toward the shore. I had made ready a fishing line and now I threw it into the water and sat placidly, fishing.

			They came to the water’s edge and shouted at us, and I lifted a hand, then motioned to the fishing line. After a moment the nibble I had became a bite, and I swiftly pulled in a good-sized fish.

			I held up the big fish, then rubbed my stomach, and several Indians chuckled. I made signs to ask if I might come ashore.

			They motioned for me to come, so guiding the gig in close, after heaving up the anchor, I let it drift close, keeping an eye that she did not ground. I dropped the anchor again, bade Sakim and Rufisco cover me, and went ashore.

			My eyes went quickly over them. Only a few were armed, those who happened to be when our boat was seen. But all wore knives, most of them chipped obsidian. I saw but one steel knife among them, obviously old, and quite rusted.

			Soon my companions were also ashore. This village was not so prosperous as Potaka’s, yet well situated, and the Indians were friendly. We ate with them, talked of trails with sign language, and we traded. We saw numerous scalps, some of them quite fresh, and learned they had recently returned from a war party far to the north. One of the Indians, named Nikonha, had a few words of English. With words, sign language and a twig in the sand, we managed to converse. He was quick to perceive, and when he asked how we had come, I drew him a quick sketch of the ship.

			He nodded quickly, then pointed eastward toward the shore.

			He had seen the pinnace, he assured me, two suns past at a river-mouth. The pinnace was in the river, concealed in a bight near the south shore.

			“Sakim,” I spoke quietly, not to warn the Indians that anything was amiss, “this one has seen the Jack.”

			“Laying for us,” Rufisco said.

			We continued to trade.

			I had put forward a handsome hunting knife when suddenly a big hand shot out and grasped it.

			I looked up from where I sat into the eyes of a squatting Indian. He was a big fellow, very muscular, with a scar on his cheekbone. There was no friendliness in his eyes. “No trade,” he said. “You give.”

			“Trade,” I replied quietly, staring right back at him.

			He grunted. “No trade,” he repeated, and then he said, “I take.”

			The other Indians stood about, watching.

			“Trade,” I replied.

			He started to sheath the knife but my hand grasped his wrist. “Trade,” I said quietly, and my grip tightened.

			He tried to lift his hand but could not. I saw the surprise, almost shock in his eyes. He tugged but his hand, grasping the knife, could not budge.

			Angry blood flushed his face, but he could not move his hand. He tried to exert the strength of his thighs to lift it, but I held tight, not moving, undisturbed.

			“Trade?” I asked quietly.

			“Trade,” he said sullenly.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			Through the dark waters the gig glided smoothly. Sakim was in the bow.

			Our sail was furled as we wished to offer no silhouette to be seen from the shore. We were loaded to the gunwales with furs, excellent furs, though perhaps not of the quality of our first load.

			None of us had any illusions about what would happen if Bardle discovered our whereabouts, so we approached our base in the rocks with great caution.

			It had begun to rain, a soft, drizzling rain. We huddled in our boat, edging in toward shore. The rocks loomed before us, barely visible, like the shore. We touched the water with our oars.

			Working in closer, ghostlike, we ran our gig up into the sand. Sakim got out to haul it firmer aground. Fowling piece in hand, I stepped down to the sand.

			It was very quiet, only the soft rain falling, and the whisper of the rain upon the water. “Stay with the boat,” I whispered, and then walked forward alone in the darkness.

			The space under the over-hang was empty, yet I was not reassured. Something about the place was wrong, very wrong. Retreating to the boat, I whispered, “Ease her back on the water, Sakim, and stand by to shove off.”

			“There is something?”

			“Nothing … only I have a feeling.”

			“I, too.”

			Could they have found the cave where lay our furs? Were they waiting there? It was possible they could find the cave but not the furs.

			“I want to sleep,” Rufisco said, irritably. “And I am hungry.”

			“Better to wait for food,” I said, “than try to digest cold steel.”

			Moving back along the shore, I circled warily toward the cave. Suddenly I heard uncalled-for sounds. I stood stock-still and listened.

			The crack of a breaking stick, then another. The sound of flint against stone. Somebody was building a fire. I turned around.

			Rufisco! He had come ashore and already had a small blaze going.

			I swore bitterly, under my breath, and had taken a step toward him when suddenly the night exploded with a rush of human bodies.

			They charged the fire.

			The attackers had eyes only for the fire, perhaps could see only it.

			Suddenly, Nick Bardle’s voice roared through the falling rain: “Damn you all to Hell! There’s only one! Who gave the word? Where are the others?”

			Turning, I crept toward the shore, hoping, praying, that Sakim would be near and waiting in the boat. I eased through the dark water, over my ankles, my knees … A hand from utter darkness caught me. It was Sakim.

			Handing him my fowling piece and sword, I swung silently and thankfully aboard.

			Rufisco was dead or a prisoner. There was nothing we could do to help him at the moment. We could help him best by retaining our freedom, our mobility.

			Sakim wasted no time. He dipped the oars into the water very gently and sculled the boat deeper into the darkness.

			Ashore there were angry arguments and shouts. Then I clearly heard Bardle. “Where are they? Damn you! Tell me or I’ll slit your gullet!”

			“I am alone,” Rufisco’s voice carried well, as no doubt he intended. “The others have gone upstream after furs. I was left to hunt for meat.…”

			Then their voices were lost.

			How long until dawn? Dared we try to slip around the rock into the river? We might be visible a few minutes only, but if they saw us …

			How had they found us? By boat? Or overland, on foot through the woods?

			We eased the boat along by pushing with our hands upon the rock wall. Now the voices were less plain.

			We rounded a corner of the rock. The opening was before us, seeming much too light now for our wishes, but Sakim sat to the oars, and taking breath, he dipped deep and shot the boat forward as best he might, laden as she was. She moved well and he dipped his oars again. Suddenly from the shoreside there came a great shout and somebody fired, yet I had slight fear now of a hit, for we were some distance off and moving faster. Another dip of the oars and we caught the first suggestion of the river’s current, then more, and we were swept through the passage.

			It was no part of my plan to desert Rufisco. First we must find a place to cache our furs. Then, with the gig lightened, we might move with more freedom.

			When dawn was brighter, we lifted our sail and started across river to the far side. There was little time, but we made to the shelter of an unpromising island and pointed toward shore. It was low, offering less visible shelter, yet there were some trees and shrubs about and clumps of willows.

			“They would not think to look there,” Sakim said, as if reading my mind. “We can find a place.”

			We sailed into shore, dropped our canvas and tied up to a huge old drift log with more branches than a porcupine, and waded ashore, keeping low.

			Sakim betook himself to one end of the island, I to the other. Then a low call from him and I turned back.

			He was waiting for me, and led me into the willows where I stopped, astonished indeed.

			There lay, among the willows, the bow and a portion of the hull of a goodly vessel, almost buried in sand. How many years she had lain there, no man could say, but the stout oak timbers were still strong, and her sides formed a roof. Entering the shelter thus formed, we found the Captain’s quarters intact, although lying sideways and half-filled with sand. Yet here was a shelter from the weather for our furs, though hopefully for a few days only.

			We carried the bales inside, covering them with broken willow branches and reeds.

			Returning to the gig, we shoved off, raised our sail and crossed back to a safe distance from home shore.

			Our gig anchored, we crept back overland to the rocks, but they were deserted. All was still as death in the cloudy light, the sand churned by charging feet, a spot or two of blood.

			“They will have returned to their vessel,” I said. “We must follow.”

			“You will try to get him back?”

			“He is one of us. We will have him back, if he lives.”

			“He is but bait for the trap,” Sakim replied. “It is you they want.”

			“Nevertheless, he was one of us. You are with me?”

			“Where you go, I follow.”

			If there was a sun that day it remained unseen, for there were lowering clouds and raindrops dripping from leaves in branches. We found the narrow game trail they had taken, but we turned aside from it and searched out another, almost parallel.

			The fowling piece I left on the gig, but took my sword, dagger, bow and arrows. Sakim recharged a brace of the pistols and took them along, tucked in his sash. He also carried his scimitar and a spear.

			It was wet under the trees. The path was slippery, but we moved in silence, pausing from time to time to listen for what we might hear, and we heard nothing. We covered what must have been a mile, then found ourselves climbing, ever so slightly. At the end of the second hour we reached the crest of a low hill that gave us a view of all that laid east and south of us, and there, not half a mile away, was the Jolly Jack.

			For all my confident talk I knew not what to do to recover our companion, only that it must be done. And done by wit and wile rather than strength of arm and hand.

			We worked our way down through brush and trees, avoiding the trail that might be guarded, until finally we came to the edge of a high woods not one hundred and fifty feet from the Jolly Jack. We were well hidden.

			There could be but one reason for Bardle not killing Rufisco immediately. They hoped to have from him our hiding place. To save him suffering, we must somehow free him at once.

			“What is there to do?” Sakim whispered, staring at the vessel.

			A man with a cross-bow loitered near the ladder. On the shore nearby were several crude huts, hastily built of ship’s canvas, driftwood poles and the like. A fire was blazing on the shore.

			This was no place found by accident, but one known to Bardle or someone else aboard, for the bank was steep and the vessel lay in close, one line running from the bow to an oak tree, the other from the stern.

			“They are close,” I commented.

			Sakim shrugged. “In my country we run our ships on the sand, then let the tide float them clear. It has always been so.”

			“Here there is a current,” I said thoughtfully, studying the water on which they lay, as much as it could be seen. “Another river must come into the sound from somewhere west of them.”

			“There he is. They did not take him aboard,” Sakim said suddenly. He pointed. “Two of those with him just came from that hut.”

			I could see them. If they would leave Rufisco there, and if we could create a diversion …

			They were a rough, ugly lot, and I had no desire to see them go to work on Rufisco. He was a good man, if surly and given to sarcasm and doubt—too good a man to be tortured by this lot of scoundrels, who were little better than pirates.

			It worried me that they should have chosen to stop at this place, for it was my wish to establish good relations with the savages. With such a lot as the crew of the Jolly Jack it would be impossible, for they were a pack of greedy brutes.

			“There is a thought, Sakim,” I said, “a thought that has come to me.”

			He glanced at me. “It must be a good thought,” Sakim suggested, “I think there is not much time, and they are very many.”

			Turning, I led the way back into the woods, circling wide around toward the shore. There was a thing I must know. My father had always told me the way to win was to attack. No matter how outnumbered, there was always a good way to attack.

			It was a little time before we came to our objective. It was the tree to which the upstream line was made fast. “It is a strong current,” I said.

			Sakim squatted on his haunches, his teeth flashing through the darkness of his pointed beard. “A strong current,” he agreed. “And if this line were cut—?”

			Crouching close, I noticed there was no watch on the line. Nobody was closer than us to the ship itself, and the line was a good long one. It was made fast around the lower trunk of the tree, and heavily screened by brush.

			“The big roots will help,” I said, “but we must build up some shelter with mud.”

			“Mud?”

			“We will not cut the line,” I said, “because both of us will be needed to rescue Rufisco. We must be there when the line breaks, not here. We will start a fire, a very small fire, and leave it burning. It will be screened by roots and mud as well as the brush. When the line gives way, we will be ready and waiting.”

			Sakim considered, then nodded. “Allah be with us,” he said. “It is a fearsome thing we do.”

			Carefully we prepared our small fire, and added fuel. It began to burn; flames touched the heavy line. Adding a little fuel, we turned and went swiftly back to our former place.

			Now we must hope. If the fire did not die out, or if it was not discovered and killed, then the line must part. Caught by the current the stern would swing into the stream, turning counter-clockwise. All hands would immediately rush to save their ship, and then, if all went as we hoped …

			We waited … and waited. Nothing happened.

			The same two men stood at the door of the hut where Rufisco was likely imprisoned. Others were gathered about their cooking fires. I notched an arrow and looked at the man nearest me by the hut.

			All was quiet. The vessel lay gently upon the waters, only straining a little at the lines. Had our fire gone out? Had someone discovered it?

			Suddenly there was a sharp cracking sound as the line parted, and instantly the stern of the ship swung into the current. Somebody let go with a wild yell, and there were shouts and running from aboard the vessel. Men dashed toward the bow where a rope-ladder hung.

			“Now,” I said, and we went forward, not running, but walking carefully, swiftly. A step, two steps … The heavier guard turned and I let fly my arrow. It was high, but lucky. It took the guard in the throat and he fell, grasping the arrow’s shaft with both hands.

			Around the shore there were wild yells, shouts, orders, recriminations.

			The second guard had run out a small way, and Sakim put an arm across his throat and a knife into his ribs. I ducked into the hut.

			Rufisco, barely visible in reflected firelight, was struggling. I slipped my blade under his bonds and the razor edge parted them. “Rub your legs,” I said. “We’ll have to run.”

			“I can run,” he replied grimly, and we ducked outside. I sheathed my sword and took up the bow again.

			I notched an arrow and followed, backing up, watching to cover our retreat.

			My eyes were seeking Nick Bardle. An arrow for him and I would consider myself well paid.

			Just one arrow!

			He was there, but shifting about among the running men, and there was no good target. “Another time, Captain,” I told myself. “Another time.”

			I turned and walked into the woods, and in a few minutes had caught up with my friends.

			We had been quick, but lucky too. I had no good feeling about that luck of ours. It was too good. It was building us for a smashing blow … I could feel it in my bones.

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			We found our way to our gig. Under the shelter of the shrubs and trees we slept, awakened, cooked a meal, then slept again.

			Finally when my eyes opened the others still slept, and I lay awake, a lonely man, thinking back to England, the fens, and even more to a girl with a lamp in her hand. I’d no cause to be thinking of her, yet each man has some girl he thinks of, and my thoughts kept turning back to her.

			We Sacketts had a feeling for home and family, and although I’d had no family but my father, the sense was strong within me. Now we had furs, one half of which were mine. It was a goodly sum, but insufficient. We must go along the coast and keep a sharp lookout for the Tiger, Tempany’s ship. By now it might be near.

			If we could exchange our furs for more trade goods, another venture might be even more profitable.

			Rufisco awakened as I was broiling a piece of venison.

			“I have not thanked you,” he said.

			“It is not important.” I stirred the coals. “You would have done the same for me.”

			He sat up. “Perhaps. I have been wondering about that.”

			“Well,” I said, “in my place you would have.”

			“Your place?”

			“I was your leader. I was responsible. It makes a difference, you know.”

			He chuckled grimly. “I avoid leadership. I do not wish to decide such things, nor to be responsible.”

			With my knife I cut off a sliver of my meat, burning my fingers in the process. “When you and Sakim chose to come with me I accepted responsibility for your lives. I became no longer a free agent. Unless one is at heart a rascal, I think he becomes a little better in many ways by assuming leadership.”

			“You may have it.” He reached for a chunk of the meat, impaled it on a stick and held it to the flames. “And now what, Oh Mighty Leader?”

			“We go to sea. If she survived the crossing, the Tiger may now be alongshore. I saw her charts, and it was toward this place she intended to come.”

			“And then?”

			“Exchange our furs and return to trading.”

			“For you … not for me.”

			“No?”

			“I have a foreboding upon me. This land is not for me. I shall return to Naples, or even to Florence or to Ravenna. I shall bask in the sun on a terrace somewhere and watch the pretty girls go by. I shall drink wine and smell the smells … No, my friend, I want to live.”

			He gestured widely. “I have no taste for wilderness like this. I do not like swamps, lonely beaches and forests. Nor your mountains yonder. I am a man of the streets. I like to push through crowds, feel bodies about me. I am a man of the world, not of the wilderness.”

			Sakim was awake and he was smiling. “I, too, miss the world and the women,” he said, “but this … this is new! It is splendid! It is unknown! What feet have trod this soil? What lungs have breathed this air? What mysteries lie beyond the mountains?”

			Rufisco shrugged. “I know what lies beyond your mountains, and it is only more mountains. Beyond each bend in the road there is another bend in the road. You may go, but I shall sit in a tavern and drink the wine of the land, of whatever land, and pinch the girls of the country and perhaps be slapped for my pinching, but smiled at, too.

			“You are a merchant, Barnabas, and you, Sakim, a poet. I am a lover. This voyage has convinced me finally. I shall sit somewhere with a glass and throw bread to the pigeons.”

			I arose. “Very well, but for the present we had best be getting out upon the sound, and wary of the Jolly Jack.”

			“A neat trick,” Rufisco commented, “to be seen by the one … if it is there … and not by the other, which is certainly there.”

			From the river bank I studied the river. It flowed, brown and muddy, toward the sound. There was nothing upon the water but a great dead tree upon whose bare branches a brown bird perched, in ruffled contentment, accepting the free ride.

			We shoved off, and lifting our sail, scudded along before the breeze, our eyes alert for the Jack, for floating snags, and for the sound that lay before us where the river’s wide mouth ended. Clearing the river mouth finally we turned into the main sound.

			Mid-day was past, but no sail lifted against the sky. There were only clouds and gulls, their white wings catching the modest flash of a sullen sun. Far away to the east we thought we could see the coastal banks, yet we saw no mast, no dark hull, only the gray water and behind us the darker green of the shore.

			Huddled in the stern I unrolled my charts and gave them study. Two great sounds were here protected from the sea by narrow coastal islands, and into these sounds flowed several rivers, large and small. I believed it was the southernmost from which we had come. Several openings through the coastal banks permitted access to the sounds from the sea, and these as well as some of the rivers were mapped in astonishing detail. Obviously someone had explored this coast most carefully, or portions of it, at least.

			Through the night we sailed, taking turns at the tiller, the wind holding well. At daybreak it fell off and we dipped and bobbed in a choppy sea, with the dim gray line of dawn off to the northeast.

			Visibility was poor, yet we saw no ship. The sun arose and after a while we caught an offshore breeze and worked in closer to the shore, watching for a cove or bay into which we might go for shelter.

			It was a low shore when we found it, a swampy place, yet offering shelter. Sakim threw a weighted line ashore and let it wind around a tree, then we hauled in closer. Wading ashore, we made fast with a simple slipknot, knowing well how swiftly we might leave.

			We had a little food. We built a fire, ate, and I worked at making arrows for my long-bow.

			We saw no savages. A few ducks and geese flew up from time to time, and one of the geese I killed with an arrow. Two of us slept onshore, the other on the boat. We rested, ate, and rested again, and in the evening when I went down to the sea to look for whatever might be seen, I saw a deer and killed it.

			So we skinned it out, stretched the hide, and hung the meat for drying, aiding the process with smoke.

			We had carried our goods aboard the boat, all but the meat, and Sakim was taking in our line, waiting for Rufisco and me, ready to shove off.

			I heard a cry … a choked, hoarse cry.

			Turning swiftly I saw Rufisco. There were four arrows in him and a dozen savages rushing toward us. Sakim fired.

			A man spun and dropped, but the others were not dismayed by the sound, and came on. I caught up my sword and wheeled about, taking a wide slash as I turned, and severing an uplifted arm holding a tomahawk. Sakim had dropped the one pistol and lifted the fowling piece, which was charged with shot, and fired it into them.

			They scattered, two dropped, one of them very bloody, and I rushed in and had Rufisco by the collar. Back I went, sword on guard, dragging him through the water and into the boat, which Sakim shoved off. A flight of arrows pursued us.

			One scratched me, another lodged in my clothing, but Rufisco was aboard, and when they rushed again we were well out of their reach, the wind filling our sail.

			Rufisco stared up at me, breathing in hoarse gasps, a bloody froth upon his lips. “Too late!” he mumbled. “There will be no wine with the passing girls, no sitting in the sun.”

			He was not a man to lie to, and he knew as well as I that with two arrows in his lungs there was little that could be done. He held on to my hand and I could not take it from him to do what might be done to make him easier. Maybe the handclasp was all he wanted at the moment.

			“Bury me where I can smell the sea,” he said, after spitting blood.

			“We can push the arrows through,” I said. “They’re showing out your back.”

			One was through his thigh, and bleeding bad.

			“Let me be. The knowledge of death was in me.” He spat again. “At least, I die with men.”

			He lay on his side on the gig’s bottom, and there was no way I could make him easy without causing more pain. He lay there, eyes closed, breathing hoarsely, always that bloody froth at his lips. I wiped it away.

			He opened his eyes again, strangely quiet. “A gray day, that an Italiano should die upon a gray day!”

			“We can reach the coastal islands,” Sakim said. “There we can find a safe place.”

			I held his hand with my left, and with my right the tiller. It was a long way across, and somewhere upon the crossing Rufisco died … I do not know when, nor even where. Except at the last his fingers held no longer to mine, and I placed the hand down and Sakim looked over at me, but said nothing.

			We had lost a comrade, one not easy to lose.

			The moon was high when we came up to shore again. It was a long sandy shore on which the surf of the sound rolled up softly.

			We beached the gig and carried a line inland to make fast to a low-growing tree. Then we carried the body of Rufisco ashore and above the level of the tide we dug a grave, and there we buried him where he could hear the winds blow, and feel the pulse of the sea. It would not be too different, I thought, than his own Mediterranean, for this too was an inland water, and this too, was warm.

			Taking a sight upon a tree, I marked the place for memory, but in the morning, when there was light enough, I carved a name on a slab and placed it there. I knew not the day of his birth, but gave that of his death. His name, too, I placed there, although the place a man leaves is in the hearts of those he leaves behind, and in his work, not upon a slab …

			We went back to the boat, then, and shoved off, lifting our sail and pointing our bows again to the north. And all that day we saw no sail, nor the next nor the next nor the next.

			When again we walked upon land it was on the shores of the northern sound. I killed a deer there, at ninety paces, with one arrow, and we ate well. Later we collected the leaves from a plant Sakim recognized and made a tea, and not a bad one.

			We rested on the sand, and Sakim said to me, “It is a good land, this, a fine land.” He sat up suddenly. “You should stay in this land, this should be your home.”

			“Here?” I was not astonished, for the thought had been in me, too. “Perhaps, I would like a family. A man should build. He should always build.”

			“You want sons?”

			“Sons and daughters.”

			I raised on one elbow. “I wonder about you, Sakim.”

			“There is no need. I was once almost a philosopher, my friend, but there was too much of the rascal in me. There was also a woman … the daughter of a very important man. I was rascal enough to woo her, and philosopher enough to leave quickly when we were discovered.”

			“Have you never been back?”

			“To be killed by soldiers? Or imprisoned? Besides, she was a philosopher, too.”

			“What do you mean by that?”

			“When she saw that I was gone she faced the realities and married another man. Now she is rich, important, and domestic. I would no longer be interested in her, and she would only be amused by me.”

			“You were a student?”

			“I was a teacher. My father, my grandfather and my great-grandfather were judges, and so was I to be.”

			“You were fortunate. I had few books, and no school.”

			Sakim shrugged. “You had your father, obviously a wise man, and you had a gift.”

			“I? A gift?”

			“A gift of listening. When men spoke, you heard, and of what you heard, you thought.” He sat up. “And now,” he smiled wickedly, “Oh, Master of Wisdom, we should float our craft … We will catch no Tiger on this shore.”

			Our sail was no sooner up, our craft before the wind, than we saw her, broad and beautiful across the way, Captain Brian Tempany’s three-master coming down upon us, all sails set and a bone in her teeth, as the saying is.

			We hove to and, with Sakim at the tiller, I stood by the mast and waved my hat.

			She came along up to us, taking in sail as she approached, and there were faces at the bow rail and aft, and there was Captain Tempany, and Corvino!

			Corvino as well, and Jublain … good old Jublain!

			And then another face. I was startled and blinked my eyes, but it was she. It was Abigail.

			Her hair blowing in the wind, smiling at me, her eyes bright with welcome.

			“See her, Sakim?” I said, half-turning. “That is why I dream.”

			“I see, I do indeed. But she is not to dream about, my friend, she is the dream!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			An hour later, in the cabin, and over a glass of sack, I explained our situation.

			Tempany did not interrupt, only nodding from time to time as he paced the deck. “So we suspected,” he said, “but there was no chance. The Jack slipped from her moorings and was well down the river before we discovered that you were missing.”

			He paused. “You have furs, you say?”

			“Getting them will not be easy. I am afraid it cannot be done without alerting Bardle. He has you outgunned, Captain.”

			“Perhaps. And we want no trouble.” He frowned. “We should recover your furs, then sail up the coast. There’re the Spanish below us.” He glanced at me. “What would you suggest?”

			“Move now … at once. Recover the furs and get away before Bardle is prepared. Once he knows your vessel is in these waters, he will be alert.”

			Tempany moved to the companionway and called. In a few minutes he returned. “You’re sure of the water’s depth?”

			“We are … and Sakim and I will go in after the furs.”

			He went on deck and Abigail smoothed her skirt with careful hands. “I was dreadfully frightened,” she said quietly. “I was afraid something terrible had happened to you.”

			“How do you happen to be here?” I asked.

			She laughed. “I convinced him I’d not be safe in London! I think he wanted to bring me, anyway, and all he needed was an excuse.”

			“Have you been ashore?”

			“Oh, no!”

			“It’s beautiful,” I said. “So many kinds of trees, and flowers everywhere. Of course,” I added, “there’s alligators and bears and Indians.”

			“We saw some alligators, and once some Indians came out and tried to get us to come ashore. We did not go, although we traded with them for some dried meat and a couple of huge turtles.”

			“I am glad you came,” I said suddenly. “I have been thinking of you.”

			She glanced at me. “Really? With all those alligators and Indians to think of, I am surprised.”

			“From alligators and Indians there is always a chance of “escape,” I said, smiling.

			“And from me?”

			“A much smaller chance, but I am not sure I would try.”

			Tempany called down the hatch. “Sackett? Come on deck.”

			He had land on his starb’rd bow. It was the passage from the northern sound to the southern. I stood by him as we started into the passage, for we had passed it before.

			“That man you have with you? He’s a Moor?”

			“Aye, a good man, and an educated one.” I told him about Rufisco and the sudden attack by Indians.

			“I’ve been told some are friendly,” Tempany commented.

			“Some are, but others are as different as Europeans, either as individuals or tribes. We are at war with the Spanish, or on the verge of it. A ship at sea is in danger from whatever ship it encounters. Indians may be friendly one time, enemies another. They respect strength, and very little else.”

			When we had passed into the southern sound and saw no sail, we went below, and for the first time in many weeks I sat down to a civilized meal with well-cooked food.

			As we ate, I told him of my thoughts of the land. “It is beautiful, and there is nothing in England that surpasses it. I think I may well continue to venture here, to trade with the Indians, perhaps even to buy land from them.”

			“It is soon,” Tempany objected. “It is too soon. A fancied slight can turn them against you. I have no dealings with these Indians, as they are called, but I have dealt with others of a similar kind, and they are easily offended. One can create trouble through misunderstanding, for their ways are different than ours.”

			“Granted … but I shall learn.”

			“You had best come back to England first,” Tempany said, “there is the matter of a gentleman who would make you his heir. And no small thing it is.”

			For a moment I was silent. How to tell him the spell those empty rivers had cast upon me? Or the vastness of that land out there? The mystery of it?

			“I must go beyond the mountains,” I said.

			“There are always mountains,” Tempany said grimly, “of one kind or another. Think, before you decide. What future is there here but a life among savages, until you become savage yourself?”

			

			Later, Jublain and Corvino were waiting on deck. “We have traded a little along the coast,” Corvino said, “and we have done well.”

			They had already met Sakim, and the three were friends. I gave a thought to Rufisco, buried under the sand. He wanted the sun, and the wine and the girls. I would drink a toast to him, someday, in some such place as that of which he dreamed.

			“Sakim! You have done many things, but have you ever built a ship?”

			“I have. And several I have rebuilt after battle or storm.” He looked at me thoughtfully. “You are thinking of a ship?”

			“I am … and a cargo of potash.”

			“Potash?”

			“It’s used in making glass, and soap, too. I shall burn oak wood, perhaps some other hardwoods as well. Leach the ashes and ship them to England.”

			“They will pay for that?” Jublain was skeptical.

			“Aye,” Corvino said. “A glassmaker would pay ten shillings per hundredweight, and here there are forests of oaks. All it takes is work.”

			“I am a warrior,” Jublain said contemptuously.

			“And a poor one,” Corvino agreed. “A warrior who will not soil his hands, but does not have a bit for wine or ale? Or one who works a little and buys what ale and wine he needs?”

			“If it comes to that,” Jublain admitted.

			The weather was fair and the wind held steady. The three-master moved along smoothly, yet slowed by the current, and when we were abeam of the rocks, Sakim, Jublain and I shoved off in the gig, which had been towed astern. It needed only a short time to retrieve our first cache of furs, load them into the gig and start back. There was no sign of Nick Bardle or his crew, nor of any Indians.

			We moved upstream to the mouth of the first branching stream of size. There we put the wheel over and, using great care, let the current strike our starb’rd bow and slowly swing the ship around. There was room enough and to spare, and when we had turned we started downstream, moving toward the farther bank.

			The low island to which we came looked no different than it had. I went down the ladder into the gig, followed by Sakim and Jublain again, and once more we pushed away from the Tiger’s side toward familiar land.

			Despite our previous visit, it was no easy thing to find the hulk again, and a slow, burdensome task to carry the furs all the way to the gig. Yet carry them we did, and again we pushed off. At the Tiger, Sakim climbed aboard and the furs were hoisted.

			Suddenly, there were shouts from above, frantic cries, then the boom of a cannon. The Jolly Jack had rounded the bend. A shot struck the water nearby and as the sails went up on the Tiger the wind caught them and she gave a lurch, turning quickly and thrusting sharply forward.

			As her bows thrust forward, she bumped hard against the gig. Standing in its bow, having just made fast the towline, I was pitched headfirst into the water.

			I went down, down, down. My lungs struggled for breath, my hands lashed at the water and I shot up. The gig, trailing behind the Tiger now, was a good dozen feet away. I heard the boom of another cannon and saw the Jolly Jack closing, yet there was a sudden concussion, a nearer shot, and I saw the ball hit the rail of the Jack and throw splinters high into the air.

			There was a scream, then the Tiger, firing at will, let go with another. The Jack, heading upstream then, passed the Tiger and I could see men racing along the deck to bring the stern gun to bear.

			Treading water, I suddenly realized the Jolly Jack was abreast of me and not fifty yards off. The Tiger was sailing away. Instantly, I dove, swimming under water toward the island. Reaching its shore I walked and crawled until almost out of water. Then, with my face exposed, I lay still.

			The Jack was turning about to give chase.

			I could see confusion on her decks, one gun dismounted, a portion of the rail shot away. What damage had been done the Tiger, I had no idea.

			When she was well past I crawled on my belly up the sand, trying to imitate the wriggling of an alligator. When I came near some brush I crawled in. There, I sat up and looked slowly around.

			I sat amid some low-growing brush on a sandpit on the island of the hulk. I had only the clothes in which I stood, my sword and dagger, nothing more.

			Obviously the Jolly Jack had been lying in wait in some inlet, her mast lost among treetops, and we too intent upon my sandy island and the furs to spot her. Now the Jack was in hot pursuit and that she was the faster of the two vessels I knew full well. Also, she was heavier-gunned, heavier-manned, and altogether a more complete fighting ship.

			The Tiger had a lead and it had the wind. There was nothing for it but to run, and the Jack would follow.

			And I?

			I would remain here, on this island … alone.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			When the Jolly Jack was well away I got slowly to my feet. I was dripping wet and clammy. The air seemed to have grown colder with a wind from off the sea. From my charts, the growth about me, and the season, this should be southern land, yet nobody had told the wind.

			I went to the old hulk, almost buried in sand, and went in under her side. Well I knew how to build a fire with bow and string, yet work as I might this time no flame would come. At last, too cold and weary to try more, I dug a place for myself in the sand, filled it with grass and crawled down inside it to sleep. And sleep I did … sword in hand.

			Dawn broke cold with another spitting rain. My shirt and breeches had dried but little. Back under the hulk I found a bird’s nest of twigs, dried grass and hair. This I brought out and once more set to work with bow and string.

			Soon a tiny tendril of smoke arose, and I glimpsed a spark. I blew gently … it went out. I worked again, worked until my palms were sore, and then again the smoke. I worked harder and harder, and soon a spark … another! I blew gently, ever so gently. The spark brightened, dimmed, brightened again as I breathed upon it, and a tendril of dry grass began to smoke. Soon I had a fire, a very small fire.

			When it was burning, I crept outside and looked carefully around.

			Where was the Tiger? Had she escaped? Or been taken by the Jolly Jack? Had I been seen after I fell into the river? Did they guess that I lived?

			There was fuel enough and more, but, sitting by the fire, I was suddenly overcome by depression.

			I was alone. Even if the Tiger survived, it might be too severely injured to return for me, even if Captain Tempany believed in my survival.

			They were gone, and I was alone. What happened now was up to me.

			The old hull in which I sheltered myself had somehow been destroyed, its crew drowned or killed by Indians, the hull finally beached here on this island. It had been as large a vessel as the Tiger. There was little upon which to make an estimate, but the line of the bow was unusual. It did not appear to have broken in half, only that the larger portion was buried in sand, many years ago.

			I went outside into the rain and dragged some brush nearer, then picked up various odds and ends of logs, broken timbers and the like to keep my fire alive.

			The hull was thick, and exposure to the elements had not weakened it. I could wish for no better shelter. At the back end I could go into what must have been a sort of forecastle, but that I had not yet explored.

			What we had first assumed was the captain’s quarters was nothing of the kind, and I was determined, when time permitted, to explore further. Perhaps even to dig a little.

			When time permitted! And what kind of time would I have now? Merely enough to keep soul and body together, to eke out a precarious living. That would take all the time and skill I had.

			First, I must have food. I must make another bow and some arrows, and I must get skins for a warmer jacket, for now I stood in nothing but breeches and shirt, neither of which would last. In the meantime I had to eat.

			Several times along the river I had seen great turtles; I saw none now. Several times I had seen deer, but I saw none. Fishing in such weather as this was out of the question.

			The channel between my island and the far shore was not wide, but the current ran swiftly. I was a good swimmer, but not that good, and had no wish to trust myself to that powerful current with a sword to impede my movements. So I added sticks to the fire and huddled close, trying to envelop it and absorb all the heat I could.

			But to sit idle was impossible, so I searched among the rubble of drift around the old hulk until I found a long, straight shaft of about seven feet in length, and sharpening the end with my dagger, I hardened the point in the fire. It balanced well, would make a staff for walking, and a crude spear. Yet it was in no sense an adequate weapon.

			Reeds and willows there were in profusion, so I’d have no trouble about arrow shafts. Points were another thing, and points needed time. I’d also need a bow. In the meanwhile there was a thing I could do, and with those willows closest to hand. I could make a fish-trap.

			Slipping out into the rain, I hurriedly cut a couple of dozen long whips of willow. Forming a hoop of one of these I began to bind the ends of the others to the hoop at intervals, using willow bark or the fibres of some of the coarse grass growing nearby to make them fast. Stretching them out, I then bound the other ends together in a tight group making a sort of elongated funnel.

			With some much shorter sticks tied to a half circle of willow, I formed a sort of trap to put at the opening. The current and movements of the fish itself would allow them to enter; getting out would, hopefully, be much more difficult. It was crude, hurriedly done, and not a job I would have boasted of to any fen-man, but I was hungry and anxious. When the trap was completed I waded waist-deep into the water and moored it with stakes. Returning, I found patches of scurvy grass, known as useful in preventing scurvy. Tearing up a handful I returned wet and cold to my shelter, huddled over the fire and ate the grass.

			It was mightily unsatisfactory.

			I was lonesome and tired. Shivering, I huddled over the fire, getting up at intervals to drag fuel closer to hand, for the fire was insatiable. Small though I kept it, its angry flames ate hungrily of the wood, and I dared not use the greener, slower burning wood which would produce too much smoke.

			Finally, I napped.

			Suddenly I was awake. It was dusk. My fire was smoldering coals. For a moment I lay still, staring at two of those coals. Somehow they were out beyond the edge of my fire. What would coals be doing out there? How would—?

			I came off the sand with a lunge, narrowly missing banging my skull against the over-hanging ship’s side. With a sweep of a hand I knocked some stacked wood into the flames, the smaller stuff gathered for kindling in case my fire went out.

			The fire sputtered, then the flames reached up, and my hand went out, grasping for my spear.

			Facing me, just beyond the fire, was an alligator. Perhaps a crocodile, for I did not know one from the other. Its small red eyes gleamed from the fire’s reflection, and I crouched. I yelled at it, but it paid no attention, its eyes fixed on mine with a baleful gleam.

			Escape was out of the question. To go to right or left would still leave me within sweep of the mighty tail, and I had been warned many times that the alligator strives to knock its prey into the water or break its legs with its tail. The jaws were parted slightly revealing rows of ugly teeth, and hanging from them the remains of some other creature it had eaten, or perhaps only some riverweed.

			There were no rocks. I threw a handful of sand, but the beast paid no attention. His tail moved slightly. Once he lifted a foot as if to move, then put it down again.

			I added a heavier stick to the fire, suddenly aware that my fuel supply was badly depleted. And when my fuel was gone? How could I face such a monster with my six foot stick? True, I had my sword, but how tough was the hide? This alligator was a monster.

			Moving slightly to one side, his eyes and nose followed me, the jaws parting slightly as if in anticipation.

			Suddenly he lunged toward me and I thrust hard at his eye with my spear. It missed, but the jolt of the blow against the horny plate jarred my arm to the elbow. I had heard of natives wrestling these creatures, but surely their creatures had been smaller than mine—as large around in the body as a good-sized donkey.

			He came a tentative foot further, in no way disturbed by my spear. He was crowding me, knowing I was trapped, knowing that if he could force me deeper into my shell I would be helpless. He avoided the fire, coming at me around the right side, moving carefully.

			I stabbed with the spear, ineffectually, then thrust suddenly with my sword. The point of the blade took him above the nose and skidded along the upper side of his jaw, making a long scratch, but penetrating scarcely at all.

			He came on, a step further, circling the fire, jaws agape. I was bent over now, unable to move swiftly, still near the fire but being inexorably backed into the old hull. I struck again with my spear but suddenly the jaws snapped and the spear was gone, broken in half. Sword in hand, I thrust suddenly. The point penetrated an inch, perhaps more. Instantly withdrawing I cut a slash at the ugly nose. The jaws gaped, and with incredible swiftness the alligator lunged.

			He was a huge fellow, his body twelve to fifteen feet long, and when he lunged he must have come forward at least six feet. I twisted under the overhang, trying to get outside. My foot slipped in the sand and I fell, my left hand falling near the fire.

			As the monster started for me, my hand closed over the end of the heavy stick I had recently put into the fire. Its end was aflame, and I hurled it with all my strength into the gaping maw before me.

			The beast gave a tremendous roar and went into a convulsion, twisting this way and that in a fury of pain and anger.

			Rolling over into the edge of the fire, I sprang up and dove out into the rain, stumbled and fell, got up again, and was knocked sprawling by the monster, rushing for the river oblivious of me. I heard him splash, saw him submerge. He surfaced almost at once with a roar, then went down again.

			For a long time I lay still, sprawled on the sand. Thunder rumbled in the distance, and slowly, I drew my hands under me. Somehow I still clung to my sword. Getting up I looked around, rain streaming down my face, soaking my clothes once more.

			Staggering, I made for my shelter in the hulk. Once out of the rain, I fell on the churned-up sand and lay there, gasping and trembling. Finally, I pulled myself together.

			My fire had been scattered, but here and there some embers smouldered and using a stick for a rake, I gathered them together and added fuel. The fuel I now had was wet, but slowly the fire took hold. I crouched beside it, trembling.

			There could be no thought of sleep. I gathered fuel, and sword across my knees, I dozed and waited for the dawn that seemed never to come. And when it came at last it was gray and cold with a wind blowing the rain before it, bending the trees, and whipping sand like shot that rattled against the hulk and stung my cheeks.

			Sword in hand, for now I expected danger behind every bush, I went down the island to where I thought I had seen some green ash trees. They were there, and I cut a long, smooth pole about the size of my wrist or a bit larger. It was a young tree that had been fire-killed, and looked to be a proper bit of bow material.

			Taking it back to the hulk, I picked up several fist-sized pieces of rock on the return journey. Seated once more beside my fire, I began working to smooth down my bow and shape it to my thinking. It was a slow, painstaking task, but it helped to keep me warm, and a bow I must have if I was to live.

			Later, again with sword in hand, I went to my fish-trap. It was there … a part of it. Something, possibly an alligator, had destroyed it to get at the fish it had undoubtedly held.

			I swore bitterly, then taking what fragments might be used, I went back to the hulk to do the job once more. It was almost dusk when I replanted the trap and returned to my shelter to resume work on the bow, flattening the inner side, rounding the outer.

			I felt near to starving.

			That night I built my fire larger and slept fitfully, awakening to add fuel to the flames, sometimes to peer out into the darkness. My fire was well hidden and I had small fear it would be seen from the mainland.

			At daybreak I went to my fish trap and it held three fine, large fish!

			Rolling them in clay at the river’s edge, I carried them back to camp and buried them in coals at the fire’s edge. Later, when I could wait no longer, I ate them … all three, and they were delicious.

			During the night the rain ceased so I kept my fire still smaller. Then I rigged a couple of deadfalls, took another fish from my trap, and ate some more scurvy grass.

			My next move must be to the mainland, to escape from my island prison. Twice I went out to the highest place on the island and stood among the trees looking down river. I saw nothing, no movement, no sail.

			On the fourth day I completed my bow and several arrows, and on the fifth day I found a huge, old dead tree clinging to some brush at the island’s edge. If I could straddle that, shove off and hit that point yonder …

			On the sixth day, with two smoked fish inside my shirt for rations, I shoved off, and in less than a half an hour was afoot in the mainland woods.

			My safest bet was to go to Potaka, yet I had no more faith in his protection than had Rufisco, so I struck out overland, for the coast.

			And on the morning of the seventh day, I killed a deer.

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			Crouching in the low brush that crowned the sand hills where I waited, I studied the shore line with infinite patience. Already my eyes had scanned the sound, and no sail showed itself against the blue water, nor the blue sky beyond, nor close in against the sand.

			From time to time I had seen the tracks of Indians, but I had seen neither man, woman, nor child. I had eaten well of my venison, and had some still with me. There were well-used trails here and there but I avoided them, keeping to smaller trails or to the woods themselves.

			Travel was slower, yet it served me well, for I was learning more about the trees, the life of the forest, and what it was that lay before me.

			I must assume I would be some time ashore. If the Tiger had escaped, it might come back … and might not. If it had been taken by the Jolly Jack, I would be unlikely to see any of my friends again. The thought of Abigail in the hands of Nick Bardle was intolerable.

			The Jack would return. Perhaps the Tiger also. These sounds were relatively secure against the worst of the storms. Undoubtedly all these waters could be frightening in stormy weather. But the banks interposed a wall between a ship and the sea, and there were numerous inlets and river mouths that offered shelter.

			Bardle was a cold fish … a careful man. He would see the advantages of the sounds. In the meantime, I must live, and if possible accumulate more furs.

			With deadfall traps I snared a few animals: several mink, an otter, four beaver, and with an arrow I killed a fox.

			That night the traps I set brought me another fox, a mink, and a rabbit. I skinned out the first two, ate the third, and at daybreak was working my way through the sandhills toward one hill, taller than most, from which I hoped to have a view of the sound.

			Coming through the brush, I stumbled upon a path, a well-used path. and my first glance brought me up standing. There in the path, clear-cut and sharp, was a heel print! No moccasin, but a small boot, perfectly-shaped and not worn.

			Astonished, I glanced right and left, saw nothing, and began a study of the trail.

			The wearer of the small boot had come along the trail from between the sandhills, and not longer ago than last night or the afternoon before. She had been accompanied by at least two men.

			She?

			It was a small print, a very small boot, and it must be a woman’s, Yet I knew of no woman, not an Indian, in this part of the world but …

			Abigail.

			Smoke … I smelled smoke. A moment later I glimpsed their camp. There were three men and Abigail.

			She sat across the fire from me and I was proud of her. No downcast face, no sloping shoulders, no look of defeat. She held her head up. “You will be hung in chains,” she was saying, and her manner was assured. “You do not realize what you have done.”

			Darkling was there, he was one of them, and he was a hard man. “You’re a simple fool,” he said roughly. “Who is to know what happens here? You’re ours, to do with as we choose. We’ll have Tempany himself before dark. Not a prisoner mind you, but dead. We’ve no time for prisoners … unless they are young and pretty.

			“We have to decide.” He glanced at the others. “Do we take her back to the others? Or keep her here for awhile?”

			At that moment I stood up directly opposite her, and she saw me at once. I wasted no time on politeness or warnings. These were evil men and I well knew it. I loosed an arrow at the man nearest Darkling, a swarthy, muscular fellow who looked to be the most dangerous.

			The distance was not over fifteen yards, if so much, and the arrow shot true.

			It went through him about six inches above his great brass belt-buckle, and he gave a grunt and grabbed it with both hands, then went to his knees.

			The others turned sharply, but I had dropped down, another arrow notched and ready. Someone shot, far to the right, for my target had half-turned after taking the arrow, giving a false impression of its origin.

			My second arrow was less successful, for it struck a great bone-button on the man’s coat. One saw few buttons and I had no use for them, and less now. The arrow glanced upward, inflicting a minor scratch on the man’s face, and then they saw me.

			Both men came out with their blades and they started for me. Abigail—bless her—gathered her skirts and fled into the brush.

			Managing a longbow in that brush was not easy, so I tried no more shots, nor did I intend to fight. I simply fled as she had done, circling to intercept her, which I soon did. I could hear them crashing in the brush, but they were off the point. Catching Abigail by the hand, we ran a weaving route through the trees and to my sandhill.

			There was a deep cut in that dune made by some water cutting a way down where a tree’s roots had left a gaping hole. We climbed to the hill’s top, hidden as it was, and sat down on a great log.

			“I must say,” Abigail said, “you took long enough!”

			“Long enough?” I stared at her dumbfounded.

			“Well,” she smoothed her skirt with both hands, “if a man is going to rescue a lady he should have done it sooner, but thank you, nonetheless. I am obliged.”

			“Where is the Tiger?”

			“On the sand not far from here. That awful Captain Bardle hulled her twice and shot away our foremast. Several of the men have been killed and all were scattered.”

			“Captain Tempany?”

			“He’s kept some of them together! I was going to join him with Lila. She turned back to the ship to get something she had forgotten, and while I waited these men rushed from the trees and captured me.”

			We had a good view and for the moment we were safe.

			I could barely make out the Tiger through the trees. She was hard aground, no mistaking that, and her foremast was down, trailing over her side. When I moved away a little to get a better view, I could see no movement near her. Nor was there any sign of the Jolly Jack.

			“I think we had best remain,” I suggested, “until matters settle down a bit. From here we can see all about and can choose our way when we leave.”

			She glanced at the bow. “Where did you get that?”

			“I made it. It isn’t very good, but I was hungry and in a hurry.”

			“I think it does very well. I could have cheered when you shot that man.” She glanced at me. “We are going to have a bad time, aren’t we?”

			I shrugged, watching the beach and the slope to the beach. “She doesn’t look too badly hurt,” I nodded to indicate the Tiger, “so we may be able to float her again.”

			Pacing about I studied all the approaches to our sandhill. It appeared to offer so little in the way of shelter that I doubted they would come hence, yet if they wished to see about—

			“I am very tired,” Abigail said suddenly. “Would you think me ungrateful if I slept?”

			“You’d be wise,” I said bluntly. “My father was a soldier and he always told me a good soldier never stood when he could sit, and never sat when he could lie down, and ate whenever there was food.”

			I showed her a place near a log where leaves had thickly gathered. It was a shadowed place and still. I picked up broken branches from the leaves and smoothed them for her, and when she lay down she went at once to sleep. Would that I could lie down and sleep so easily!

			I peered at the woods below. After a while I found several straight, light branches and commenced to work on them with an edge of stone to make more arrows for the crude quiver I had shaped from bark.

			Suddenly a knowledge came upon me. I would take my furs and return to England. But I would gather about me a few trusty souls and return again. This was the land!

			Yet there was a shadow across my return. Rupert Genester would be there, awaiting me.

			Well, he need not wait. I would seek him out, and have done with it once and for all.

			I must find Captain Tempany and we must prepare to assert ourselves. We must rear a defensible position and we must repair and refloat, if possible, the Tiger. If not, but one thing remained.

			Take the Jolly Jack.

			It would serve Nick Bardle right to be left ashore, then. My eyes went again to the Tiger. The three master was well aground, but aside from the fallen mast seemed to be damaged but little. It had been hulled twice, Abigail said. Yet the holes might be patched.

			My furs should still be aboard her, and some of my trade goods.

			Abigail was stirring when I next looked at her, and then her eyes opened. She looked at me, startled, then gradually came awake. She sat up. Automatically her hands went to her hair. “Barnabas!” It was, I believed, the first time she had called me that. “What shall we do?”

			“Go down to the Tiger,” I said.

			“The Tiger! But they will find us there!”

			“We do nothing here. Sooner or later Captain Tempany will come back to his ship. We shall be there and ready.”

			“And if Nick Bardle comes first?”

			“We shall prepare to receive him. I have no time to waste dodging him, nor do I intend to. He has cost me dearly already, but next time he shall pay.”

			Late afternoon came across the sound leaving an edging of silver on the sand behind it, dusk crept up the hills and erased the last vestiges of color from the tops of the old trees. And when the last shadow was gone, we went down from the mountain and across the beach to the vessel.

			Aft, where she lay in water. a rope ladder trailed down. Sheathing my sword, a dagger in my teeth, I went up and aboard, ready for what might come. All was dark and still.

			Abigail followed after, doing remarkably well on the ladder and over the rail, despite her skirts. Aft we went to the cabin, and all was dark and quiet. Over the stern lights I hung a heavy blanket from the bed, and then cautiously, with flint and steel, a light.

			All was in turmoil. What I looked for was a pistol, and finding one, I charged it. What Abigail looked for was clothing, and she found it.

			“I want to change,” she said, looking at me.

			“Change then,” I replied, “but quickly.” Stepping out I closed the door behind me, then went into the smaller mate’s quarters and felt about for the hasp of the gunlocker. It was intact.

			Apparently Bardle had been too intent on pursuit of Tempany to loot the Tiger, or believed it safely within his hands, with no need for hurry.

			Breaking the hasp with an axe from a nearby bulkhead, I took out a musket, another pistol, and charged both. On the after rail was mounted a swivel-gun, and I charged it also. It could cover a large part of the beach from the high side of the vessel. The Tiger was canted slightly to the starb’rd side, and the swivel-gun, mounted on the port rail, had an excellent field of fire.

			From the galley I brought food to the cabin, knocked, and was admitted. Abigail looked lovely in a simple gray dress with white cuffs and collar. She had made up a small bundle of whatever she might need, and stood ready for leaving.

			There was ham, ship’s bread, some onions and a bit of dried fruit from the master’s mess. Taking a careful look around from the ship’s deck, I then joined Abigail in the cabin where we sat to table and ate. We were hungry, and it pleased me mightily to see the hungry way in which Abigail sank her dainty teeth into a bit of ham I’d sliced for her.

			I pulled a draught of ale for each, and with mine in one hand and a chunk of ham in the other, I returned to the deck. The beach was empty so far as I could see, but it was growing quite dark. Going below once more, I sat down and finished the best meal I’d had in days, and then began to pack a sack with food to be taken if time and circumstance allowed.

			“We are going now?” she asked, watching me pack the sack.

			There was reluctance in her tone, and I understood why.

			“Not tonight,” I said, “unless we must. Do you sleep now, in a good bunk. Tomorrow we will think of going.”

			“And you?”

			“I’ll watch,” I said. “Be off with you now.”

			She left, and the door closed gently behind her. I peered out into the darkness from near the swivel-gun. I knew how tired she must be, for I was also tired.

			I leaned on the rail and my muscles cried out for me to lie down … for a minute only.

			There was no sound but the rustle of surf on the sand. Search the woods as I might, I could see no gleam of fire, nor could I hear any sound. It was very still.

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			My eyes closed. Almost at once they were open and I felt fear go through me like a shaft of steel, cold and bitter.

			To sleep might be to die. More than that, I would leave her whom … I hesitated at what I suddenly thought … whom I loved.

			There … the thought was complete. But was it so? Did I love Abigail Tempany? And if so, why? A lovely girl, gentle enough yet with courage and more strength than one would suspect. A lady, but a bright one—she was intelligent, with a good measure of common sense, and the two are not always one.

			Now I was awake. For the moment at least my weariness disappeared in contemplation of this new thought. I was in love. Yet why should Abigail Tempany, of all people, love me?

			Not that she did, of course. There was no reason for it. Why should anybody love me? I was a somewhat ordinary man with ordinary impulses, and some measure of ambition, but I had little, I was less.

			Yet I would be something … that I knew.

			I loved a lady, a fair lady. I wished she were mine in one breath and was glad she was not in a second, for where could I take such a lady? To a cottage in the fens? Abigail? Even if she would consider it, I would not. Would I have her offer slop to pigs and bake eels?

			I loved a lady, and a lady must live as a lady deserves.

			Well, what was it Jublain had said? I had a sword. Indeed I had, and with a sword a man might win a kingdom, might hold that kingdom against all who came—and might also lose his head for trying.

			Suddenly something bumped the hull … bumped again. I lifted the sword. I heard the slap of bare feet on the deck, then more feet.

			A voice spoke. “There be naught aboard, Cap’n. She’s still as death she is, and nobody’s taken the hatches off her. What was there is still there.”

			“Get off that ladder!” It was Nick Bardle’s voice. “I am coming aboard.”

			There was a solid dark cluster of them where the rope ladder hung, and I turned the swivel on them with great good cheer.

			“Here’s a bit of something for yourself, Cap’n!” I shouted, and fired the swivel.

			She belched a solid blast of flame and I heard the thud of the shot as it struck, and a scream. Then I upped with a pistol and let go at a shadow that separated itself from the others, and then another blast from my second pistol and suddenly a third, and this from the cabin door.

			Abigail, bless her!

			Then with a wild yell from my throat, I went along the deck and at them. I knew not how many they were, nor they how many were here. My swinging blade cut this way and that, a scream, a cry, a clang of metal on metal, and then they were all about me and I was fighting for my life.

			Suddenly from below there was a rush of feet, and another cry, and somebody yelled out, “Who’s that? Who is that, damn them to hell?”

			Somebody was also attacking from below, so I was not alone. Not yet, at least. I parried a blade, thrust, stepped back and with a toe kicked a block in the way of my opponent who spilled over it to hands and knees. If he came up from that—I flicked my blade sidewise and down in a quick gesture—up from that he’d have to fasten his head on again.

			Somebody leaped the rail to escape, and another gun flamed beside me. There was Abigail, hair wild about her shoulders in that fleeting glimpse, but aiming with another pistol, and God knows where she found them or how she had charged them.

			A man loomed at the head of the ladder and my thrust took him at the base of the throat and lifted. If he lived, that one, he’d truly have a cleft chin.

			There was another sound of running feet, a blast or two from below, and then a jumble of voices among which I detected Brian Tempany’s.

			“Welcome aboard, Cap’n,” I said cheerfully, “but do you step carefully. I think they’ve left some’at behind.”

			“Is it you, Sackett?”

			“Aye, and pleased to see you, and at my side is a lady who shoots uncommon well.”

			She was there, close against my elbow, her head just a jot above my shoulder. “And how did you come to be awake?”

			“I never slept,” she said, “for I could see you were heavy with sleep, and was hopeful you’d sleep, for well you should have.”

			“And I stayed awake for you,” I said.

			Tempany came over the rail. Dim his face was, in the vague light of a dawn not far away. “I thought you two were dead,” he spoke quietly, “I thought Bardle had killed you.”

			Jublain was at my elbow. “Are you well, then? You’ve not taken a cutting?”

			“Well, aye,” I said, “but you shall find some about who are not.”

			“Four dead on the deck,” Corvino said with satisfaction, “and one who fell overside. And there were three done in by us when we closed, and before they broke. I’ve a feeling there’s a few who will carry scars, if they live.”

			“Sakim?”

			“I am here, my friend. A little used, but here.”

			“Come,” Tempany said, “we’ll go below. Courtney, you and Fitzpatrick stay on deck. I’ll send a tot of rum for each. The rest of you below for what is coming to you.

			“Sackett,” he turned to me, “come to the cabin. We’ve much to talk about.”

			I sheathed my sword, and turned, staggering a little from the onset of weariness now that it was over, or seemed to be. A hand steadied me. “I am beside you, Barnabas, but not strong enough to hold you if you fall, so please stand up!”

			Abigail went into her cubbyhole of a cabin.

			Tempany had lighted a lantern. We stepped into the cabin. He took up a bottle and two glasses, and then he looked at me under his brows. “Rum? Or no rum? You refused it before.”

			“This once,” I said, “to revive the spirit.”

			“Ah, we won’t talk of that. Your spirit seems in excellent shape, man. And there’re a few things for us to discuss, even tonight.”

			He paused, tasted his rum, then tossed it off, neat and quick. He swallowed, looked at me and put his glass down. “Have you looked at her?”

			“At Abigail?” I said.

			“No, damn it, at the ship. Have you seen her by day?”

			“I have.”

			“Do you think she’ll float again?”

			“I do, but if I am wrong there’s the Jack.”

			“The what?”

			“We can take the Jolly Jack. She’s a good sailer and well-armed, and she deserves better than that lot aboard her now.”

			“That would be difficult and dangerous,” he said, after awhile. “Let us have a look at the Tiger.”

			Yet it was sleep I needed, and I said as much. Reluctantly, he agreed, and when I had stretched out on a settee in the cabin, he went on deck. Obviously if the Tiger could be saved, he intended to save it.

			I slept, and dreamed of the purple mountains I’d glimpsed far off in the distance when up the river. Those mountains haunted me, and why I knew not. When my eyes opened next, the day was well along and I could smell ham being cooked, and a sound of rustling around in the galley.

			For a few minutes I lay still. My mind was filled with the substance of the dream. Somehow, come what may, I must see those mountains. I must walk their trails, know them. Somehow all that was England had faded until it was difficult to even recognize faces I used to know, I could not bring them to memory. I sat up and pulled on my boots, buckled on my sword, then stood for a moment, peering through the parted curtain of the stern lights.

			The water was choppy, but not rough. The sky was overcast. I went out on deck, and the first to greet me was Jublain.

			“Tempany says you have some idea of taking the Jack?”

			“If we need her.” I glanced toward the beach and the trees and sandhills beyond. Nothing moved.

			“It’s a bad lot aboard there. A bad, bad lot, but they can fight.”

			“We’d have to get most of them ashore,” I suggested.

			Tempany came over the rail. “We can float her,” he said, “and the holes can be patched well enough, though there’s a deal of work to be done.”

			He brushed salt from his hands. “What’s it like inland, Sackett? Is there land worth having?”

			“Some of the fairest I’ve seen. There’s game in plenty, and cattle would thrive here, or pigs or sheep. Tempany,” I looked around at him, across my shoulder, “a man could become wealthy here.”

			“What of the Indians?”

			“They war much with each other, so one could not be friends with all, and a man must step carefully to learn of their ways, which be different than ours. But with a good stockade and a few swivel guns a man could protect himself while trying to deal fairly.”

			Food was brought to the cabin table, and I ate, and well, yet there was more to worry me, for I knew that Nick Bardle, a revengeful man, was still alive.

			We needed a forem’st, so with Jublain, Corvino, and Sakim and several of Tempany’s men, I led the way into the woods to where some likely mast timber could be found. While they felled the tree, I looked about, marking various trees for future falling, and studying the land for a likely spot for a trading station.

			It must be on the river, in a position easily defended, with timber available and a spring if possible.

			We floated our tree down river and guided it about to the position of the Tiger. All went well, and we saw nothing of Bardle nor his men, nor of the Jolly Jack.

			Meanwhile we dug out around the hull, using lines and poles to get her on an even keel. We were under no false notions about Bardle. He not only wanted our ship and cargo. He also wanted us … dead!

			We shifted two guns to the stern that could be brought to bear if an enemy approached us from the waterside, as we more than half expected.

			Meanwhile, I saw Abigail only at intervals.

			Four days we labored, patching the hull, re-stepping the mast, repairing rigging. I had much experience with splicing line, so could do my share, and did it.

			We hoped to float free at an early hightide, yet I had an idea that Bardle was also thinking of tides.

			Jublain sat in the cabin with us, his dark, cynical face bored with our talk. “Bardle knows about tides,” he said at last, “he knows all that we know, and the man’s no fool. Why do you suppose he has done nothing?”

			“We served him well on his last attempt,” Corvino replied. “He’s had his belly full.”

			Jublain snorted his disgust. “He waits for you to complete repairs,” he said. “He wants no hulk on the beach, but a vessel afloat and loaded with cargo he can trade or sell. He has twice or three times the men we have, and he’ll come when he wills.”

			Out upon deck I looked at the sky. Clouds bulked large, and the wind lifted, rustling the rigging, flapping a loose corner of canvas. There was a spatter of heavy drops.

			A storm was coming, but storm or not we must use the tide when it came, and with luck we might float free. Brian Tempany came out on deck, glanced at the sky and around, then ordered his men to clean up what tools remained, to get them aboard and make all fast.

			“In the storm,” I said, “we might slip away.”

			“We’ll ride out the storm,” Tempany said, “and leave when it has blown away. I think we’ll have our chance then.”

			Abigail came on deck. The wind was whipping her skirt about her legs, and I braced myself against it, wishing I were warmer dressed.

			“Barnabas Sackett,” she said. “It is a good name.”

			“A name is what a man makes it,” I said. “My father did well with his and I hope to do as much. The times are changing, and many people are restless with the desire to better themselves. We have too many gentlemen who do nothing, are nothing, and many a yeoman or apprentice with ability who would rise in position if the chance existed.” I waved a hand. “Here there is no such restriction.”

			“Perhaps. But when enough people come here, it will be the same.…”

			I grinned cheerfully. “Then the secret is to come first and help to make the rules by which the rest will live.”

			“The King will do that,” she objected.

			“No doubt. But the King is far away, and his word needs time in which to travel, and men have a way of making their own adjustments. There is no Court here, hence no need for courtiers. There is great need for strength, courage and intelligence, and you will find those qualities as often or more among artisans as gentlemen.”

			“You like this?” She indicated the shore.

			My eyes swept the coastline, green and lovely even under the sullen clouds. “I do. It is a magnificent coast, a land filled with everything. I shall go away. But I shall come back again.”

			She looked at me for a long time, and what she might have said then I do not know, for Captain Tempany emerged from the companionway shouting, “Stand by, fore-and-aft! The tide’s coming in!”

			Even as he spoke, a wave of water rolled past the hull, out past the bow, then receded slowly, carrying away some of the sand with it.

			“Here she comes!” Jublain shouted. “Sail, ho!”

			It was the Jolly Jack, carrying a good stand of sail, coming down toward us.

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			She was yet some distance off and the wind was wrong for her, but that she intended to come up to us for an attack was obvious. And there we lay, still aground, with only a few small guns to bear.

			It was my time to act, and I acted now, without thinking, without speaking to Tempany.

			“Sakim! Jublain! Corvino! Here … to me!” I grabbed a passing sailor and shoved him toward a gun. “Get a sling around it. Quick now!”

			Sakim had come running and I directed him to haul our gig alongside and get into it. Running to the cabin I retrieved my longbow and the arrows I had made as well as some I had brought from England.

			“Tumble in,” I told Sakim. “We’ll do a bit of business this day!”

			From the deck they lowered down a light but powerful cast-iron gun and we lashed it into place. The gig was light and fast, under ordinary conditions, but now she sat deep and we shifted what weight there was to counterbalance the gun. Then we pushed off, got our sail up and headed for the open sound, needing all the room we could get.

			The tide was rising rapidly, but it needed time to float such a craft as the Tiger, although glancing back I could see that Tempany had a boat out astern of her with a line to the ship and the boat’s crew pulling with a will.

			If the Jolly Jack had sighted our gig, she seemed to think it of no importance. It was the Tiger they wanted, and they wanted her free of the sand and their work done for them. The Jack was moving in toward the coast now, prepared to stand off and demand a surrender or shell the Tiger to bits.

			Now we put about our gig and commenced moving toward the Jack. My thought was to cause trouble, to buy time for the Tiger to get well afloat, and what I proposed to do was the height of foolishness. All depended on the maneuverability of the gig, much of which had been sacrificed to carry the cannon.

			We edged in close and intent upon the Jack. They paid us small attention. We laid our gun on the form’st and touched a match to the hole.

			A moment only, then our gun boomed and the gig jerked violently in the water. There was a startled shout from the Jack, then an angry voice telling us to sheer off or be sunk.

			We had done no harm to the mast, but we had hit the bulwark just forward of mast, carried away some rigging made fast there and scattered fragments of wood in all directions.

			Carefully, we loaded her again. We had put just eight balls aboard, and powder enough, but no more.

			Now they opened a port upon our side and ran out a gun. Kneeling, I took aim with my long-bow and put an arrow through the open port. It must have startled them, although I doubt if damage was done.

			We turned right in toward the Jack, firing the second time as we lined out straight with a good shot at her. This time our shot was high. It hit the after-house just abaft the wheel.

			Almost at the same instant, a Jack gun boomed and a shot splashed only a few feet away from us. We were much less of a target than the Jack, and before they could put a rammer down her muzzle, we had turned under her stern and come up on the portside, but too close for any gun to reach us.

			Men rushed to the rail with small arms. Jublain killed one with a pistol shot. They put their helm hard over to run us down, but Sakim had forseen the move and was already moving away, then falling back.

			Somebody ran aft and fired a futile shot at us, and then there was another boom. We saw smoke lifting from the muzzle of one of the stern guns on the Tiger. One, then another.

			We did not see what effect the Tiger’s guns had, but maneuvered close to stay out of range of the Jack’s stern guns. Men came aft with muskets.

			I put an arrow into the first one, missed the second, and then suddenly, I swore.

			Sakim turned and looked at me. “What?” he asked.

			“We are fools, Sakim. We forget the obvious.”

			They were all looking at me now.

			“The rudder,” I said, “it’s point-blank range. Smash their rudder.”

			Jublain had finished reloading the gun. “All right. Ready when you are.”

			“Take her in close, Sakim.” I held my bow with an arrow notched.

			The Jolly Jack was swinging now to bring her star-b’rd guns to bear on the Tiger.

			We ran in as close as we dared. Jublain touched the match to the hole. There was an instant of deadly silence while we waited, then the smash and concussion of the gun.

			The four-pound ball hit the rudder post and smashed it. Hastily, Jublain loaded again. It was a pleasure to watch the man, for it was obvious he was a gunner who knew his business, and he worked smoothly, without hesitation or fumble. Again the gun bellowed … and the rudder hung loose. The ship looming over us began to fall away.

			Sakim was already turning our gig away. For an instant, close in to the vessel, we lost the wind. Then it filled our sails and the gig glided out from the shadow of the ship. A couple of shots barked heavily, balls hit near us, one striking splinters from the gun-whale, but our gig handled smoothly and we sailed away.

			Glancing back I saw the Jolly Jack had turned broadside to the shore, her guns no longer able to bear on the Tiger, some of the crew desperately trimming sail, others working at the stern to rig some kind of a jury rudder.

			The Tiger had floated free! Now her crew were trying to work her offshore. She had some canvas up, and the longboat was again towing her. As she turned, the Tiger let go with two guns, both shots taking effect in the Jack’s rigging: a yard came crashing to her deck. And then the Tiger’s sails filled and she gathered speed.

			The longboat cut loose and dropped back to be picked up.

			Further out upon the water we waited, watching the Jack. Bardle was a seaman. I’ll give him that. He was using his canvas to keep her headed right, and his men were working feverishly. The Tiger moved in close to us and a seaman tossed us a line. Sakim made it fast and Corvino rigged the sling on our gun. With another line aft we held our gig close to the Tiger’s side, as the gun was hoisted aboard and our own towline made fast.

			I was the last man to go aboard, and for a moment I clung to the rope and glanced shoreward. Dark and green was the distant forest, green of trees against the pale sandhills closer by, and blue the water. It was a fair land … a fair land. I would leave it with reluctance.

			Hand over hand I went up the rope and the gig fell behind on its towrope. Tempany was on the quarterdeck, with Abigail close beside him.

			“Neat work, Sackett,” he said, “very neat work.”

			We pointed our bows to the north and east, looking for a way to the open sea. Tempany had traded along the coast before coming to where we had met, and his trade had gone well. I had furs … enough to pay me well for my time, yet I wanted more and we had the space for it.

			“What now?” Jublain asked me.

			“We’ll sail north,” I said, “but if I prevail we’ll go into that big bay north of here, cut some mast timbers and burn driftwood for potash.”

			And so we did. On the shores of the large bay we found standing timber, and we cut several for ships’ masts, burning wood the meanwhile until we had forty tons of potash to add to our cargo. There had been, meanwhile, more trade with Indians nearby.

			Dealing with Indians I found them of shrewd intelligence, quick to detect the false, quick to appreciate quality, quick to resent contempt and to appreciate bravery. So much of the Indian’s life was predicated upon courage that he respected it above all else. He needed courage in the hunt, and in warfare, and to achieve success within the tribe he needed both courage and wit.

			We kept to smaller bays and river-mouths, hoping not to be found by Bardle. But we knew he would be looking. He was better gunned than we, and had a far larger crew, and fighting men all of them.

			At last, our holds filled to the bursting with furs, potash and timber, we set sail for England.

			“It will be good to be home,” Abigail said, at supper.

			“Yes,” I agreed, reluctantly, “but I shall come back to these shores.”

			Tempany looked up from his soup. “If we come safely back to England,” he said, “you will realize a goodly sum.”

			“Yes,” I agreed.

			“And you have friends there, awaiting your return.”

			“That is possible,” I said carefully, “but I place no faith in such things. My future is one I must make myself, this I know. And my future, I think, is back there.”

			“Gosnold will be sailing again, and there was talk of what Raleigh might do. So many have disappeared in that wilderness … We have been very fortunate.”

			We discussed much during the long and often stormy nights that followed. We talked of a trading post, of a place in London, on the docks, a place from which to sell or ship our goods. With a man in London, Tempany commanding the ships, and myself in America, we could soon build such a business.

			“Who for London?” Tempany said, frowning. “I have been so long away that I know few men.”

			“I know the man,” I said quietly. “He is a rogue, but an honest man withal. I speak of Peter Tallis.”

			“You spoke of him. Is he to be trusted?”

			“I believe so. I would trust him if he gave us his word … and he is shrewd. He knows business, he knows people, he is aware of all that goes on in London. We should look far for a better man.”

			“Talk to him then.”

			So I intended, and such plans were made, and the plans for the discharge of my cargo, and for sharing with Jublain and Corvino. All this was attended to.

			We sailed up the Thames, at last, looking at the lights along the shore. It seemed impossible there could be so many.

			Suddenly, Jublain grasped my arm. “Barnabas … look!”

			He pointed, and I felt a shock, then a wave of disquiet and fear.

			And well I might.

			It was the Jolly Jack, come home before us, and by the look of her, here for several days.

			Nick Bardle was ashore then, and he would surely have seen Rupert Genester.

			They would be waiting for me.

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			River men came alongside, calling up to take us ashore, but Tempany would have none of them. “They are a hard lot, good men many of them, arrant thieves many others. We will take no risk. We’ll take our own boat ashore.”

			He glanced at me. “Do you take care. I am ashore to speak of my voyage and our success, as well as to lay plans for our next.”

			“Corvino is off to the Walk for Peter Tallis,” I said, “and I shall go to the Tabard and send word to my friend Hasling. If Tallis does not know the state of affairs, Hasling will.”

			As we descended into our boat some of the river-men cursed us for not using theirs, and then vanished toward their berths. One boat lingered, seeming to follow us.

			“Aye,” Jublain said gloomily, “we be nearing trouble again.”

			On English soil again, Tempany and Abigail were off to their home, and I and my friend to the Tabard. If Genester wanted me, let him come. The arrogance of success was on me.

			We walked into the dark and narrow streets, picking our way over the broken cobbles, and around refuse thrown into the streets from the buildings along the way. A rat scurried from underfoot, and the shadows seemed to move.

			Jublain moved nearer. “I like it not, Barnabas. I have the stink of death in my nostrils.”

			“Not our death,” I replied quietly. “If there is death tonight it will be another who dies.”

			“Let us hope,” he commented dryly.

			My hand was on my sword hilt, and Jublain carried a naked dagger in his left hand, close down to his side, his right hand on his sword hilt. But nothing happened. We emerged from a dark street into a lighter one, somewhat wider, and Jublain sheathed his dagger with a sigh.

			Glancing back suddenly my eye was quick enough to see a shadow fade into an alleyway, yet there were many abroad at such a time who had no wish to be seen, some of them honest men. Yet I knew what Jublain meant by having the smell of death in his nostrils. I had it, as well.

			The Tabard was lighted and the inn yard itself had light from its windows.

			We squeezed in, and found for ourselves a corner. It was not wine I wanted this night but a tankard of ale, for my throat was dry from walking the shadowed streets.

			The ale was brought us, and at further urging and a coin to grease the wheels, several thick slices of ham, a loaf, and several large apples. We were hungry, ravenously so.

			There was a square-shouldered, apple-cheeked maid I recalled from before—easily recalled, because she had eyes for Jublain, for all his sallow manner.

			She came near to our table. Well enough she remembered me, and Jublain as well. “There is a message,” she whispered. “It was left for you but two days past. Sit you, and I will have it down to you.”

			She had scarcely stopped by the table, almost as if held up by the press about us, and then she was gone. “A likely lass,” I said, grinning at Jublain.

			He shrugged his shoulders and stared into his ale. “Aye,” he said, “I have a fear of such. Those who would rob you or trick you are easy enough to handle, but such as her … A man has small chance with such as her.”

			“I’d best look for a new partner then,” I said, “for certain it is she has set her cap for you.”

			There was a man with a tankard at a table nearby, a red-faced fellow with a shock of uncombed hair and blond eyebrows. A wide face he had, and thick hands that needed washing. He was looking everywhere but at us but I had an idea he was listening, despite the tumult.

			“There’s a pitcher near,” I commented, as I lifted my tankard, “with big handles.”

			Jublain’s eyes were cynically amused. His back was to the man. “Would a sweep of my sword take him?”

			“Aye, but it’s a surly rogue we have there, and I think his handles are picking up nothing. I think we should let the pitcher be until we see whether it stands alone.”

			“I suppose,” Jublain said, “but I would like to slice off enough to bait a fish and feed it to him.”

			Soon the red-cheeked girl came by again, bringing each of us a fresh tankard of ale. She leaned far over.

			“Pay for this,” she said. “I am watched.”

			We paid out the money, and she put her hand on the table to pick it up, dropping a folded bit of paper on the table. I casually covered it with my hand. When she had gone, we ate for a bit, and drank. The last thing I wished to do was bring ill to this girl who wished to help.

			Then without lifting the paper from the table, I spread open its folds. I knew the hand in which it was written, and read aloud:

			

			There is an order for your arrest. The one of whom we spoke is dying. You will be thrown into prison or killed. We are doing what we can. The one who would help has been taken to the country, and is held there, supposedly to give him the best of care. No one is permitted to see him.

			C.H.

			“There’s a pretty kettle of fish!” I said.

			“It be that,” said Jublain.

			“Come, let’s be away from here.” I got hurriedly to my feet, and at that instant a hand touched my sleeve.

			The red-cheeked maid was there. “This way,” she said. “They are in front who would harm you.”

			We followed quickly, weaving through the tables and the crowd until we reached a dark, narrow passage that led not to the inn-yard but to an empty field beyond. She pointed out a dim path. “Go,” she whispered. “There is a path to the river!”

			We went, and at a goodly pace. I wanted no lying in prison, for there were those who had stayed shut away for years for no just cause.

			The path was sloping away down a small hill, into a hollow and then to the river not far hence. We came down to a place among the reeds, and followed along to a landing place.

			It was an old wharf, long disused, it’s timbers broken in places to where one could see the gleam of dark water below. No boats were there. Reeds had grown up about the place, and the river flowed by, dark and mysterious.

			From far behind us there was the slam of the inn door, then the door opened again and we could see a shaft of light. “It is the only way!” Somebody shouted loudly. “They have gone to the river!”

			“Nonsense!” The second voice was more forceful. “There’s no escape that way, unless they can swim the Thames.”

			But he was wrong.

			There was a path, and we took it.

			Walking up the muddy slope to the embankment, we strolled, arm in arm, talking of the New World and what we had seen there, of London and the meals at the Tabard. We were both dry as sin, and would have relished a bit of ale. We walked along, strolling as along a boulevard, not two men escaping from the Queen’s officers.

			“Wait, Jublain. I think we are followed.”

			He glanced around. “Aye, and there are but two of them. Shall we split them, my friend, and give them to Mother Thames? She has taken much refuse at one time or another, and floats fine ships in spite of it.”

			“Walk on. There are lights ahead, and who is going to question two strolling gentlemen?”

			“With muddy boots?”

			“That, in some places, might be questioned. Not in London today. There are a deal of places where a gentleman might get his boots muddy. Look, there’s a tavern!”

			It had a seedy, down-at-the-heels look about it, a rank sort of place, yet the door was welcome. We rounded the building and entered.

			A low-beamed ceiling that made me duck my head at the beams, a scattering of benches, a long table, a sort of ledge from which drinks were served and carried to the tables. There were seafaring men there, by the look of them, and some workmen, and a raunchy group in front who looked liked thieves or worse.

			They eyed us as we entered, missing nothing. Eyed our boots as well. But we crossed the room and sat down at a table where someone had only just left. Empty tankards stood there. I eased my sword about to an easier place for my hand to fall, and the rascals noticed it.

			One of them crossed to our table. He was a slender man with one eye and a patch for the other, a disreputable hat upon his head with a bedraggled plume. His clothing was shabby but he walked with an air and some style.

			“Do not rest your hand upon your sword, my friend,” he said. “There are thieves present, but we never foul our own nest, and this is our nest, our place. Dainty, is it not? Too much ale is drunk here, and too many bold stories are told by bold chaps who then slink off to some shabby hole to sleep. Only our lives are petty; never our boasts or our dreams.”

			“There is always hope for a man who can dream, and even for one who can boast, for when the two are together they try to bring both to reality. I speak from experience.”

			“Say you so? Well, perhaps there is hope then, even hope for me.” He glanced at Jublain, and had no doubts about him. He and Jublain were two of a kind, in some ways. Of me he was uncertain. I looked and acted the gentleman, yet I had dirty boots and had come in suddenly out of the night in a disreputable part of town. “You puzzle me … so much the gentleman.” He said thoughtfully. “Yet your face is weathered from the elements, as no gentleman’s is likely to be. I know that look, too, and even in this dim light know a sea-won weathering from that of the heather.”

			He was smiling at me, his eyes mildly amused. “Two who walk on muddy paths in the dark, two only fresh from the sea. And a ship has come up the river, the Tiger, only just back from America. And the Queen’s men are out to find two from that ship—”

			“They will be coming in the door at any moment,” I told him frankly.

			“Let us exchange hats,” he said, “mine is considerably less than yours, but I am of slighter build. Come, let us change.”

			We did so. His was battered and much worn, and the plume so sad, indeed, but it had a different weight, a different feeling. He donned my own hat, then turned and called out, “Major Sealey! Bring us four, will you? And join us here.”

			He looked around, smiling. “I am Jeremy Ring, once an officer on Her Majesty’s ship, then a prisoner in Barbary and now a homeless, masterless, landless man.”

			The door opened suddenly and two men stood there. One was a sharp, erect soldierly man, the other a stolid-seeming fellow who looked to need a hayfork in his hands more than a musket.

			They looked sharply about—their eyes taking in the group of lusty characters near the door, then at us.

			Even as their eyes came to rest on us, Sealey crossed to our table with four brimming tankards in his big hands. The sharper of the two looked from the fresh tankards to the empty ones on the table.

			I was sitting low on my bench to appear the shorter, and the hat of Jeremy Ring evidently gave me a different look. It was my own hat upon which his eyes fastened when he looked at Ring. “You there!” he demanded. “How long have you been here?”

			“Twenty-seven years, Captain. Born within sound of the Bow-Bells. Twenty-seven years, and seventeen of them aboard Her Majesty’s ships or in her army ashore.”

			“I mean here … in this place.”

			“Oh? A few minutes. We are just over from the Tabard. We found the place crowded, and needed room to bend an elbow. Will you join us, Captain? We will talk of wars and women, the worries of one, the wiles of the other.”

			“I have no time for that. I am on the Queen’s business.”

			Jeremy looked shocked. “The Queen has business here? In such a place? My dear fellow, I am surprised, I—”

			“No, no, you fool! I am looking for two Her Majesty would arrest.”

			“Only two? I could name a dozen, Captain, even a dozen dozen who richly deserve arrest. Why, I could name a Queen’s officer, Captain, who deserves to be quartered, drawn and quartered, at the very least.

			“Come, Captain. Sit down, buy us a round of drinks and I will tell you such a tale—”

			“You are a fool! I’ve no time for that.” He stared angrily at Ring. “You just came from the Tabard? Then we waste time, Robert. Obviously we have followed the wrong men.”

			“It was dark, and the hat—”

			“To the devil with the hat! There are many such!” They turned angrily, shoved their way through the door and were gone.

			Jeremy Ring turned to me, smiling. “Now? You will pay for the ale, will you not?”

			“I will,” I said, “and gladly.”

			“We will finish the ale,” he said, “and then I shall take you to a house nearby—”

			“We wish only shelter, a place to sleep.”

			“What else? The lady is a sailor’s wife, and you know how it is with them when her Jack is long gone and there’s the need to live. The best places, the cleanest places in London are kept by sailor’s wives, often enough.”

			“So I have heard.”

			“Mag is a good girl, one of the best, and she had a big old house willed to her by an uncle, or father, or grandfather … anyway, she lets rooms.

			“She talks a bit, but not about her guests. Come, finish your ale, those two might come back, or others.”

			

			There was a light in a window of the tall house on the corner. “That’ll be Mag. She reads, poor girl. Sits up with reading or sewing, and there’s too many do the last and too few the first.”

			Mag was a comely lass with blue eyes and a steady way about her, as she held high the lantern and regarded us coolly. “If you be friends of Jeremy you are welcome.” She looked severely from Jublain to me. “But being friends of Jeremy you’ll pay in advance. And now, before you’ve come a step further. He owes me enough himself without bringing others to sleep under my roof and eat my fare without a penny toward the cost.”

			“How much?”

			“A six-pence, if you sleep in one bed, six-pence for each if you will have two. There’s some as sleep four and five to the bed, so for them its a tuppence each.”

			“Two beds,” I said, “and we’ll be wanting a taste of something in the morning.”

			I placed a shilling in her hand. “Take that,” I said, “and another for good measure, and worry none at all about us.”

			“I’ll not worry,” she said pertly, “and if you are thinking it’s a woman alone, I am, do not think twice about it, for I am never alone.” From under her robe, tied by a string, she lifted a heavy pistol. “And if you think he will not speak for me, come to my door when the lights are out. You will have a bellyful of him.”

			“I do not doubt it,” I said, smiling at her, “and if you had not a husband away on a ship, I’d be tempted to talk you into throwing your pistol out the window.”

			She looked at me boldly. “That would take more talking than you’ve the tongue for, but come. I’ll show you to your beds.”

			The rooms were small, but surprisingly clean and pleasant. As she turned away I stopped her. “Jeremy Ring? You have known him long?”

			“He is a good man,” she said flatly, “a bold man, and a witty one, but a good man. A good master on a ship, too, it is said, but times be bad and he was too long a prisoner in Barbary. There’s few who know him now.”

			“I shall be having need of him, I think.” From my pocket I took a guinea. “I do not know how much he owes, but put that against it—”

			“It is too much.”

			“Then he will have food to eat and a bed to sleep in for a bit longer.”

			“You are a good man,” she said quietly, “a good man. I bless you for him.”

			My boots were off and I was soon undressed, and weary to the death. I stretched out upon the bed and drew high the covers. A sleep I would have this night, if never again.

			My eyes closed, and then they opened again and looked into the dark. I must venture to look in upon my father’s old friend. How could I leave him sick and helpless in the hands of Rupert Genester?

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			We Sacketts were always good men at table, and I no less than the others. So when time came, I put foot under the table of the sailor’s wife and set to with a loaf of dark, rich bread and some rashers of bacon and slices of cheese.

			Jeremy Ring and Jublain were with me, both doing justice to what was placed before us.

			“I must know where he is,” I said. “I must do something for him.”

			“You do not even know the man,” Jublain grumbled. “You’ll stick your nose into a trap for a man to whom you’ve never spoken.”

			“My father and he fought side by side. My father would have died for him. Can I do less?”

			“They were in a fight together. It is a different thing. If you go into a fight with a man, you stay by him until he is dead or a prisoner.”

			“Aye, but who will stand by a sick old man whose death is desired? I shall go to him, Jublain, but I shall ask no man to walk beside me. The place to which I shall go is one I can enter alone.”

			“It is a trap, and you are a fool.”

			“We have a failing the fen-men do. Others may not like us, some say we smell of our fens, some say we are a dark mysterious, murderous lot, but we have a failing that is our own. We are loyal. We stand by each other … or have until now.”

			“You talk in words that are vain,” Jublain said irritably. “You do not know where he is.”

			“But we shall find out, shall we not? Jeremy, you could do this for me. I sent my man Corvino to Peter Tallis. By this time he may know where the old man is, but Coveney Hasling would know, if anyone does.”

			Ring got up immediately. “Good enough! I shall pass the word to a carter I know who is returning up-country, and he shall carry the word to Hasling.”

			Jublain looked sour. “We should catch a boat and be down the river by dusk. There are ships off the Downs that will need men. And you’ve money.”

			“I’ve little. Our goods are not sold and until then it’s little enough I have.”

			For two days we waited in Mag’s house. Then suddenly one day a boat drifted up to a landing near the house and two men came up from it to the door. One was Corvino, the other was Hasling.

			“Where is he?” I asked.

			Hasling shrugged, and dropped upon a bench. “You are in trouble enough, and the old man is far gone. Too far, I fear, for him to do aught about a will now.”

			“Bother the will! I want the man safe and comfortable his last days. I shall make enough myself not to need what he would offer me, and it is so I would have it.”

			Hasling leaned across the table. “Genester came to him the instant he was ill, and made much of his illness and the proper care that was due him. ‘I will take him to the seashore,’ was what he said, ‘and the good sea air will bring him his strength again!’ And so he took him away, and in London all are saying what a fine nephew Genester is, to think so of his old uncle …”

			“Where has he taken him?” I asked.

			Hasling shrugged. “Where, indeed? He has told no one. And when they ask, Genester says the Earl is poorly, but will improve with rest and care … No visitors, no disturbances, just rest.”

			“‘No visitors?’”

			Corvino snapped his fingers. “Hah! Give me a day, two days even, and I will know where they have gone. There are no secrets from me in London!

			“If he traveled, being ill, it was by carriage or by wagon. And how many carriages have there been in London in the last few years? And how many of those would he have access to? And which of those were not otherwise in use at that time? Give me the time, and—”

			“You have the time,” I told him, “what I want is the where … and quickly.”

			When he was gone, Hasling looked at me curiously. “You make friends, Barnabas. It is a fine thing to make so many friends.”

			“They are good men.” I leaned forward. “You should have been with us to see the New World. It is beautiful! There are fields, forests, mountains, streams!”

			“You did well?”

			“I did, and shall go back, too. It’s a fair land, Coveney Hasling, and perhaps it is there I will stay.”

			“But the savages?”

			I shrugged. “I will be friendly with those who are friendly, and I will fight those who wish to fight. I would trade with the Indians, but I see the danger in it. Yet when two peoples come together that one which is most efficient will survive, and the other will absorb or vanish … it is the way of life.

			“The Indian must not lose pride in what he does, in his handicraft, for if he loses pride he will no longer build, his art will fail him, and he will completely be dependent upon others.”

			Hasling nodded. “It is well to think of these things, yet I believe few will listen … or care. The problem now, when you discover where our friend is, is what you can do.”

			“I shall fetch him and take him where he can have proper care.”

			“You must beware. Rupert Genester has friends at court, nor is he a fool. Suppose you fetched the Earl away from him and he dies on your hands?”

			It was a thought that had not come to me.

			“Do you see what I mean? Genester would then have attained both his desires. The old man would be dead, and you would go to prison, a kidnapper.”

			“Nevertheless, he was my father’s friend. It is a weakness of my family that we do not forget our friends. I cannot let him die so. He must be among friends.”

			“Look,” Hasling said patiently, “please understand. Since you have been gone, the situation has changed. Not only is your friend ill, but Rupert Genester has advanced himself. He is skilled at flattery, he knows for whom favors are to be done, and he has worked himself into a secure position at court. He belongs to no group, no clique, no party, yet has done favors for all, so each one can hope that, when Genester inherits, he will be their friend, their partisan.”

			Hasling paused. “He has closed all doors for you. Not intentionally—for he did not believe you would return, until the Jolly Jack came with news of your escape.

			“Nor can Brian Tempany help you. He is in deep trouble because of talk that Genester circulated. The Queen ordered your arrest. Tempany himself may be arrested at any moment, and be assured, my friend, if you go to prison you will not emerge.”

			“There is a ship for the Low Country in the morning,” Jublain said, “and I know its captain. We can be aboard before daybreak, and down the river before it is realized we are gone.”

			“It is a good thought,” Hasling said. “The temper of the Queen will change. She is an uncommonly shrewd woman, and will not long be fooled by Genester.”

			Yet I was worried. I had heard many a tale of what men of influence had been able to bring about in getting rid of enemies, and the Queen only knew what was told her. A good woman, a fine woman, and an excellent Queen, yet she could not be everywhere at once, could not investigate each story she was told. She relied upon advisors, and they had their own loyalties.

			Rupert Genester had such friends as I would never have, and others who were loyal to him because of his birth and background. He was an aristocrat, a man apart.

			“All right,” I said at last, “the Low Countries, but we shall make one stop first.”

			At that moment, Corvino entered. With him was Peter Tallis.

			“It is good to see you,” said Tallis. “And the charts? Were they of value?”

			“Very much so. What I wish to know is where the Earl has been taken. Someone has said that it was to the seashore.”

			“Then my information may be correct,” Tallis said. He paused. “Do you know a deep valley to the South of London?”

			“No,” I said. “I think not.…”

			“I know the area well,” said Ring. “When I was a younger man I often visited there.”

			“There’s an old manor, a fortified place. It’s a couple of hundred years old—belonged to a rich, doughty old warrior, but a part of it is in ruins now. I hear Genester has taken the Earl there.”

			“That could be,” Ring said thoughtfully, “I know the old place … fourteenth century or earlier. Rupert Genester had relatives who once lived along the coast there, and I know the George Inn.”

			“I, too,” said Jublain. “I have been there.”

			“My story is they have taken him there,” Tallis said, “along with two servants in Genester’s hire, and several guards to ‘protect’ the Earl.”

			“Is it near the coast?” I asked.

			“A few miles, but there is a river that can be navigated … at least that far. Below the Forelands. In fact, that may have been why the old place was built, to stop invasion along the river in olden times,” Tallis said.

			“We’ll do it then. Jublain, you know the gig and the manor. Down the river within the hour, around the Forelands and up the river. Corvino will go with you.”

			“He was my friend, too,” Hasling said. “I must be one of you.”

			“No,” I said. “Does the Earl have a trustworthy friend here? One who has no use for Genester?”

			“He does. I can take him to a most powerful man who will guard him well.”

			“Then see this man, make the arrangements, and we will come, if God wills.”

			“And you?” Hasling asked.

			“I shall ride across country, with Ring to show the way.” I glanced over at Tallis. “I will need horses. Can it be arranged?”

			“It can. I shall be with you.”

			“No. Do you stay and dispose of my goods. We shall need money and a ship to the New World, for when this is over I fear there will be no place in England for me for some time to come.

			“However,” I added, “there will be consignments of furs. Brian Tempany and I have talked of you, Peter. Are you with us?”

			“We met, we talked, we agreed. I am with you indeed.”

			A few more details and all was ready. I went to my room and buckled on sword and pistols, gathering the well-filled saddlebags.

			Mag came to the door. “There’s some’at to eat there,” she said. “You’ll be needing it.”

			“If they find this place, Mag,” I said, “you know nothing of me or any of us. We came here and stopped the night and then were gone. I kept to myself and acted worried. You were glad when I was gone.”

			“If I were a man, I’d ride with you.”

			I smiled at her. “Mag, if you were a man, we’d all regret it. Do you be the woman you are, and wait for that sailorman who’ll be coming back soon.”

			I put a gold coin in her hand. “If any of the others come back and need help, give it to them.”

			

			Only a short distance for Ring and myself to where the horses waited, then into the saddle, and a sound of hoofs on cobbles, and then we were off, guided down dark lanes by Jeremy Ring.

			Two men with swords, daggers, and pistols, two men riding on a fool’s mission, to the aid of a man neither one of us knew. He had stood in battle beside my father, my father had spent blood with him upon more than one field, but I had not seen him. And Jeremy Ring?

			He rode because he was Jeremy Ring, a gallant follower of lost or flimsy causes, a poet with a sword, a man for whom life was a thing to be nobly used, not allowed to rust or wither and decay. He had missed his chances elsewhere, this one he would not miss.

			At a pause atop a hill, our horses had time to breathe and catch their wind.

			“Jeremy,” I said, “if we come through this, there’s the New World yonder. Will you be sailing with me?”

			“Aye … Wherever you go.”

			We rode on then, following a dim track into the night, and I thought of Abigail, waiting, and of our first meeting on the dark night after my flight from the theater.

			I thought of her and our few talks aboard ship, of things longed for and sought, of things dreamed of and wanted.

			Through a dark wood with a smell of damp earth and damper leaves, to the drum of hoofs upon the turf, and the low murmur of wind in the branches above.

			Would the old man, the Earl, be dead? Did Genester actually intend to simply let him die? Or to hasten his death?

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			Jeremy Ring was a better horseman than I, for I had walked more than I had ridden. Moreover, he knew the roads.

			Before we had gone a dozen miles I was totally lost, Jeremy did so much weaving about. We had no wish to be followed, so he made sudden diversions down lanes between cottages or around barns and even through pastures, and several times we paused to listen.

			“You know the way well,” I said, with a tinge of suspicion.

			He chuckled. “I should, my friend, for I’ve worked the King’s highways upon more than one occasion. I would say that to you and no other, but the truth is in me tonight.”

			The night was damp and cool. After resting the horses a bit we rode on, taking more time now that we were well away from London.

			We came to a slope and, crossing a small valley, we started up a winding ridge toward a village above. “There’s a man here and a tavern,” Ring said, “a friendly man if you have a coin or two, who will switch horses and forget it.”

			SEVENOAKS, a sign said. There were trees, but I could see no oaks.

			We had slices of cold ham and the end of a loaf and slept the night out. In the morning, on a pair of matching bays, we rode along the ridge to the eastward, skirting the knoll, then circling about, as Jeremy was of no mind to let them know our direction.

			The sun was out and the day was warm, our destination still some distance.

			We saw no one, nor wished to.

			We stopped at last near an abandoned woodcutter’s hut, deep in the woods. There was a well nearby, and the ruins of some much older building. We tied our horses and waited for the dark. Through the thinnest of the foliage we could see the squarecut outlines of the manor, not more than a half mile off.

			At dusk we mounted and walked our horses through the woods, keeping off the paths until we reached the bank of the river. The willows were thick along the banks. Dismounting, we led our horses down and let them drink.

			Suddenly, we heard the faintest of sounds. Someone was coming along the bank just outside the clumps of willows, a bit higher up. It was someone who moved cautiously.

			He appeared then, not far off, yet easily seen in the dim light. He paused, and I spoke.

			“Ah?” It was Jublain. “I was sure you would be here.” He came toward us through the trees. “The boat is tied to the bank not a cable-length from here. Should we be closer?”

			“Yes. Corvino is on the boat?”

			“Corvino and Sakim. Without Sakim we would not have made it so soon. He is a fine sailor, that one.”

			“Aye. Then leave him with the boat and do you and Corvino come with me.”

			“There is a landing below the house. Should we come there?”

			“Aye, and soon. What is to be done must be done quickly, smoothly.” For a moment I listened into the silence. “I will meet you at the landing. Come quickly.”

			He turned swiftly away and, with Jeremy following, I led my horse back through the woods. Soon the manor loomed above us, and we could see the gleam of water on our right and the gray of a path that led down to the landing. Good enough.

			We tied our horses well back into the trees, and waited for Jublain and Corvino. I had no worries about Sakim. He was perhaps the wisest of us all, and would not be taken unawares. We went up the path in single file.

			The night had grown increasingly dark. Stars gleamed above although there were a few drifting clouds. It was damp and still. Picking our way over the fallen stones and the remnants of a wall we found a door. It was closed and locked. When I felt of the lock my fingers came away with cobwebs. An unused door, evidently barred from within.

			Moss covered the fallen stones, vines hung from the walls. We rounded the house by a faint path.

			Jeremy put a hand on my arm. “I like none of it,” he whispered. “The place smells of a trap.”

			“Aye, but we came to help the Earl. Trap or no trap, we shall do it.”

			“There are the stables,” Corvino whispered. “Do you wait now.” He was gone in an instant, back as soon. “There is a carriage outside, and a dozen horses within. Several of them are still wet with sweat. They have been hard-ridden within the hour.”

			“A dozen? Perhaps four for the carriage, and eight for outriders or others. They are eight or nine. Perhaps ten.”

			“It is a goodly number,” Ring suggested thoughtfully.

			“Enough to go around. Come now, no jealousy! Each of you will have at least one, and two if you are lucky. Gentlemen, I think we are expected. Let us not keep them waiting. As my name is Barnabas Sackett, I hope that Rupert Genester is himself here.”

			We started forward, then I stopped. “Jeremy? Do you and Corvino mind? Jublain and I will enter alone. Do you follow us. In that way we may not all be trapped at once.”

			We went forward, up the few steps, and Jublain put a hand to the door. At my gesture, he opened it and I stepped inside. There had been no chain on the door, no bar. Truly, we were expected. Stepping inside, Jublain followed.

			The great entranceway was dark and shadowed. Light showed beneath a door. I stepped quickly forward and in that instant the big door slammed behind us and torches flared into light.

			We were in the center of a great hall and a dozen men stood about us, all with drawn swords.

			One stepped slightly forward. “You do not disappoint me, Sackett. You come quickly to meet your death.”

			“Of course. Did you expect me to keep you waiting?”

			“They’ve barred the door,” Jublain said quietly.

			“Aye, that makes it better. Not one of them shall escape us. And look, Jublain. The rascal with the beard. It is Nick Bardle himself, trying to patch up the mistakes he made.”

			A move, and my blade was drawn. “I hope the Earl is still alive? Or have you murdered him?”

			Genester shrugged. “He will die … Why hasten it? I want no marks upon his body, but on yours—?”

			“Of course. Will you try to put them there yourself? Or will you sprawl in the mud again as you did in Stamford?”

			His lips tightened with anger, and he took a half-step forward. I held my blade low, smiling at him. “You were a fit sight for a lady, sprawled in all your pretty silks in the mud! There was no occasion for it. The lady but asked for a drink.”

			“I shall kill you now,” he said.

			“Will you try it alone? Or leave it to this pack of dogs that follows you?”

			Above me, faintly, I heard a scrape of something. A foot on stone? What was above? I dared not look up.

			“Do not let him die too quickly,” Genester said. “But die he must.”

			“And you, Rupert? Are you ready for the blade? I’ve chosen a resting place for it, right under that pretty little beard.”

			“Take him,” he said, and turned indifferently away.

			They moved, but I moved first. I was within a long blade’s reach of the nearest man and, taking a quick step, I lunged just as his sword came up. There was a faint clang of steel, and my blade went past his and a hand’s length into his chest.

			His eyes stared at me down the length of the blade, the eyes of a man who would die. I withdrew swiftly and then Jublain shouted, “At them!” And then there was only the clang of swords, the whisper of clothing and the grunt and pant of men fighting.

			From above there was a shrill yell, then down a rope came Corvino, and then Jeremy.

			A man rushed at me, swinging a cutlass, a wide sweep with a blade that might have been effective in a boarding operation. But not here. My blade was down and I cut swiftly upward. The blade slit through his shirt front and parted his chin—the very stroke I had planned for Genester himself.

			At least two were down. I felt a blade nick my arm, the rip of my shirt. It was close, deadly fighting, with no time for fancy work here. I thrust, slashed, thrust again, moving always.

			Corvino was down … no, up again. There was blood on his shirt. The torchlight wavered and shadowed and unshadowed us. Faces gleamed with sweat. It was wild, desperate, bitter fighting this.

			A tall man lunged at me. I parried and he came in with his thrust and we were face-to-face, our swords locked tightly. It was Darkling.

			My left fist came up quickly in a smashing blow to his belly and he gasped and stepped back. I followed him in, keeping our swords locked, and hit him again … my attack totally unexpected.

			Darkling fell back again, disengaged and tried to come into position. But my own blade was far forward and, without drawing it back, I turned quickly left and cut across his face under his nose, then right, and under his eyes. Neither was deep, both were bloody. He fell back, shocked, and I let him go.

			A blade ripped my shirt again and then we were forced into a corner, Jublain and I. Corvino was down or gone. Jeremy was waging a desperate fight with three men, his blade dancing, gleaming, thrusting. One man fell back with a cry, and Jeremy dropped quickly to one knee—or almost there—with a sweeping blow at the next man’s legs. Killing him as well.

			Suddenly there was a banging upon the door, a shout, and Jeremy skipped quickly to one side and, fencing adroitly to hold the man off, managed to flip the bar from the door. Instantly it crashed open.

			Captain Tempany! And with him four men!

			Suddenly there was a break for the door, and desperate fighting there. Leaping across a body I raced up the steps to the door through which Genester had gone.

			I shoved the door slowly inward and a pistol coughed hoarsely in the small confines of the room. Leaping through the door, sword in hand, I saw Rupert Genester just beyond.

			The Earl—at least I supposed him to be—sat up in bed, a woman standing near him, her face pale and angry. Genester threw the now empty pistol at my head and then ran around the end of the bed to come at me.

			He was facing me, a desperate man. His face was pale, his eyes very bright and hard. There was no coward in the man, for all I disliked him. His blade was up and he was ready.

			Though I had out-maneuvered him often, Genester faced me squarely. “Even if you live to tell it,” he said, “they’ll not believe you. I will declare that you killed the Earl.”

			“But he is not dead!” I said. “I—”

			His sword was down by his side in his right hand. Suddenly his left held a dagger, and he lifted it to stab down at the old man who lay beside him. His left fist gripping the dagger swung up and back.

			I lunged.

			The point of my blade took him at mid-chest and thrust toward his left side.

			His arm was caught in movement, and my blade sank deep. He turned his head and looked at me, his eyes wide, lips bloodless. “Damn you!” he gasped. “I should have—”

			I lowered my point and he slid off it to the floor, blood all about him, his fingers loosening on the dagger. The dagger clattered to the floor.

			“Your pardon, Excellency,” I said, “forgive this intrusion, but … my name is Barnabas Sackett.”

			“I know who you are,” the old man’s voice rumbled like a faroff thunder in the small room. “And you are your father’s son.

			“By the Lord,” he said, sitting a little straighter, “as neat a bit of action as ever I saw!”

			Suddenly, I realized that Nick Bardle was gone … I’d forgotten him.

			Gone! I started after him but the old man lifted a hand. “Let him go,” he said, “and open the door before they burst it.”

			The door opened again. Jublain was the first through, sword in hand, then Jeremy Ring and Sakim. Following was Captain Tempany.

			Tempany went to him quickly. “How are you, Sir Robert? You’re unhurt?”

			“I am not hurt,” Sir Robert said flatly, “but I’ve been damnably ill, and if it had not been for Gerta here, who would not be left behind, I’d be dead. Dead and gone. Now get me out of here.”

			“We’ve only horses,” Tempany protested.

			“I’ve a boat,” I said. “Sakim? Can we make Sir Robert comfortable?”

			“Of course.”

			Sir Robert glared at him. “Moor, aren’t you? Well, I’ve crossed swords with a few of your kind.”

			Sakim smiled, showing his white, even teeth. “I am glad it was not with me, Sir Robert.”

			The Earl glared, then chuckled. “So am I, so am I. Make a litter, Tempany, and get me out of here. I despise the place.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			Sir Robert sat propped with pillows in the great bed in his town house. Scarce two weeks had passed since the affair in the manor, but the time for decision had come.

			Captain Brian Tempany was there, with Abigail. She sat demurely, her hands in her lap.

			“I have talked to him, talked like a Dutch uncle, but he will not listen.”

			Sir Robert eyed me coldly. “His father was a pigheaded man, too,” he said, and then added, “Thank God for it. He never knew when he was whipped … So he never was.”

			“It is not that I do not appreciate the offer,” I assured him, “but I was born to action. It is not my way to sit contemplating the deeds of others, nor to fatten on wealth not gained by my own hands. There’s a vast land yonder, and my destiny lies there. My own destiny, and that of my family.”

			“This family you speak of,” Sir Robert asked gruffly, “is something of which I have not heard. You are a wedded man?”

			“I am not.”

			“Then you have no family?”

			“I do not. I have only the knowledge that someday I will and that I want them in a land where they may have elbow room. I want my sons to grow tall in freedom, to grow where they may stretch and move and go as far and do as much as their talents and strength will permit. I do not want them hamstrung by privilege nor class.”

			“You disapprove of England?”

			“I do not. Opportunity here is great if a man has energy, but there are restrictions, and I chafe under restriction.”

			“You must go to America?”

			“I must. It is a vast land, every inch of it rich with opportunity. I would go there and build my own place, my own life.”

			“I will speak to Sir Walter.”

			“No, Sir Robert. I do not wish that restriction, either. I will go alone … Or with those few who would go with me.”

			Sir Robert glared at me, then glanced at Abigail. “This family you speak of? Where will you find a woman who will leave England for such a wild place? No fine clothes? No dancing, no fine homes? No luxuries? Are there any such?”

			“I have reason to believe there are,” I said hesitantly. “But first I wish to prepare a place … a home. I can do it there.”

			Abigail looked up. “And in the meantime, Barnabas?”

			I flushed. “Well, I—”

			She looked at me coolly, directly—the look she had given me that first night when she invited me in. “If you know such a girl, I would suggest that you permit her to choose where her home will be. If you find such a girl at all, I imagine she would prefer to be at your side.”

			“There are savages.”

			“I presume.”

			“There are no houses, only caves, and bark shelters.”

			“I expect that is so.”

			“I could not ask any—”

			“You assume such a girl would have less courage than you? Less fortitude? You do not understand my sex, Barnabas.”

			“She would be much alone.”

			“Not for long, I believe. She would have a family if you are half the man you seem to be. I suggest, Barnabas, that when you make your plans for the New World you speak to the lady. You will be gone for a year, and that is a very long time.”

			“Well, I—”

			She turned toward Sir Robert and curtsied. “If you will forgive me, Sir Robert. I must go now and leave the planning to you men. You seem to feel you are perfectly competent to plan for others as well as yourselves.”

			When the door closed, Sir Robert chuckled. “That young lady knows her mind.”

			“Her mother was just that way,” Brian Tempany said.

			“I always said,” I commented, “that I wanted a woman to walk beside me, not behind me.”

			“Have you said that to Abigail?” Tempany asked slyly.

			“I haven’t, but—”

			Sir Robert abruptly changed the subject. “You are determined then? You will sail for America?”

			“Aye, when I find a ship.” I paused. “Sir Robert, against the western sky there were mountains, blue and distant mountains. I must pass through them. I must see what lies beyond.”

			“Damme, Sackett, if I was a lad I’d go with you! I’d like myself to see what lies beyond those mountains.” He paused. “All right, I’ll provide the ship.” He looked at me from under fierce brows. “She has a fine cabin aft, a Dutch craft, seaworthy and strong. But a fine cabin, fit for a king—or a queen.”

			“I will see what I can do.”

			“Then be about it, lad, and leave the rest to us.” He shifted his position a bit. “I’ve talked to your man Tallis. A good man, Barnabas. He’s disposed of your cargo, and has bought well, by your orders.”

			“Thank you.” I was fidgeting, wishing to go. If he saw it he showed it not. “Then, Sir Robert, I shall leave this in your hands, and those of Captain Tempany. I have things—”

			“Be off with you!”

			She waited in the garden where there were white roses, and red. She waited by a small fountain, and I went to her across the grass. She turned to face me, very serious.

			“I was too bold,” she said.

			“No,” I said, “just bold enough to give me courage for boldness. I was afraid I assumed too much.”

			“You will be gone a year, and that is a very long time. I have seen other girls and women whose men have gone away to sea or to the wars, and they did not come back again. I would not have that happen to me.”

			“You truly wish to come?”

			“Where you are, I would be.”

			“Sir Robert said the cabin on the boat is a fine one, fit for a queen.”

			“Hmm! Men know little of what is fit or not fit! I must go aboard at once.”

			“I will arrange it.” I took her hands in mine and kissed her very gently. “And now there is much to do. I must go.”

			Outside I awaited my carriage. The day had clouded over. And as the carriage came forward, the wheels made grating sounds on the cobbles and a few drops of rain fell.

			I was for America again. Soon my own ship would be sailing across the western ocean, back to the land of vast green forests and mountains blue with distance and promise.

			I settled back in the cushions, content. The feeling was upon me that in those mountains lay my destiny, whatever it was, however it came.

			And Abigail would be with me.

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			To the Far Blue Mountains is a work of fiction. Names, characters,
places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s
imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual
persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

			Copyright © 1976 by Louis & Katherine L’Amour Trust

			All rights reserved.

			Published in the United States by Bantam Books,
an imprint of The Random House Publishing Group,
a division of Random House, Inc., New York.

			BANTAM BOOKS and the rooster colophon
are registered trademarks of Random House, Inc.

			Originally published in the United States by E. P. Dutton, New York,
in 1976.

			eISBN: 978-0-553-90007-1

			Map by William and Alan McKnight

			www.randomhousebooks.com

			v3.1

		

	
		Contents

		
			Master - Table of Contents



			To the Far Blue Mountains

			Title Page

			Copyright

			Map

		

		
			Chapter 1
		

		
			Chapter 2
		

		
			Chapter 3
		

		
			Chapter 4
		

		
			Chapter 5
		

		
			Chapter 6
		

		
			Chapter 7
		

		
			Chapter 8
		

		
			Chapter 9
		

		
			Chapter 10
		

		
			Chapter 11
		

		
			Chapter 12
		

		
			Chapter 13
		

		
			Chapter 14
		

		
			Chapter 15
		

		
			Chapter 16
		

		
			Chapter 17
		

		
			Chapter 18
		

		
			Chapter 19
		

		
			Chapter 20
		

		
			Chapter 21
		

		
			Chapter 22
		

		
			Chapter 23
		

		
			Chapter 24
		

		
			Chapter 25
		

		
			Chapter 26
		

		
			Chapter 27
		

		
			Chapter 28
		

		
			Chapter 29
		

		
			Chapter 30
		

		
			Chapter 31
		

		
			Chapter 32
		

		
			Chapter 33
		

		
			Chapter 34
		

		
			Dedication

		

	
		[image: ]

	
		CHAPTER 1
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		My horse, good beast that he was, stood steady, ears pricked to listen, as were mine.

		When a man has enemies he had best beware, and I, Barnabas Sackett, born of the fenland and but lately returned from the sea, had enemies I knew not of.

		The blackness of my plumed hat and cloak fed themselves into the blackness of the forest, leaving no shape for the eye to catch. There was only the shine of captured light from my naked blade as I waited, listening.

		Something or somebody was in the forest near me, what or who it might be I knew not, nor was I a believer in the devils and demons thought to haunt these forests.

		Devils and demons worried me not, but there were men abroad, with blades as keen as mine, highwaymen and creatures of the night who lay waiting for any chance traveler who might come riding alone … to his death, if they but had their will.

		Yet the fens had trained me well, for we of the fens learned to be aware of all that was happening about us. Hunters and fishers we were, and some of us smugglers as well, although of these I was not one. Yet we moved upon our hidden ways, in darkness or in light, knowing each small sound for what it was. Nor had wandering in the forests of Raleigh’s land among the red Indians allowed my senses to grow dull.

		Something lurked, but so did I.

		My point lifted a little, expecting attack. Yet those who might be waiting to come at me were but men who bled, even as I.

		It was not attack that came from the darkness, but a voice.

		“Ah, you are a wary one, lad, and I like that in a man. Stand steady, Barnabas, I’ll not cross your blade. It is words I’ll have, not blood.”

		“Speak then, and be damned to you. If words are not enough, the blade is here. You spoke my name?”

		“Aye, Barnabas, I know your name and your table, as well. I’ve eaten a time or two in your fen cottage from which you’ve been absent these many months.”

		“You’ve shared meat with me? Who are you, then? Speak up, man!”

		“I’d no choice. It is the steps and the string for me if caught. I need a bit of a hand, as the saying is, and the chance to serve you, if permitted.”

		“Serve me how?”

		He was hidden still, used as were my eyes to darkness, yet now my ears caught some familiar note, some sound that started memory rising.

		“Ah!” It came to me suddenly. “Black Tom Watkins!”

		“Aye.” He came now from the shadows. “Black Tom it is, and a tired and hungry man, too.”

		“How did you know me then? It is a time since last I traveled this road.”

		“Don’t I know that? Yet it is not only I who know of your coming, nor your friend William, who farms your land. There are others waiting, Barnabas, and that is why I am here, in the damp and darkness of the forest, hoping to catch you before you ride unwitting into their company.”

		“Who? Who waits?”

		“I am a wanted man, Barnabas, and the gallows waits for me, but I got free and was in the tavern yonder studying upon what to do when I heard your name spoken. Oh, they kept their voices low, but when one has lived in the fens as you and I … well, I heard them. They wait to lay you by the heels and into Newgate Prison.”

		He came a step nearer. “You’ve enemies, lad. I know naught of them nor their reasons, but guilty or not they’ve a Queen’s warrant for you, and there’s a bit in it for them if they take you.”

		A Queen’s warrant? Well, it might be. There had been a warrant. Yet who would know of that and be out to take me? We were a far cry from London town, and it was an unlikely thing.

		“They are at the cottage?” I asked.

		“Not them. There’s a bit of a tavern only a few minutes down the road, and they do themselves well there while waiting. From time to time one rides to see if you are about at the cottage, and I think they have a man in the hedgerow.”

		“What manner of men are they?”

		It was in my mind that my enemy, Captain Nick Bardle of the Jolly Jack, was out to take me, but he himself was a wanted man, and he’d have no thought of Newgate.

		“A surly lot of rogues by their looks, and led by a tall, dark man with greasy hair to his shoulders and the movements of a swordsman. He seems the leader, but there’s another who might be. A shorter, wider man … thicker, too … and older somewhat if I am to judge.”

		My horse was as restive as I. My cottage was less than an hour away … perhaps half that, but the night was dark and no landmarks to be made out. My situation was far from agreeable.

		My good friend and business associate, Captain Brian Tempany, was aboard our new ship, awaiting my return for sailing. It was off to the new lands across the sea, and for trade with whom we could. And perhaps, for Abigail and me, a home there.

		A Queen’s warrant is no subject for jest, even if he who had sworn to it was dead and the occasion past. The warrant should have been rescinded, but once in Newgate I might be held for months and no one the wiser.

		Once back in London, Captain Tempany might set in motion the moves to have the warrant rescinded, or my friend Peter Tallis might, but to do that I must first reach London and their ears.

		“Go toward the cottage, Tom, and be sure all is quiet there, and along the hedge as well. Then come back along the track and meet me. Lay claim to a boat.”

		“I’ll do it.”

		“A moment, Tom. You spoke of a favor?”

		He took hold of my stirrup leather. “Barnabas, it is hanging at Tyburn if I’m caught, and it is said that you are lately home from the new lands across the sea, and that you sail again soon. There’s naught left for me in England, lad, nor will there ever be, again. I am for the sea, and if you’ll have me aboard, I’ll be your man ’til death.

		“If you know aught of me you know I’m a seaman. I’ve been a soldier as well, and am handy with weapons or boats. Take me over the sea and I’ll make out to stay there.”

		There was sincerity in him, and well enough I knew the man, a strong and steady one, by all accounts. To be a smuggler in Britain was to be in good company, for the laws were harsh and many a churchman or officer was involved in it, or looking aside when it was done.

		Our fens in Cambridgeshire and Lincolnshire were havens for smugglers, for there were many winding waterways by which a boat could come from the sea, and a score of towns the boat could come to with no hint that it came from the sea.

		“Think well of what you ask, Tom. It is a far land to which I’ll go. There be savages there, and forests such as you’ve never seen. It will be no easy time.”

		“Whenever was it easy for such a man as I? The scars I carry speak of no easy times, lad, and however bad it may be it will be better than the steps and the noose, and that’s what awaits me here.”

		When he had gone I sat listening for a time, untrusting of the darkness, but heard no sound for the slow dripdrip of raindrops from the leaves. Black Tom would be a good man in Raleigh’s land … a good man.

		My horse started of his own volition, impatient of standing, and sheathing my sword I let him go, then loosened the flap of my saddle holster on the right side. As we drew near the tavern I turned my mount to the grassy border along the track that we called a road.

		A tall man who moved like a swordsman? A man with black and greasy hair? I knew of none such.

		Before me appeared the lights from dim and dirty windows, and I remembered the tavern. An old place, with a stable for horses. The door opened and a man came into the darkness as I drew rein. He closed the door behind him, and I waited.

		He stood a moment, then went around the house to the stables. After a moment he emerged, mounting the horse he led, and turned along the track ahead of me. At a respectable distance, I followed.

		This must be the man who would ride to the cottage to see if I was about. Would Black Tom mistake him for me?

		My stay at the cottage need not be long. It was a thing of sentiment as much as business that had brought me back, for the feeling was on me that I’d not again see the home my father had been given for his service in the wars. My father was Ivo Sackett, yeoman, soldier, first-class fighting man … a decent man, too, and as good a teacher as he was a fighter.

		There was William to see, for he would care for the land whilst I was gone over the great waters, and we had a few small matters to speak of. He was a man to be trusted, but in the event something happened to him … after all, all men are mortal.

		My father had schooled me well, and although he left me a fine stretch of fenland, I had no desire to remain there, nor had he wished me to. He had trained me well in the use of arms, of which he was a master, and taught me better than he knew of reading and writing.

		“Lad,” he would say to me, “I know a weaver who became a great merchant, and the men who rode with William the Norman had only their strong arms and their swords, but with them they became the great men of the kingdom. For some men an acre and a cottage are enough, but not for you, Barnabas. I have tried to fit you for a new life in the new world that’s coming, where a man can be what he’s of a mind to be.”

		This cottage and the land in the fens was what my father had done. Now was the time for me. Deep as was my affection for the cottage and the fens, I knew there was a broader, wilder world. I had my father’s contempt for the courtier who suspends his life from the fingertips of those in power, looking for morsels. I would be beholden to no man.

		The rider I followed was slowing down now as he drew nearer the cottage.

		He drew up suddenly, listening, but sensing he was about to halt I had myself pulled up close under a tall hedge, and he could not see me.

		He stared down the road behind him for a long time, then he started on, but I held my horse for I had a feeling he would stop again. And he did so, turning in the saddle to look back. After a moment he started again, seemingly reassured.

		When he was near the lane that turned down the slope to my cottage, he drew up and dismounted. Purposely, I let my horse take two steps that he could hear.

		Instantly, he froze in position, staring toward me. But I sat silent, knowing he was worried—frightened a little, or at least uneasy—and this was what I wanted.

		He led his horse into the opening of the lane leading to my cottage, and what he saw or failed to see satisfied him, for he mounted again. But he rode on to where he could look toward the water side of my cottage, and then it was that I started to hum a tune and walked my horse toward him. He was around a turn of the lane but he heard me, as I knew he would, and as I turned the corner I saw him, halberd in hand.

		“Ho, there!” I said, not too loud. “Is this the way to Boston?”

		“Ahead there, and you’ll see the marker.” He leaned toward me, peering. “You came up the track?”

		“Aye, and a start it gave me, too! Something was there … I know not what. I spoke to it, but had no answer, and came on quickly enough. Damn it, man, if that be your way, be careful. I liked not the smell of it.”

		“Smell?”

		“Aye, a fetid smell … as of something dead. I saw no shape or shadow, but … have you ever smelled a wolf?”

		“A wolf?” His voice rose a little. “There are no wolves in England!”

		“Aye … so they say. Not wolves as such, I suppose, but I have smelled wolves … not your ordinary wolves, you understand, but huge, slinking creatures with ugly fangs. Bloody fangs! And they smelled like that back there. Have you heard of werewolves, perhaps? I sometimes think—”

		“Werewolves? That’s just talk … campfire talk, or talk by peasants. There are no wolves in England, and I—”

		“Well, I’ve had a smell of them. That was in Tartary where I went for Henry the Seventh—”

		“Henry the Seventh!” His voice was shrill. “Why, that’s impossible! It has been almost a hundred years since—”

		“So long?” I said. “It scarcely seems so.” I leaned toward him. “Werewolves! I’d know that odor anywhere! The smell of graves opened! Old graves! Of bodies long dead!” Pausing, I said, as if puzzled, “But you said King Henry the Seventh was nearly a hundred years ago?”

		“Nearly.” The man was edging away from me.

		“Well, well! How time goes on! But when you have passed, you know, when you’re no longer subject to time—”

		“I must go. They await me at the tavern yonder.”

		“Ah? A tavern? I was tempted to enter, but you know how it must be. When I enter the others leave. So I—”

		“You’re mad!” the man burst out suddenly. “Crazy!” And he clapped his heels to his horse and raced away.

		From the hedge there was a chuckle. “He didn’t know whether you were crazy or a ghost, Barnabas.” Black Tom shivered. “On a night like this a man could believe anything out here in the dark.” He gestured. “Come quickly! We have a boat.”

		Down the lane I rode, with Black Tom trotting beside, hanging to my stirrup leather. There was time for only a glance at the cottage, dark and silent, its small windows like lonely eyes. I figured William was at the hut, some distance away. I felt a twinge at my heart, for the cottage had been my boyhood home, this place and the fens. Inside was the fireplace beside which my father had taught me my lessons. No man ever worked harder for the future of his son, teaching me all he could from what he had seen and learned.

		No more … my father was gone, buried these several years. A wave of sadness swept over me. I started to turn for another look …

		“Quick! Barnabas, into the boat! They come!”

		It was no common boat, but a scow, and I took my horse quickly across the plank, and we shoved off upon the dark, glistening water. We could hear the hoofbeats of horses.

		Looking back, I felt warm tears welling into my eyes. It had been my home, this cottage on the edge of the fen. Here I had grown to manhood, and here my father had died.

		And where, in my time, would my body lie?

	
		CHAPTER 2
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		We of the fens knew every twist and turn of the waterways that formed an intricate maze where a stranger might soon become lost. A man might believe the fens, seen from West Keal, utterly flat and without a hiding place. But there were many islets, hidden coves, willow-sheltered channels, and occasional fields.

		Over the years the fens had changed much, while seeming not to change at all. Roman efforts to drain them had largely failed, due to changes in the sea level and long periods when no effort had been made to continue the work. Now Elizabeth was considering a new effort at drainage, for once drained the fens became the richest of farmland.

		We who lived in the fens had small concept of their actual area, and no doubt felt them larger than they were, for they seemed vast, extending into several shires, although boundaries meant little.

		The Romans had come, even, it was said, to the place where we now went. It was an islet of no more than three acres cut by several narrow, winding waterways. There were few low-growing oaks, gnarled of trunk and thick of branch, but not tall, and some birch trees. Backed against a limestone shoulder was the hut, a place already ancient when my father played there as a child, and how ancient no man knew. Many times had the thatch been renewed, and long ago I had watched my father replace the door. I had come here before first sailing for America, but now, almost a year later, nothing had changed.

		Even Black Tom, who knew the fens, had not known of this place. William knew, and I. Black Tom looked around, admiringly. “A tidy place! A man could live here on the eeling alone.”

		“Aye, but I am for America, Tom, love it though I do. It is a good place, with the cries of the marsh birds and the glow of the last light on the yellow water lilies. Nor shall I forget the sound of oars as a boat moves through the fens, or the way the morning mist lies close above the grass.”

		“You were born here?”

		“In the cottage we just left. My father was a soldier home from the wars, given this land in respect of things done. It was what he wanted, I think, land of his own and a free, honest life. He had lived by the blade and bow in many a land. He taught me much the schools teach, and much that no school could teach, and I honor him for it. He wanted a better life for me, and I shall have it, in America.”

		Black Tom nodded.

		“My father finished his life,” I continued, “and made a better foothold for me. And I in my time shall do the same for my sons. Yet it is honor I wish for them, honor and pride of person, not wealth. Nor do I wish for titles, or a place near a Queen or a King, for pride of title or family is an empty thing, like dry leaves that blow in the cold winds of autumn.”

		“You have a wife?”

		“Nay … but soon, if all goes well. A bonny lass who will go with me to America.” I considered, and smiled. “It is not so much that I wish to take her to that wild land, but that she will not be left behind. She’s a lovely lass, and we sail well together. I’ve a fine ship waiting, a cargo loaded, and she waits upon the wind … and me.”

		“She must be a strong lass, to risk a wild land.”

		“Aye, and I’ve thought much upon that, Tom. It is well for men to risk dangers, for we have broad backs to bear the blows, but I marvel at the courage of women who go with us, and must think of bearing children alone, and in a far place.

		“I wonder sometimes. Why do I go, Tom, when I have this? If Queen Bess drains the fens I would be a man of wealth, for much of this about us is mine, But I will not stay for it.”

		“With me it is different, lad. There’s the noose at Tyburn waiting for my neck,” said Tom.

		“Perhaps, Tom. But think you: others like you stay. How many men in Britain today would sail for America? How many do you know that have lurked in the towns, hiding or moving from place to place rather than try a new land? They hide from change. They fear it. We do not.”

		“What of the savages there?”

		“I have known but few, and as their lives need strength, they respect strength. As they must fight with their enemies, they respect a fighter. As a coward is a danger to them, they despise a coward.

		“There are honest men among them, and dishonest, even as with us. One must deal fairly, and watch himself against weakness, for they despise that. Give no gift without reason or they will think it an offering from fear, and kill you out of hand.

		“In the forest they are masters, craftsmen as sure and true as men can be, and there’s much to learn from them. Vast areas of the land seem to be uninhabited, for they are few in proportion to its size. They are a different people, of different backgrounds, and you cannot expect them to react like Christians. They have not heard of turning the other cheek—”

		“And well enough they haven’t. I never got far with that myself.”

		We came upon William. He and I had much of which to talk, of plantings and harvests and what to do with the money earned from the produce of my land, little though it was. In all I owned but some small pieces of tillable land, and some from which rushes might be cut—enough for a man’s living and a bit over. William was a solid man, and I’d promised him half. When there was sufficient earned, he was to buy another small piece of land.

		“And what if you come not back, Barnabas?”

		“Leave it in the trust of a good man. For if I come not back, a son of mine surely will.”

		William and I had known each other from boyhood, although he was the older by some seven years, a strong, resolute man who had land and crops, and worked hard with his hands.

		I said to him, “And if the time comes you wish to cross the sea, come to me and I shall find a place for you.”

		“I am an Englishman, Barnabas. I want no more than England.”

		Was he wiser than I? My father had lived through wars and troubles, and it left him with a sense that nothing lasted but what a man made of himself. “Be wary,” he advised me, “of trusting too much. Men change and times change, but wars and revolutions are always with us.

		“Own a bit of ground where you can plant enough to live, and be not far from fuel, for days and nights can be cold. Be friendly with all men and censure none, tell nobody too much of your affairs and remember in all dealings with men, or women, to keep one hand upon the doorlatch … in your mind, at least.

		“Men distrust strangers, so have a few places where you are known … but not too well. Not even a marshrat will trust itself to one hole only, so always have an escape route, and more than one, if it can be.”

		So in the days of my growing up we had used more than one market town, to become somewhat known in each, and we went to church now here, now there. My father did no smuggling as many fen-men did, but we knew the smugglers. We of the fens were a close-mouthed lot, not given to talking to strangers, but with a strong loyalty for one another.

		The mysterious swordsman, if such he was, might ask in vain and learn nothing to help, nor would he find me now, for a myriad of watery routes led to many towns and villages in several shires.

		With a warm fire going William and I talked much, and at the last he said, “Do not worry about your fields. I shall handle them as I would my own, and will take one-third.”

		“One-half,” I repeated.

		He shook his head. “You give too much, Barnabas.”

		“One-half,” I insisted. “I wish you to have the reward of your care, and with what you have and what you can make of mine you can become a man of consequence.”

		“You go to a far land, Barnabas. Are you not afraid?”

		“The forest seems safer than the London streets, William, and there is land for the taking—forests, meadows, and lakes. And there is game.”

		“Poaching?”

		I smiled. “There are no lords there to bespeak the deer or the hare, William. There is enough for all. I shall take seed to be planted, William, and tools for working the land and cutting down the forest. I shall build what I need. My hands are cunning with tools, and necessity will add to their skill.”

		He shook his head, slowly. “No, Barnabas, it is for you to do this. I have not the courage to risk all upon a chance. My own land is here. I shall plow my own acres, sleep in my own cot.”

		“I wonder what it is?” I said. “I wonder what chooses between us, that I go and you stay? Our situations are not too different, one from the other, nor is one less or more the man than the other, it is only that we are different.”

		He nodded. “I have thought much upon this, Barnabas, and asked of myself the reasons. I do not know. Perhaps it is something in the blood of each of us that you go out upon the sea and I cling to my small holding here.

		“You will allow me to say I think it a foolish thing you do? What will you do for drink, Barnabas?”

		“I will drink water.”

		“Water? But water is not fit for men to drink. For the cattle, for birds and beasts, but a man needs ale … or wine, if you are a Frenchman.”

		“The water of the new world is wine to me, William. I ask no more. The water of the streams is cold and clear.”

		And so we parted, we two who were friends but strangers, we whose paths would diverge, yet cling. As he waved good-bye from the island, I thought there was a little of wistfulness in his face. Perhaps something deep within him longed to follow me to the far lands. But that may have been my own pride in what I was, and where I was going.

		The route we took to London must be roundabout. I decided upon Thorney. It was a lovely fenland village, a place I’d loved since boyhood when my father had told me stories of Hereward the Wake, the last man to hold out against William the Conqueror. Thorney had been one of the last places he defended. From here I would ride on to Cambridge, and then London.

		So easily made are the plans of men! We poled our clumsy craft down the watery lane, reeds and willows tall about us. The dawn light lay gray-gold with the sun and mist upon the fens, and around us there was no sound or movement but the ripples of water around our hull and the small, intimate sounds of morning birds among the leaves. My horse had no liking for the scow, and the uncertain footing worried him, yet the craft was strong if not swift.

		Seated in the stern, I turned my eyes ever and anon toward our wake, but there was no sign of pursuit. Nonetheless, I was uneasy. It disturbed me that I knew not my enemies, for these were no common thief-takers. There was motive here.

		Well … soon I would be abroad upon the seas, and if they wished they might follow me to Virginia and to those blue mountains that haunted my days and nights with their unfathomable promise and mystery.

		Unfathomable? No. For I would go there. I would walk the dark aisles of their forests, drink from their streams, challenge their dangers.

		The last shadows wilted away to conceal themselves shyly among the reeds and under the overhanging branches to wait the courage that night would bring them. The sun arose, the fog lifted, sunlight lay gently upon the fens. Some distance off we saw men cutting reeds and grass for thatch, then they were blotted from view by a thick stand of saw-sedge, seven to ten feet tall, but giving the appearance of a simple meadow if looked upon from distance. Passing through it was quite another thing, and I recalled returning from those meadows as a boy with cuts upon arms and legs from their wicked edges.

		What memories would my children have? Would they ever know England? They would be far away and in another land, without schools, without books. No. There must be books.

		It was born then, this idea that I must have books, not only for our children but for Abigail and myself. We must not lose touch with what we were, with what we had been, nor must we allow the well of our history to dry up, for a child without tradition is a child crippled before the world. Tradition can also be an anchor of stability and a shield to guard one from irresponsibility and hasty decision.

		What books then? They must be few, for the luggage of books is no easy thing when they must be carried in canoes, packs, and upon one’s back.

		Each book must be one worth rereading many times, each a book that has much to say, that can lend meaning to a life, help in decisions, comfort one during moments of loneliness. One needed a chance to listen to the words of other men who had lived their lives, to share with them trials and troubles by day and by night in home or in the markets of cities.

		The Bible, of course, for aside from religion there is much to be learned of men and their ways in the Bible. It is also a source of comments made, of references and figures of speech. No man could consider himself educated without some knowledge of it.

		Plutarch also. My father, a self-educated man, placed much weight upon him. He was, I quote my father, urbane, sophisticated, and intelligent, giving a sense of calmness and consideration to all he wrote. “I think,” my father said, “that more great men have read him than perhaps any other book.”

		“Barnabas?” Black Tom was watching the river-banks. “Is your boat anchored in London?”

		“Aye. And there is a man in London with whom I speak. I shall be gone for a long time, and there are things he must do for me here, business he must handle when I am far from England.”

		“Do you trust this man?”

		“Aye,” I said, after a moment of thought, “although he has the name of one gifted at conniving. Yet we have things in common, I think.”

		“What manner of things?”

		“Ideas, Tom. We have shared large ideas together, Peter and I. There is no greater time than for young men to sit together and shape large ideas into rounded, beautiful things. I do not know if our thoughts were great thoughts, but we believed them so. We talked of Plato, of Cathay and Marco Polo, of Roman gods and Greek heroes, of Ulysses and Jason.”

		“I know nothing of these.”

		“Nor I, of some of them, but Peter did. And I learned and became curious and someday I shall know more of them. Peter spoke also of a strange man who came once to his booth in St. Paul’s Walk to sell some ancient manuscripts, a man who spoke of the wise Adapa and the Hidden Treasure of the Secret Writing. He spoke as if he expected somehow that Peter would respond, but although it disturbed him, Peter knew nothing of Adapa.

		“We talked of many things, Peter and I, and it is he who will handle all sales of furs and timber for me when I am gone away. When my ships return to England, he will dispose of their goods and order things for me.

		“Also, he has books I must have, and charts of land where we go.”

		“They are new lands. How can there be charts?”

		“A good question, yet those lands may only be new to us because our knowledge is limited. They may have been old lands to those before our time. Although much history remains, much more has been lost. Men have always gone out upon the sea, Tom, and some few of them have made records. And if we do not leave records, who will know where we went or what we did? I shall try to write of these things, Tom.”

		“I cannot write.”

		“Nor could others who went abroad upon the world. So much was done, so little recorded. And much was recorded and then lost. Peter has talked to me of men and nations, of deaths and battles of which I never heard.

		“Avicenna? Who is he? Somewhere I heard the name, but Peter knew. A great man, a great writer, a man of knowledge in many areas, a very great man, indeed. If such can live and we not know of him, how many others might there be?

		“The strange man who came to Peter and then never came again … who was he? Where had he found the manuscripts and charts he sold? Who was the one he called the Wise Adapa? Even Peter had never heard of him, nor scholars at Cambridge whom he knew.

		“I have myself seen the chart of Andrea Bianco that shows well the coasts of Brazil, and the chart was drawn in 1448, and it is said that Magellan found the straits named for him because he, too, had a chart … drawn by whom?”

		“This all may be as you suggest,” said Tom dryly, “but I worry less about charts of a distant land than a road to London that will keep us free of the Queen’s men.”

		“Worst of all,” I said, “I do not know my enemies. Someone stands behind them with a well-filled wallet, or they would not have come so far upon a chance.”

		We slept in turns, and when I last awakened our scow had brought us in the late afternoon to a point of trees where there was an opening in the reeds lining the shore.

		“We will leave the boat here.” I stood and stretched, liking the feel of my muscles underneath my shirt. I could feel the ripple of them and sense their power, and before we were once more aboard ship I would have need of them … this much I guessed. We glimpsed the steeple of a church, and a ruined tower. Thorney should be near.

		“The point,” I said to Tom. “We will land there.”

		Leading my horse ashore, we went along the lane toward the road that led to the village. No one was in sight. Already shadows were long and dusk was upon us.

		The street was almost empty, and only a few heads turned to look as we passed along the cobblestoned street. Outside of the village I mounted, and with Black Tom trotting beside, we made good time for a mile, then changed places.

		Willows lined the track we followed to Whittlesey. The market square was empty, shadows everywhere. A few lights showed.

		“I’ve a friend here,” Tom said. “We’ll knock him up and have a place to sleep the night and a quick start come morning.”

		Glancing up at the tower of St. Mary’s, I knew I’d miss the bells, for we could hear them far across the fens when out for eels or cutting thatch. Many a time I rested from labor to hear them.

		We shared work, we of the fens, and I’d worked in many parts of Cambridgeshire or Lincolnshire, traveling along the narrow waterways to meet friends with whom I fished. We of the fens were much less likely to remain close to home than others of our time, who knew little of any place more than a few miles from their homes.

		Even now change was upon us. Ours was a restless as well as a violent age. Men from the villages had gone out upon the water with Drake, Hawkins and Frobisher, with Gosnold or Newport, and some of them returned with gold and all with tales.

		Tom stopped before an ill-looking cottage on the edge of the village, a cottage set well back in the trees and close to the river.

		A rap brought no response, nor did another. Tom was growing irritable when a shadow loomed at the corner of the cottage. A voice growled, “Who comes?”

		“Richard, you’re a poor host if you do not open your door and trot out the ale. You’ve two quiet men here who would remain quiet, wanting food and a quick start before the day breaks, and no bothering with keepers of taverns who remember too well. Will you have us in?”

		“Aye, Tom. I’ll have you in, and collect the two shillings you owe from a fortnight past.”

		He disappeared. After a moment there was the rattling of a chain and the door was opened. Once inside, Richard stirred the fire to a blaze, lighting up our faces.

		He was a long thin man with a dour expression. Yet upon a closer glance, when the light caught the side of his face, I saw that the wrinkles of ancient laughter had woven a net of humor around his eyes and mouth.

		“There’s a horse outside, Richard, that will need rubbing down, and care. You’ll see to it?”

		“I will … when I’ve put something on.” He puttered about, filling two flagons of ale and pushing out a plate of bread and cheese. “There’s apples, too,” he added, “if you’ll be asking no questions how they was come by.”

		While we ate he went to the stable, and when he returned Tom said, “There might be some asking about, Richard, and we’ll be wanting no word of our passing.”

		“Not likely I’d be talkin’, Tom, but I do wish you’d stay on a day. There be a fine piece of bog oak close by that will bring a pretty penny, but I’ll need a strong hand or two.”

		Such a find was not uncommon, and was like the finding of a treasure trove to a poor man. Sunken ages ago by a falling of the land or rising of the sea, many great trees had been buried in the peat, and perfectly preserved by it, and if sawed immediately into planks and timbers were worth a good bit to the finder. But if let to lie about, the wood decayed, so the work must be done at once and the planks allowed to dry and season in the air.

		“Is it true, Tom, what they be sayin’ about drainin’ the fens?”

		“It is. And when drained it will be the richest farmland in the kingdom.”

		“Aye,” Richard grumbled, “but it ruins the eeling, and there’ll be not so many birds. We live well enough now, with no drainage done, a goose to the table whenever we wish, eels and pike for the eating or the market, and our patches of crop land no tax gatherer can find. If the fens be drained, strangers will come in. Wild and lawless they say we be, and that we stink of our fens, but we are free men and better it is to remain so.

		“Once the gentry ken how rich is the land they’ll have it from us by hook or crook, or they’ll come on with their laws to interfere with the hunting, the digging of peat, or the cutting of thatch. They’d have us bound out to labor on their farms instead of us living free.”

		True enough, and well I knew it, for most of the fens were held in common. Once the fens were drained the fine, free life would be gone and the birds and eels with it. We lived well, often better than a lord in his castle, for it was all about us, for the taking.

		Yet I was leaving this for a new world, new ways of living. Was I the fool? Was I leaving a certainty for a chance? No matter. My way was chosen. Not for a minute did I consider not going.

		Was it some impulse buried deep within me? Was there in my blood and bones some selective device that chose me and a few others like me to venture? To go on? To penetrate the strange and the new? Were we something chosen by nature for this purpose? Had we control over our actions, or were we mere tools of the way of things that must ceaselessly go forward?

		William would stay, Richard would stay, even Peter Tallis would stay, yet I would go. My friend Jeremy Ring would go, and Black Tom Watkins. You might say he was fleeing the noose, aye, and how many others here in Britain were likewise fleeing, yet did not go?

		“We will sleep now, Richard,” I said, “for tomorrow Tom and I must travel far … and fast.”

	
		CHAPTER 3

		[image: ]

		Dark were the London streets, and wet with rain. We walked my horse along the narrow lanes, keeping free of streets where we might be seen and spoken of.

		“We will do well to stay clear of taverns,” Tom suggested.

		“We’ve a place, Tom, a sure place. It is the house of a sailor’s wife, a clean place and the food is good.”

		“Women gossip.”

		“Not this one. She’s a good lass. The house was left her as an inheritance. She lets rooms and feeds folk who want something better and cleaner than the taverns, and waits for her sailor to come back from the seas.”

		“A lonely life.”

		“Aye, but Mag is the girl for it.”

		Rounding the corner we saw the tall house before us. Dismounting, I tapped on the door.

		“Who’s there?” It was Mag’s voice.

		“A friend of Jeremy’s, whom you know. I’ve a horse and a man with me.”

		“I’ll open the gate.”

		The window slid softly shut and we led my horse around the corner to the gate in the dark lane. The gate swung open. Mag whispered, “I’ll get something on. There be hay and grain in the stable.”

		“She does well, this sailor’s wife,” Tom suggested.

		“She’s a good woman.” I wanted to put him straight on that. “And there be many such. You know a sailor’s life.”

		“Aye,” he said, without bitterness. “I’ve been left ashore once, near drowned several times, taken by pirates twice and, when I come ashore, robbed by landlubbers. It is better to smuggle than work the deep seas.”

		Mag held the door for us. “I’ve drawn some ale. It is on the table, and there’ll be some’at to eat in a bit.” Her eyes searched my face. “You’re all right?”

		“There’s a Queen’s warrant up for me, Mag, but it will be recalled, I am thinking. In the meantime I must sleep, and in the morning would get word to Peter Tallis in St. Paul’s Walk.”

		“I know the man. How is Jeremy?”

		“Well enough. I left him aboard ship. We sail for Virginia.”

		“Ah? It is far, I think. Jack was wishful of sailing there, and he spoke of it often. He knew Captain Newport, and was wishful to sail with him. My Jack is a gunner, and a good one.”

		We ate, and then we slept, yet scarcely had my eyes opened in the morning than Mag was at the door. “Get dressed,” she whispered through the crack. “Peter will be here. There’s some’at of which we must speak.”

		Tom was awake. “Morning is it?”

		“Peter will be here later. Mag got word to him, somehow,” I said.

		Mag sat with us over her own glass. “I sent the lad next door to Peter. He’s a bright one and for a tuppence he’ll run any word for you, and keep both eyes and ears open. He also brings me the news. Lord Essex is at York House awaiting the Queen’s pleasure, but the word is that she’ll not see him, she’s that angry and put out. And there’s been fighting down the country and a man named Genester is dead … murdered, they say.”

		“Killed in a fair fight,” I replied.

		She glanced at me, and Tom, too.

		“We went to get a sick man he’d taken away to let die, and they were waiting for us. We were all in it, Jeremy as well, but it was I who killed him, man to man in a duel.

		“The old man he’d taken there to die had been a friend to my father, so we went to bring him back for proper care. Genester expected to inherit if the old man died, and Genester intended to let him die. But Genester has friends at court, and I have none.”

		“They’ll throw you into Newgate until there’s a trial,” Tom warned. “And it’s a pure hell, filthy and crawling with lice. There’s good people in there for debt, and every kind of human vermin you can find mixed in among them.”

		“I did only what had to be done,” I said. “Now I must see Peter and board my ship.”

		“Won’t they be watching it?”

		“They will.” I looked over at Mag.

		She leaned her forearms on the table. “Virginia,” she said, “Raleigh’s land. Is it so grand a place, then?”

		“A broad land, with forest and running streams and meadows the like of which you’ve never seen. A beautiful land, Mag, a place in which to rear tall sons.”

		“I have no sons,” she said.

		“You’ve time, lass. Get that sailorman of yours and come to America. Raleigh is said to be making up a group to settle there, and if all goes well my ship will be back. Peter will know when it comes, for he’s to buy and sell for me. Come, I will find a place for you.”

		“My father sailed with Hawkins in ’67,” she said. “He talked much of the new lands, the savages, and the Spanish to the south.”

		A thought came to me. “Mag, you’ve others here?”

		“One man only now. A fortnight or more he’s been here. Paid in advance, he did, and well.”

		“A seafaring man?”

		She lifted a shoulder. “Who knows? Conrad Poltz, he is, and polite enough, but he does not stop to talk. Not after the first day.”

		“What, then? He asked questions?”

		“He claimed knowledge of Jack, that he’d known him. But I do not think he had. He was asking about others here. He rises early and spends the day along the river, watching the ships.”

		Conrad Poltz. I knew not the man.

		My friend Coveney Hasling might know this Conrad Poltz, but Hasling was also known to be my friend and might be watched. It was Hasling who had, in a way, given me my first chance. He was a kindly old man who was interested in antiquities, and wandered about the country buying old things found by diggers of ditches, cutters of peat, and such like. When I found several ancient gold coins, I had taken them to him, and he bought some, and saw to the selling of others.

		Tallis might also know this Conrad Poltz.

		Peter Tallis was a man of parts, a man of many strange talents. He was a skillful forger, and had been known to prepare documents, alter others, connive in many ways. It was to him I had gone when I wanted a copy of Leland’s book on the old places of England. The book was known to exist in manuscript, but no printing had as yet been made, and until I went to America, I’d thought of searching for antiquities to sell.

		Little happened in England that Peter Tallis did not know, and his booth in St. Paul’s Walk was well situated to hear all that went on, and was the clearing house for information and gossip in all of London.

		London was a vast melting pot, changing rapidly from the somewhat provincial city it had been. Ships were coming and going from the new lands, fishing, trading, attacking Spanish vessels. They brought strange wares to the market places of London, and stranger stories. Men who had been prisoners returned with their tales of the Barbary Coast, of the Levant, of the Guinea coasts and the islands of the sun. And it was Elizabeth who pulled the many strings from behind the scenes as well as in the open.

		More than one vessel that went out to the Spanish Main was secretly financed by the Queen herself. King Henry VIII, who desperately sought a male heir to carry on his building of the English empire, died not knowing what an heiress he had sired in Elizabeth. From his seat in the Valhalla of dead kings, he must have looked back with amazed pride to see what Anne Boleyn had given him in that small red-haired daughter he had seen but rarely.

		My father had often talked to me of kings and men, of governments and battles and the leading of peoples. “A king must think not only of today,” he had told me, “but of tomorrow and tomorrow. When a law is passed, he must understand its consequences. Moreover, he must always think of the succession.

		“Henry the Eighth saw very clearly all the enemies England had, and that he must have a strong hand to follow him. We are a small island in a stormy sea, and there are many enemies for such. King Henry knew that we must have the strength to stand alone, and as the years passed and he had no heir, he saw all his work coming to nothing.

		“He married again and again, but there was no son who lived. Of course, Elizabeth … a daughter by Anne … he had her, but he had no faith in the ability of a woman to stand against the storms that would assail England. There were women enough for Henry without marrying them. What he wanted was a son, an heir, one who could sit upon the throne of England with wisdom and power. He died not knowing what he had sired in Elizabeth.”

		Peter Tallis had echoed many of the things my father had said, and we had talked much in those days before my first voyage to America. Now I would see him again.

		We went to our room to wait for Peter. As we lay half asleep, a faint stirring came from the room above me, as of someone moving quietly, not wishing to be heard. It was very early still, and at that hour anyone might move quietly, not wishing to awaken those who wished to sleep. Yet I listened and gradually my ears became familiar with the natural creakings and stirrings of the old house, and could easily distinguish those other sounds, however faint they might be.

		A door above closed softly, and faint creaks on the stair told of someone descending.

		Mag had returned to her room across the hall. Whoever it was came softly along the hall to our door and paused there, listening. I could hear his breathing and was tempted to leap up and jerk open the door, but instead lay very still.

		After a moment his footsteps retreated along the hall and I heard the outer door open, then close.

		Instantly, I was up. Tom’s eyes opened and I explained. “I don’t like it,” I added. “He may be a spy.”

		I rose, buckled on my sword, and went across the hall to Mag’s room. She opened at my knock.

		“Mag, tell Peter to meet us at the Prospect of Whitby. This man Conrad Poltz worries me. We shall be at the Prospect by eleven of the clock, and we will wait one hour. No more. If Peter does not find us there, or cannot come at that hour, let it be at The Grapes. We will stay there. Then we must be off for the ship.”

		Hurriedly we went to the stable. My horse was gone!

		A glance was all that was needed. Turning swiftly, we went out the gate. At a fast walk I led the way to the river.

		“If it is a boat you have in mind, he would have thought of that,” Tom warned.

		“Upriver then, quickly.”

		By divers lanes and alleyways, we wove between buildings and across barnyards, which were many in London. We came suddenly to the old tavern where I had first met Jeremy Ring.

		A man was leading a horse to the water trough and I knew him at once as one of the rowdy crew who had been drinking with Jeremy Ring that night when first we met.

		“You’ll be remembering me?”

		His smile was wry. “If need be, but I can forget as easily.”

		“Well, then. Remember me long enough to tell me if there’s a boat about, and then forget you’ve seen me.”

		“I’ve a boat at the old dock below, but I’d not wish to lose it.”

		“Do you know The Grapes?”

		“Aye.”

		“You’ll find your boat there, when we’re done with it, nicely tied. In the meanwhile I’d not have you visit The Grapes without a drop of something. Spend this, or a piece of it.” I put a coin in his hand.

		“What of Jeremy? We miss him about here.”

		“We’ve been about together, and he’ll be waiting aboard ship. We’ve a voyage coming.”

		“Ah? I have given thought to it myself.”

		“Give more thought, and if it is to Raleigh’s land you come, be asking of me discreetly. There’s a new land yonder where there are no lords nor gamekeepers, and the air has the flavor of freedom in it. And there’s a wide land all about, fit for a man to move and breathe in.”

		“The savages?”

		“They be few and the land be wide. They plant a little corn and live much by hunting. I think we can live together, for some I have met were good people, although they love the ways of war.”

		“Here I know what to expect and where to turn.”

		“Aye, but there’s no press-gangs yonder, nor any debtors’ prisons.”

		“Give them time,” he said grimly, “and they’ll have both.”

		“It may well be, but I think not. There’s a different temper in the minds of those who go over the sea. There will be abuses, for they are only men and not angels, but they will be the better for starting afresh.”

		Once in the boat we pulled strongly for the Prospect, holding close in shore where we might not quickly be seen. My ship was waiting for me, and I was keen to reach and board her again.

		“We must sail for America, Tom, to forge a new land, you and I and others of our like.”

		“Others of my like?”

		“Why not, Tom Watkins? Why not, indeed? There are no privileges there, and let us not have them. You are a man, Tom Watkins, and you have lived. You have erred as have we all, but we know what is right and just. The land yonder is fresh, wide open for such as you and me, and if we make again the old mistakes the fault will be ours. If we see clearly we can build something new.”

		“I am a simple man, Barnabas. I have given no thought to such things. It’s for my betters—”

		“Betters? Who is better unless he makes himself so? You can be one of those for whom laws are made if you so will it, or you can be a maker of laws yourself.”

		“I cannot read, Barnabas. I have no learning.”

		“You have lived, Tom. You have done good things and bad, you have seen others who did likewise. You know what you respect and what you do not, so all that is left is to weigh each law, each idea against what you know, decide how you would like things to be, and then work to make them so.”

		“The great lords will own the land. There is talk that the Queen will grant them land.”

		“You have not seen it, Tom. This is no tiny island bounded by the sea, but a vast land stretching westward. If you do not like what they do you may go west, but once you breathe the air in America, you will no longer worry about great lords. England itself will change, but she will change first over there where the land is new.”

		We bent to the oars then, and there was no time for talking, and truly I had much to think on that had no part of kings or lords or free air or land. I had first to wonder who it was that pursued me and why the Queen’s warrant was still out for me. It was easier to swear out a warrant than to recall one sworn, and this might be the very same one caused by Genester, my old enemy. But I had a feeling there was another reason, of what I knew not.

		Again the thought of those blue mountains came to me, and as much as I loved England, the lure of them was a challenge, making me forever restless. But had I the right to take Abigail to that far country? Yet had she not lived aboard ship with her father? And she had few ties in England.

		I had not the right, yet even as I told myself that, I had to smile at my foolishness, for I had not the choice, either. Abigail had said she would not be left behind. She would be there beside me.

		We moved alongside the small dock, tied the boat to an iron ring, and walked up to the Prospect. I entered. Black Tom waited without.

		Two men sat within, and one of them was Peter Tallis. The other man was stocky, with a scar on his right cheekbone. He wore a black cloak.

		We moved to a table in a corner, and spoke in low tones.

		“We have but little time,” Tallis said quietly. “If you are found we will both be in Newgate and you on the way to Tyburn.”

		“Tyburn!” I was startled.

		“Genester had friends, and they have stirred the Queen to anger. You have been pictured as a dangerous rebel, a murderer, and a mutineer. They say you attacked your ship’s captain, that you stole a ship’s boat, that you looted cargo.”

		“But I was taken forcibly! I was knocked on the headl My own goods were stolen!”

		“They will say you were pressed. You will be taken up for murder, for piracy on the high seas and several other charges.”

		“Cannot the Earl help me?”

		“He is an old man, and ill. He is in no condition to do anything. There is one thing he has done, however. He has given you the ship. He has made it over to you, from topm’st to keelson.”

		“Given it to me? I understood it was simply to carry me over the sea, and my goods back.”

		“It is in your name. She is an old vessel but sound. Captain Tempany is aboard with a full crew, but the ship is watched, although they do not yet know you own her. But they will have you, no matter how.”

		“I don’t understand. With Genester dead, I thought—”

		“You sold some gold coins to Coveney Hasling?”

		“I did.”

		“You found them, you said, on the dyke near Reach?”

		“What has that to do with it?”

		“Barnabas, you are in more trouble than you know, and I see no way out for you. Those coins you found were gold, and Roman. It so happens some such coins were in the royal treasure, along with the Crown jewels when King John lost them in the Wash.”

		“But—”

		“It is believed by the Queen, and undoubtedly by some more loyal to themselves than Her Majesty, that you have found the Crown jewels.”

		“What?”

		My voice raised somewhat, and the other man in the common room turned to look at us.

		“Why, this is foolishness! The jewels were lost in the Wash!”

		There was irony in Peter’s tone as well as his glance. “And who comes from the fens near the Wash? You do. Who suddenly appears with gold coins? You do.”

		Every Englishman knew the story, but we of the fens had cause to know it best, perhaps, because it happened right at our door.

		King John’s forces were moving up from Weisbeck to a crossing of the Willestrem. In the train of supply wagons that followed were the Crown jewels, all the royal regalia, along with many ancient possessions of England, valued as greatly as the jewels themselves. Much gold and silver plate, gems beyond number, gold coins stamped with the symbols of many royalties and kingdoms, and also the sword of Tristan.

		All he possessed was there, and King John moved forward toward their stop for the night, which was to be at Swineshead. The King was in pain from the gout, impatient to be at ease and off his horse, and the Willestrem was a simple enough stream that seemed to offer no danger.

		If they considered the tides of the sea at all, they did not understand how fierce they might become where the rushing force of the sea suddenly narrowed at the river’s mouth.

		What happened was sudden. The supply train was in the water, fording the river, when the full rush of the tide swept in. In an instant they were engulfed, and in another they were gone—only here and there a man or horse fighting the rush of water, a few splashing ashore.

		In an instant the accumulated treasure of the Crown of England was gone, swept away by the tide. Buried in mud, perhaps, or floated into the deeper waters of the Wash, only to sink into the mud at the bottom.

		The blow was a bitter one. Within hours, King John himself was dead, poisoned some said, but more likely dead as a result of the cold and wet, combined with gorging himself on the good food at Swineshead.

		The treasure had never been found.

		And now, because of a few gold coins happened upon when washed from the mud of the dyke, I was accused.

		“That is nonsense,” I said. “The coins were obviously lost by some traveler, or dropped by some looter after a battle. I found them in the mud, washed out by a heavy rain. They had been in a leather bag.”

		“I believe you, but there are those who do not.”

		My thoughts raced ahead. Even to one as relatively inexperienced as I, it was plain to see what would happen. I should be imprisoned and questioned, perhaps tortured. There was nothing for me to tell, so the torture might continue for a long time, and surely imprisonment would follow.

		How could I convince them that I had found nothing beyond the coins I had sold?

		I was suddenly sick and empty. There had been other coins, too. Following upon my little success with my first find, I had obtained the Leland manuscript and set out to investigate another place I recalled from my travels. There, too, I had been fortunate.

		“Believe me, Peter, I know nothing. Only that I must escape, and now. If I do not, I see no way to avoid prison.”

		My voice lowered. “Peter, I cannot longer wait.” In my mind came something my father had told me. It was a chance. “Peter, go to Tempany. Tell him to sail at once.”

		“And you?”

		“Tell him to watch for a boat from off the Bill of Portland.”

		“All ports will be watched, you may be sure of it.”

		“Tell him to sail, but to take his time when passing the Bill and to keep a sharp lookout. I have a thought of what lean do.”

		Turning my head to look, I suddenly noticed that the other man was gone!

		Instantly, I was on my feet. “Peter, I shall send you goods. You market them and buy for me. You’ll do this?”

		“As we planned. Of course.”

		In an instant, I was out of the door, and in two strides across the narrow stone wharf. Peter followed me. Black Tom took one look at my face and unloosed the mooring.

		From in front of the Prospect, we heard a rush of feet and a rumble of voices. Peter stepped quickly into the boat with us. “I do not think they know me,” he said, “and if I can get away—”

		We shoved off, but not out into the stream. Hugging the shore where we would not be immediately visible, we eased away from the Prospect—first under some looming houses beside the Thames, then under the reeds that grew along the bank. We were strong men, Tom and I, and we bent to our oars with a will. Behind us we heard curses and shouts, but looking back we could see nothing but the green of the bank, those lovely banks of the Thames that I might never see again.

		“Where are you for?” Peter asked.

		“The Grapes. I promised to leave the boat there.”

		“Good! In Limehouse I have friends.”

		“Can we trust them?”

		Peter chuckled. “With everything but your money or your wife. Rob you, they might. Betray you, never!”

		It was an old building, patched up and vine-grown, with willows, and in back of these, elms. We left the boat at The Grapes, and went down a lane from the river.

		Peter’s friends were a motley lot, as pretty a bunch of rogues as it had ever been my fortune to see—and better seen by daylight than after dark.

		“Horses? Of a surety! Anything for you, Peter! We have excellent horses, and if you’d not be seen, we have covered lanes leading in all directions.”

		He leaned toward me, an evil-looking man with a hatchet face and a bad scar pulling down one eyebrow. His breath was foul, but his manner genial enough. I noted a dagger in his waistband. “You might,” he said, “leave some’at on the table for the poor o’ Limehouse … the poor being me.” He spread wide his mouth in what I took for a grin and looked at me slyly from under his brows. “You be one o’ Peter’s friends, be ye? Peter it is who knows the gents. Peter’s a smart one, a shrewd one, knows a thing or two, he does. He’s had me out of Newgate twice, lad … twice! I owe him for that, and a thing or two else.”

		The horses were brought around, two fine geldings, and a mare for Peter, who would be riding into the heart of London. We parted, leaving a silver crown.

		We rode north, following devious country lanes. We saw few people, herdsmen who waved at us as we passed, and once a girl milking a cow, from whom we begged a draught of the fresh warm milk.

		At nightfall we came upon a small tavern, and rode into the yard. A swarthy, hard-faced man faced us inside the gate. He looked from one to the other of us, and liked not what he saw.

		“It be a lonely road for travelers,” he said.

		“Aye, but a pleasant way to see the land,” I replied. I think it was of shillings and pence that he thought, and little else beside.

		“It’s a bed we want, and a bit of something to eat,” I said. “And we’ve enough to pay.”

		“Aye. Get down then. The woman’s inside.”

		“The horses will be wanting a rubbing down,” I said, “and oats.”

		“If there’s a rubbing down, you’ll do it yourself,” he replied. “As for oats, we’ve none about.”

		“Hold up, Tom,” I said to Watkins. “We’ll go down the road a bit. There’s grass a-plenty there, and our horses will fare the better for it.”

		The tavern keeper saw his pence leaving and it upset him. “Oh, be not so much in a hurry,” he protested. “Maybe I can find a bit of grain.”

		“Find it,” I said, “and the rubdown, too. I’ll pay for what I get, but I’ll get it, too.”

		He liked me not. There was a hard, even look to his eye, but the thought of a bed was on me, and a warm meal, else we’d have gone down the road to whatever lay ahead.

		The door opened under our hand and the common room of the inn. The woman who came out drying her hands on her apron was pleasant-faced.

		“A place to sleep,” I said, “and something to eat.”

		She gestured at a table. “Sit. There’s a bit of meat and bread.”

		The bread was good, freshly baked and tasty. The meat was likewise. Whatever else he did, the man lived well. With such food before him, he’d little reason to growl.

		He came into the room, drew a draught of ale, and sat at another table. He’d have a swallow and then he’d stare at us. Finally he said, “Do you come far?”

		“Far enough for hunger,” I said.

		“From London town?”

		“London!” I said. “Hah!” Then I added, grimly, “I’ve no liking for towns. I’m a country man.”

		That he had no liking for strangers was obvious. I wondered if it was the way here, or whether he had another reason.

		He looked at Tom. “You be lookin’ like a man from the sea,” he ventured.

		“Aye,” Tom said, “I’ve been there.”

		“So have I,” he said then. And to our surprise, he continued. “I did m’self well on a voyage with Hawkins, so I left the sea and came here to where I was born. I’ve the inn,” he said, “a few cows and pigs and some land of my own out yonder. It is better than the sea.”

		He took a draught of ale. “But I liked the sea, liked it well, and Hawkins was a good man. No trouble made him show worry.”

		A thought suddenly came to me. “Did you know David Ingram?”

		He turned and looked at me sharply. “I knew him. Was he by way of bein’ a friend to you?”

		“I did not know him,” I said, “but I’d give a piece to talk to him. He made a walk I’d like to hear about.”

		He snorted. “It took no trouble to hear him. He talked of little else. Browne … now there was the man. He saw it all, but had little to say.”

		“From the land of Mexico to Nova Scotia is a far walk,” I said. “It was a time to see what no white man had seen before.”

		He took his ale and moved to our table. Putting it down, he leaned forward. “Ingram was a fool,” he said. “He was always a fool, to my mind, though there were those who thought much of him. He was good enough at sea, only he had a loose mouth. Browne was the better man.”

		He went into another room and came back with a sheet of parchment. “See this? He drew it for me. Drew it the year after he got back. He’s gone now, but this he drew with his own fist.”

		He pointed at a place on what was the coast of the Mexican gulf. “They walked from there along the shore, traveling at night to avoid Indians, much of the time. They crossed a big river here,” he put his hand on a spot, “on a raft they built. It landed here. They saw some big mounds … walked north by east.”

		I watched his hand. “Here.” He put his finger on a point almost halfway up the river and east of it. “They found some of the finest land under heaven right here. Great bulls … shaggy ones … wandering about in grass to their knees. Streams flowing down from mountains …”

		“Mountains?”

		“Aye … mountains to the east. They found a way through those mountains, but that was much farther north, I think.”

		The parchment lay on the table before us, and I looked long upon it as we talked. This man Browne had been beyond the blue mountains of which I had heard. He had seen a fair land, and great rivers. I had no need to copy the sheet before me, for it was engraven in my mind.
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		We rode westward. Yet soon we were angling off to the south, into areas I knew not of. Here Black Tom had the advantage of me, for he had traveled to Bristol ere this, and even into Cornwall.

		“They’re a rum lot,” he commented, speaking of the villagers. “Some are fine people, friendly to strangers, but others will have nothing for him, not even a word. You’d think they’d be curious and wanting news, but no such thing. They are content with what is about them.

		“It is changing,” he continued. “Twenty years ago it was much worse, but with Drake, Hawkins, and all the talk of them, many of the country folk know as much of what goes on as do those in London.”

		After a bit our course changed, to the south. There was only the small beginning of a plan in my thoughts, something of which my father had told me in one of his odd bits of talk, although nothing he said was ever a careless thing. He had lived too long, close to wars and rebellions, not to expect such things to occur again, and there were times when a man must take shelter. It was with this in mind that he had told me of various places, caves, ruins, coves … all manner of spots where a man might go in need of hiding.

		When I had told Peter to have the ship pick me up off Portland Bill it was this I had in mind, for there was a cave on the seaward side of the Portland isle of which few men knew, a cove large enough to hide a fair-sized vessel, as it had on one or another occasion.

		Even local fishermen knew little of it. Although some were aware of a black opening there, they had better things to do than prowl about against the face of dangerous rocks. If I could get there I could remain out of sight until my ship appeared offshore. Then a quick dash, and with luck we’d be aboard unseen.

		Tom talked much as we rode, yet I listened with only half an ear, for I’d a feeling there was a troublous time before us. If it was truly believed we had found King John’s royal treasure, the search for us would be wide as England. Riders would have gone out to all the ports and towns, and it behooved us to hold to the back ways, as we had done.

		Another night we stopped in a village and bought cheese, bread, and ale. Then we found ourselves a woodcutters’ hut in Pamber forest, built a small fire on the hearth, rolled up on the floor in our coats, and went to sleep.

		Suddenly, I heard a faint creak. How long had I slept? In an instant my eyes were open. There was someone at the door. Slowly the door was pushed open, and a head appeared, a head and a hand, then a blade.

		A man stepped in. Behind him was another. With my left hand I threw back my blanket and with my right I lifted the pistol from my saddle holster.

		I heard Tom stir.

		“Come in, gentlemen!” I said. “But please, no quick movements as I’ve no wish to be cleaning scattered brains from the wall, and my pistol never travels alone. It has a mate.”

		Tom came to his feet near the wall, a cutlass in his hand.

		“If you wish, Barnabas, I’ll carve a bit of meat for you,” he said.

		“Now, now!” The man in the door came a step farther into the hut. “No need to get your backs up.”

		“Stand fast!” I said quietly. “Tom, throw some fuel on the fire. We’ll want to see our guests in a better light.”

		With his left hand, Tom threw a handful of brush to start the morning fire on the dying coals. When the fire flared up, he added sticks.

		The man in the doorway was blond and smiling, although his leather jerkin was scarred and torn, his shirt almost gone, and there were bloody stains on both shirt and jerkin. The light in his eyes was cheerful.

		“Aye!” he said. “A lucky chance is this! You’ll be Barnabas Sackett, and a lot of the devil’s trouble you’ve brought us!”

		“Us? Who might you be referring to?”

		“Let me get closer to the fire and I’ll do some talking. You’ve naught to fear from us, though we’re perhaps the only men in England can say that. What a noise you’ve raised, my friend! Why, the woods and roads are alive with men, all searching for Barnabas Sackett! What is it you’ve done, man? Stolen the Crown jewels?”

		“Are you followed?” Tom asked. “Speak up, man!”

		“No. We gave them the slip, the ruddy beggars. But not by much, and I’d say that before the day is broad you’d best not be about here. They’ve roused the country to search for you.”

		He squatted by the fire. “Not four hours agone they came suddenly upon us, rushed in with halberds and blades, even some with forks. We’d a lively set-to there, for a bit, and we lost a lad, but accounted for two or more of them, and some hurt. We drove them off, then we went through the hole in the wall of an old abbey and escaped.” He laughed with satisfaction. “They thought us surrounded, snug and tight. Tell us, Barnabas. Are you guilty?”

		There was no use lying. “Almost a year back,” I explained, “I came upon a rotting leather purse, buried in mud on the Devil’s Dyke, nigh on to Reach. There were some gold coins inside. I sold them.”

		The blond man stared at me, his eyes twinkling a bit. “And they think you’ve found the royal treasure! Have you?” He searched my eyes.

		“The gold coins was all, and I think them lost by other means at another time,” I replied. “But they’ll have me hidden deep in a dungeon at Newgate, trying to torture it out of me, and I have other plans.”

		He held out his hand to me. “Pimmerton Burke is the name. Pim to my friends, and you’ll be among them, I hope. I am afraid I cannot vouch for all the scruples of my companion here, but he’s a likely lad in a bit of trouble. Sam Cobbett’s his name yon. He took a wicked blow on his pate with a club, and he’s been addled ever since.”

		“Addled? Who says I’m addled?” Cobbett grumbled. “I’m not so addled as you, Pim, but I’ll confess the head aches something fierce.”

		Outside, the wind was picking up. Wind blew down the chimney and guttered the fire. We added fuel and huddled closer. These were landless men and probably thieves, wanted, maybe, by the law. Or, worse still, wanted by no one.

		Pim looked a good man, but I wanted to test him.

		“You know the country about here?” I asked.

		“I know it.” He drew in the dust of the floor. “See? There’s an old place, some earthworks … ditches and a rampart. It is a mile or so, perhaps two miles this side of the village.”

		“I think,” I said abruptly, “that we’ll go west.” I got up. “And we’ll go now.”

		“Now?” Pim was reluctant.

		“Now,” I said.

		Sam Cobbett looked up at us. “Leave a place like this? It’s blowing out, and there’s rain a’coming. You go if you like. I’m snugged in here, and here I’ll stay.”

		Pim shrugged. “I’ll go along.”

		Outside, we saddled quickly. Pim led off, but when we were scarce a half mile out, I stopped him. “Now for your earthworks,” I said.

		He stared at me, then laughed. “You don’t trust easily,” he said.

		“I don’t,” I said.

		“Well, now. There’s a man,” he said, and led off into the driving rain, our cloaks billowing about us, the track slippery beneath.

		We came to the earthworks, low green mounds and trees covering several acres. With Pim and Tom I went to the top of the wall, just our heads rising above it. Pim pointed a way that led down lanes among trees, a way that would keep us free of people unless there was a chance meeting on the road.

		“It would help,” he said, “if I knew exactly where you were going.”

		It was then I took a risk. This man could help me with his knowledge of the people and the area, knowledge I did not possess. “I am for the New World,” I said. “I love England, but my destiny lies yonder … over the seas. Come with me, Pim.”

		“I have thought of it,” he agreed. “It is a temptation when all else is gone. I have only strength and ingenuity, and neither trade nor land.”

		“It is a far land,” I said, “and a dangerous one.”

		“I’d venture it,” he said, “though a simpler land would be more to my wishing.”

		He pointed. “A track lies yonder. The road is traveled by few, and will take us well on our way.”

		He looked at me. “Is it Bristol, then?”

		“A likely place,” I agreed, “with ships for any land, but mostly for ships to the west.”

		We mounted once more. It was a weary time, for neither Tom nor I had slept but the least bit, and our eyelids drooped. Pim Burke led the way, pausing from time to time as he approached a turn in the lane to look before him.

		It was scarcely light when we came up to the door of an inn, in Odiham, a fine-looking timbered building scarcely fifty years old, and Tom led our horses around to the stable while Pim Burke opened the door and led the way inside.

		A stout, red-faced man was kindling a fire. He turned to look. “Ah? Is it you again? You are a rascal, Pim. Will the Queen’s men never take you?”

		“I hope not,” Pim said cheerfully, “although Newgate might be better than some places my head has lain this past fortnight. Can you have something put on for us, Henry? My friends and I have a hunger two days old … or so it feels.”

		“Sit yon.” Henry pointed toward a table in a corner near another door. “ ‘Friends,’ did you say? Are there more?”

		“One more. He stables the horses now.”

		“We will pay,” I said.

		“Ah? Did you hear that, Pim? Did you listen well? Such words are music to an innkeeper’s ears. You would think we held open house here, the way you come by to eat whenever you’re near.”

		“It may be the last time, Henry. I am for Raleigh’s land, across the sea.”

		Henry turned and looked. “Well. I shall be sorry to see the last of you, Pim, but you’re a good man, too good to be strung up at Tyburn, and that’s where you’ll end if you stay on here.”

		Henry went to the kitchen and emerged with a large meat pie which he served with a quick stroke of his cleaver. “It is cold,” he said, “but good. There’s some lentils, too, and a bit of pudding. You have the look of travel behind you, and you’d best eat whilst you can.”

		He put his hands on his hips. “I’d be about it quick, too, if I were you, for there’s two or three of the locals who come in, and they’re curious.”

		He turned away. “I’ve ale or beer, but if you want it there’s milk and buttermilk. We be country folk here, and there’s milk in plenty.”

		“Milk,” I said, “by all means. There’s always beer.”

		He looked at Pim. “Get your man in here. I’d like you to be off before the locals come.”

		When Pim disappeared through the door to the stable, the innkeeper walked back and planted his big fists on the table, one of them still clutching the cleaver.

		“He’s a good man, Pim,” he told me. “I’ve known him twenty year. Strong … a fierce fighter at the fairs and such like, always in trouble but nothing bad. There’s not an evil bone in him. He’s my wife’s brother, and I love him like he was my own, but I fear for him. Is it you he’d be going with to America?”

		“Likely,” I said. “I’ve a ship coming.”

		He looked at me again, for after a few rough nights of travel in rain and wind I looked like no man who would have a ship.

		“As you see,” I said quietly, “all has not gone well. Pim is not the only one with troubles, but the ship awaits and I’ve been over the sea before.”

		“You’re not from about here. Your voice has a twang to it.”

		“I’d say the same of yours.”

		He did not speak his doubt but I could see it plain enough. It mattered little. He was not anxious to know, nor I to tell.

		We ate then, and we ate well. When scarcely an hour had passed, we were gone.

		We rode on, avoiding traveled roads, avoiding inns. At last we rode into a lovely village in a hollow of the downs, a place called Rockbourne.

		There we took rooms for the night. We brushed and cleaned our clothes.

		Pim sat on the floor near the window, watching me. “Something worries you, Barnabas.”

		“Aye.”

		“Do you know a place called Durdle Door?”

		“Aye.”

		“At daylight then.”

		We had come far, but not fast, for we had skirted around villages and towns instead of riding through.

		Where would our ship be? Had it been seized by Her Majesty? That well might be.

		I walked to the window and looked down onto the cobbled street.

		“Tom?” I said.

		Something in my tone drew him, and he stepped near, looking onto the street where I looked.

		A man in cloak and boots stood across the street. A stocky man, well set-up. And as I looked down, he looked up, and we saw each other plain. He lifted a hand to me, and started across the cobbled street toward the door.

		I had seen him before!

	
		CHAPTER 5

		[image: ]

		It needed no guessing to know this was indeed the man. The air of assurance, the stride in his walk—all carried an air of purpose.

		“What will we do?” Tom asked.

		“If he wishes to talk, then talk I will.”

		“Be careful,” Tom advised.

		“We shall want a small boat,” I said to Pim, “a boat with a sail and with some speed.”

		Pim looked up at me, his feet against the wall. “To go where?”

		“To sea, perhaps,” I said. “If we must, we will buy it. If you find what we need, return here, but keep a sharp eye out, for there may be trouble brewing.”

		I went downstairs.

		The man waited in the common room with two flagons of ale, one left standing on the table for me. My flagon, if I sat where it was, left my back to the door.

		Taking up the flagon I moved it to where I could sit and see the door.

		He smiled, with genuine appreciation. “Good! I like a cautious man.” He leaned forward. “Now Barnabas Sackett, let us talk.”

		“Talk, then. I shall enjoy the ale, the quiet of this room, and the view of the river yonder.”

		“You are in a delicate position, Barnabas.”

		He proceeded to present the Queen’s case against me. I listened patiently, hearing him out. I was wondering what he wanted. When he had finished, I told him of the leather bag, and the contents therein.

		The man smiled. “And the other coins?”

		“What others?”

		He smiled, but he was not amused. “Do not take me for a fool! I took you for a shrewd young man, but yours is the story of a fool.”

		“Nevertheless, a true one.”

		“No more of this!” He slapped a hand upon the table. “You have found the treasure. The Queen wants it. England owns it.” He paused. “Others want it, too. If you are caught, the Queen will have it from you, have no doubt of that. You will get Newgate or Tyburn for your trouble.”

		“And—?”

		“There are others. Such a treasure could give a man wealth, and such wealth is power. If you deal with those others, you could get something … enough to make you rich. Also, you could be given a chance in some other country.”

		“Who are you?” I asked suddenly.

		He paused only a moment, then looked up at me, for his eyes had been on the backs of his hands. “I am Robert Malmayne.”

		I knew the name.

		For a moment all was cold within me, for he was a man known, yet unknown, a man of secret power, a man who moved in the shadows of men close to the Queen, yet it was whispered that he was a Jesuit. It was also whispered he was a secret agent of the Queen herself, that he was the right hand of the Pope. Such stories were common, a fabric of gossip and lies and rumor. Yet one fact remained. He had power.

		“You will deliver the treasure to me,” he said, his voice as cold as ice. “And you will have a share. Otherwise, I shall destroy you—like that!” He snapped his fingers. “You think you have a ship, but my men are aboard her, and in command. We know you were to join her in Falmouth, so undoubtedly the treasure is there, waiting.”

		Falmouth? I had said nothing of Falmouth, nor had it entered my plans. My intent was to join her across the bay from where we now were, off Portland Bill.

		Somebody aboard, Tempany, perhaps, or Jeremy Ring—possibly even Abigail—had let Malmayne’s men believe Falmouth was the place, and an obvious one it was, too.

		Abigail, perhaps, but why? She believed I could do anything, never reckoning with impossibilities or the limits of strength.

		But what could we do against Malmayne’s men? I knew neither how many there were, nor how armed or how cunning.

		“One thing you can be sure of, Malmayne. The treasure is not in Falmouth now.”

		Well, that was honest enough. So far as I knew, it was still at the bottom of the Wash, no doubt beyond the reach of men. Certainly, I did not lie.

		“Why should I believe you?” Malmayne persisted.

		Let Malmayne believe what he wished. What I needed was a chance to escape.

		I stood up. “Malmayne,” I said, “let it be Falmouth then. You say you have my ship. You say I have the treasure. A little of something is better than nothing at all, so let it be Falmouth.”

		“Where is the treasure?”

		I smiled contemptuously, and hoped I did it well. “Do you think I will tell you that? And then be dropped off a cliff with my throat slit? Falmouth it is, or nowhere, and you or your men come about me and all will be thrown to the winds.”

		He did not like it. Or me.

		He stared at me, drumming his fingers on the table. “Betray me,” he said at last, “and you will die … when I choose to let you die.”

		I took up my flagon, finished my ale, and went back upstairs.

		He was looking after me, smiling.

		Closing the door of my room behind me, I called for Black Tom and Pim. They had disappeared.

		I thought swiftly.

		What must be done must be done quickly. I looked out the window, searching for some sight of Tom or Pim. There were many people about, fishermen, sailors, tradesmen, but I saw nothing of Tom and Pim.

		I was turning from the window when suddenly my attention was caught by a girl tugging a two-wheeled cart, piled with bags which looked like laundry. She had stopped around the corner from the street and close under my window, and she was punching the bags into some kind of shape. As I looked down, she suddenly looked up.

		“Jump,” she said, just loud enough for me to hear.

		Clutching my scabbard, I stepped to the sill, glanced left and right, then jumped. I landed easily, rolled over, and was immediately covered by a bag of laundry.

		“Lie quiet now, or you’ll cost me a crown.”

		Taking up the shafts of the cart, she began to tug it along the street, walking easily along, then turning.

		I smelled the river.

		She lifted one sack and looked down at me. “Ah, but you’re a handsome lad! Glad it is I’ve saved you, although I wish you could stay about a bit. There’s a boat casting loose. It has one brown sail and is called The Scamp. You’d best get aboard and go below. No need to thank me, your friend Pim did that. What a lad he is, to be sure! And a crown with it. Well, a girl can’t have every day like this or she’d get no washing done at all!”

		She lifted the sack. I swiftly rolled over the edge of the cart and to my feet. The boat was there. In a few quick strides I was aboard.

		I saw Pim forward, and saw him cast off, heard the complaint of a block as a sail was hoisted.

		Below my eyes grew accustomed to darkness and I saw Black Tom. All three of us were safe—at least for the moment.

		Black Tom Watkins looked at me, then mopped his brow. “Cold, I was! Cold, with the fear of death in me. Thank God, you came. Was it the lass?”

		“Aye.” I told them of Robert Malmayne. “It is nip and tuck for all concerned now, since Robert Malmayne thinks I have the royal treasure.”

		“You mean there’s trouble still?”

		“It’s only begun, Tom. Malmayne and his men will try to follow. But we’ve a ship to take, an ocean to sail, and a new land to make our own!”

		“You’ve an appetite,” he said grimly. “I hope your teeth are big enough!”

		“They’ll be,” I said, and felt the bow dip and the spray splatter my face, run down my cheeks.

		I touched my tongue to my lips.

		We were at sea again.

	
		CHAPTER 6
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		The waters of Lulworth Cove were quiet. Only a few fishing boats were about. Looking back toward the shore, I saw no unusual activity, no evidence that what had happened aboard had attracted attention.

		Pim saw me looking at the hills and gestured at one. “There’s a stone forest yon. Trees, or something very like them, buried long ago and turned to stone.”

		We slid easily through the opening and into the longer swells of the sea. This was a wide bay, and yon lay the Bill of Portland.

		The Durdle Door was out of sight now, and only the high cliffs were visible. The sea was picking up. I glanced at the sky.

		Tom Watkins nodded grimly. “Aye, she’s coming on to blow, Barnabas, and a bad thing it will be for us. An ill wind, to be sure.”

		I took the tiller from him and he went forward with Pim.

		The salt taste on my lips was good, and I liked the wind on my face. The place toward which we went would be no easy place to find, and a dangerous one with cliffs and rocks close aboard. Yet it had to be.

		How long our wait would be I could not know, but we must wait, and watch, and hope that the ship would not pass us by in the night and storm. Chesil Beach lay off to the west of us, a curving, shelving beach of gravel and sand, of pebbles rolled up by the sea; and no more dangerous stretch lay along the coasts of England than that innocent-seeming shore.

		Good ships had been lost there, and not a few of them either. Good ships, and good men aboard them, their bodies washed up and left by the sea. After every storm a man could find old coins, old timbers, all manner of odds and ends back to the time before the Romans. Who knew what lay under that water? What yet undiscovered treasure?

		Again I looked toward the shore, misted over now with the thickening air. That was England, the land of my birth, my home. Even now I was a wanted man there, but that was circumstance and no fault of the land nor the people. I was sailing away, but I would love her always, and wherever I went a bit of her would be with me.

		To disbelieve is easy; to scoff is simple; to have faith is harder. Yet I had faith in the intentions of my countrymen, no matter how far they might at times stray from those intentions.

		At last we moved in toward the Bill, rounded in, and among scattered rocks we found our way, and then a dark opening, darker now. Carefully, I eased the tiller, and the boat slid through the portals into a vast cavern, literally a cathedral of stone. From far above came a faint glimmer of light. There were holes, I had heard, from sheep pastures atop Portland Island that looked into the cavern, and the holes had been ringed with rocks to prevent unwary sheep from falling through.

		Pim Burke looked around, awestruck. “How did you know of this place?” Staring around, he asked, “Is there another way out?”

		“Nobody knows,” I told him. “Two passages lead off from here. One winds back for a ways, to a gravel beach at the end. My father was there once, and found a Roman sword laying. He left it lay.”

		Outside, rain began to fall. Our boat rocked quietly upon the water, feeling only the gentle swell, an afterthought of the waves outside. Even the sea sounds were muted here in this vast, domed cavern, and we heard only the lap of water, the murmur of our own voices. Yet we could see from the cavern mouth, and could watch for ships.

		Would she come? Had they received my message? Were they free to come, or had they been taken and imprisoned, too?

		A slow hour passed, and I knew it was but the beginning, for we might wait many hours, even days.

		Slowly the hours drew by. We took turns sleeping, yet kept a watch from the cavern mouth where we could not be seen. Visibility was poor, and we would not have much time.

		Waves broke against the rocks, snarled and sucked their teeth against the black rocks. While the others slept I watched and held my sword and thought of what lay before me.

		I dozed, awakened, dozed again, yet was awake again at last to watch the sea darken. Dipping both oars into the water I rowed the boat through the wide entrance into open water. Waves broke furiously over sharp-toothed rocks nearby. One huge pinnacle, already worn and ravaged by the sea, stood a grim and silent sentinel against the wind.

		Black Tom sat up, then moved to shake out the sail. He glanced at me and grinned. “God ha’ pity on the poor sailors on such a night as this!”

		Pim Burke sat up. “They’ll see us from the cliffs yon,” he warned.

		“Aye, if they’re out and standing in the rain, they’ll see us, but he would be a fool indeed who had a warm fire on his hearth to be standing on the black cliffs looking upon the sea. A fool or a poet, I’m thinking!”

		“Or a wife with a husband still out,” Pim Burke added. “My ma has watched from such a cliff, and many a time, for sons and husband … and watched in vain, more times than not.”

		“England’s given enough of her blood to the sea,” Tom Watkins said, “time and again. Since men first walked her shores, they have gone down to the sea and left their hearts there, and their bones on the bottom.”

		Talking had become hard with the wind upon us, and blown spray and spume in the air, so we desisted from speech and I clung to the tiller, meeting the heavy seas as well as I could. She was a good craft that and, bad as the seas now were, no doubt the boat had known worse. Yet as our bows were splattered with foam, I could not but think of the dead men’s skulls below, and wonder if we three might add ours to the lot.

		All the night long we fought the sea, and there was no sail against the sky, not even a bare pole. So with dawn we put about and ran in for the cove, and it was a bitter thing we did to make that cavern mouth at all, but make it we did, riding the crest of a big one that took us safely over the last rocks and left us there, just inside the mouth.

		No longer was the water calm within the cavern, for the storm outside brought great, rolling seas within, swells black and shining that rose until we feared our mast would shatter against the roof. But of course it was not so high at all, just in our fears.

		It was no good place to be, even so. Yet such is man that soon we became used to our lot. I broke out some biscuit and passed it about, and as we lay there upon the rise and fall of the swells and the booming of the sea within, we chewed our biscuit and wished for an end to the storm.

		At last the wind changed, the swells became less, and once more we could see out across the stormy sea. The wind howled like all the banshees in Ireland, but no ship showed herself upon the sea. The long day through we watched, and when the night came weariness lay heavy upon us, and occasionally through the broken clouds the moon shone down.

		Next day, again we fought the sea and schooled our boat to take the waves, and a gallant craft she was. And then, with the dawn breaking clear, we saw her bare poles black against the rising sun, rolled and tossed and smashed about, and I knew her for what she was, the ship we were waiting for.

		“There’ll be a line overside,” I said.

		They watched as we drew nearer and nearer, our two courses becoming one. She was down to just enough canvas to hold her nose into the wind, and I glimpsed at least two men on the deck as we closed in.

		“It’s her or Newgate,” I said. “And if we miss, at least we’ll lie clean upon the sea’s bottom.”

		“Aye!” Pim balanced to the roll and rubbed his palms down his shirt to dry them for a clean grip. “Take us to her, man.”

		The ship came alongside as our courses became one, and a line was tossed to us. We took it sharply and bent it quickly to make fast; and then a ladder was over and I glimpsed the face of Sakim—my friend the Moor.

		We made fast the painter that would tow the boat after we were aboard, and Pim took the ladder by its side and went up like a monkey and over the rail.

		“Tom?” I knew he could not hear in the wind and the creaking and groaning, but my gesture spoke.

		He looked with no favor on the swinging ladder but it was no new thing to a man who had boarded many a smuggling craft, so he grabbed the ladder, slipped badly, then went up.

		I held the end of the line I must pull to release her so she’d fall astern on the painter. For an instant I held it, then tugged and grabbed for the rope ladder. One foot missed, the other toe landed fair, and up the ladder I went, banging a finger badly against the hull, and over.

		When our boat fell back to the painter’s end I thought it might snap, but the line held and she towed there behind us, a gallant craft, handsome, sturdy, and sure. I blessed her in my mind for a good little ship, and turned to the deck with my hand on my sword.

		“You’ve no need to worry.” It was one-eyed Jeremy Ring at my side. “We got rid of Malmayne’s gang in London. And you can thank your lady for it.”

		“Abigail?”

		“Aye! She smuggled them rum from the ship’s locker and we lugged them all ashore.”

		He showed me to the aftercabin. I opened it to the light, and stepped in.

		She was standing there, her hands out to me, and her lips bright with a smile, her father behind her.

		With me they were at last, England on our beam, and America yonder across the sea, and a fit lot of men with me to start a new land. If they lived. And if I did.

		———

		We went into the cabin and Captain Tempany got to his feet from behind the table where he had spread his charts. “Lad, lad! It is good to see you! We were afraid, especially when they came aboard in London, and we knew them for Malmayne’s men.”

		“Are we safe?”

		He looked up from under thick brows. “Have you forgotten the Queen? There’ll be ships out for us when they know you’ve escaped.”

		I had thought myself secure once aboard ship. Now my confidence was gone. But the boat was fully crewed, with my old friends Sakim, Jublain, and Jeremy Ring. There was also a crew of good craftsmen, to homestead the new American world.

		The ship was also heavily laden with munitions.

		Abigail was quiet, obviously worried. “Barnabas, if they should ever take you to prison I do not know what I should do!”

		“Go on as you have and leave the matter to Jeremy and to Tom Watkins.”

		“What could they do?”

		“Men have escaped from Newgate, and I think escape would be my only chance. You see, nobody will believe the truth about the coins. It seems too much luck for one man to have. Tell me, is my chest aboard? With the charts?”

		“Yes. There are some other charts and some papers that Peter Tallis brought, too. They say he is dishonest, Barnabas, but I like him.”

		“And so do I. Abigail, if anything should happen, you go on with your father to Raleigh’s land, and wait for me. I shall come.”

		“Nothing will happen.”

		She said it, but she did not fully believe it. Nor did I. I would not feel entirely safe until we set foot on American land.

		“My place is with you, Barnabas. Do you think it is only men who wish to see new land? I, too, want to see those shores again. I, too, want to see what is beyond them.”

		I was silent, for I knew what she said was true, and I did not want to persuade her otherwise. In that I was selfish. I wanted her with me always.

		“It’s no land for a gentle, lovely woman,” I protested feebly.

		She looked at me, laughing. “Barnabas, when I was not yet fourteen and off the coast of India, I used a pistol repelling boarders off my father’s ship.”

		Later I spoke of my worries again to Captain Tempany.

		“All we can do is what we can,” I began, “and when we have done that it rests with God. I do not want you to risk a shelling of this boat by refusing a command to lay-to. If they take me, go on about your business. I’ll find a way to come to America.”

		He shook his head. “Lad, lad! You do not know what you risk! I visited a friend in Newgate for debt. A foul and ugly place it is, and every privilege you get you pay for.”

		Then we talked long of trade, of Indians and goods, of the buying and selling, for we had much planned.

		“It is the new lands for you, my boy,” said Captain Tempany, “and for my daughter, too, I hope.”

		Suddenly there was a dull boom. For a moment my heart seemed to stop.

		“We had better go on deck,” Tempany said. “I fear for you, lad.”

		We opened the door and stepped out on the deck, and at once we could see her, not two miles off, clearly visible ahead, a Queen’s ship and a big one, holding a course that would take her across our bows.

		Jeremy Ring came toward us. “She fired a warning gun, Cap’n, shall we heave-to?”

		“We must, I fear.”

		Abigail came quickly to my side and took my hand. Her cheeks were pale, as mine must have been. We stood there, shoulder to shoulder, seeing the ship come down upon us.

		“Forty-two guns,” Ring said grimly. “We couldn’t fight her, Cap’n.”

		“I’ll fight no Queen’s ship,” he said.

		A boat was already bobbing upon the waves, and Sakim stood amidships with a ladder. It seemed only a moment until the emissary was aboard. For such he was, I knew.

		“I have orders to search you,” he said. He was a handsome young man, obviously impressed by Abigail. “I hope I shall offer no inconvenience, but I must seize the man Barnabas Sackett, if he be aboard.”

		“I am aboard, Lieutenant,” I said quietly, “and there is no need for a search.”

		“I must search,” he said. “It is said there is treasure aboard.”

		He was thorough, I grant him that, and he gave us such a search as few ships have been subjected to, but he found no royal treasure.

		At last I stood by the ladder. “Abby,” I said, “Abby, I—”

		“Go,” she said, “but come to America when you can. I shall be waiting.”

		They stood about, Brian Tempany, Jeremy, Tom Watkins, Jublain, Pim, Sakim, and the others.

		I looked around at their faces, spoke my thanks to them, and then went over the rail and down to the boat.

		From the deck of the Queen’s ship, I watched the other one sail away, her canvas drawing well.

		“She’s a fine craft,” the lieutenant said, beside me.

		“The best,” I said, choking from the sadness in me. “They are good folk, loyal and strong.”

		“Come!” he took my arm. “You must go below. I regret the necessity but you must be held in irons for the Queen’s officers.”

		“Wait,” I pleaded, “let me see her out of sight.”

		He took his hand from my arm and left. And so I stood, alone upon the deck of the ship that would take me to prison, watching all that I loved sail away into the misty distance of a windblown sea.

		Soon there was no topm’st to be seen, only the gray line where sea and sky met, and an emptiness in my heart.

		They took me below then, and they clamped irons upon my wrists and ankles. They chained me to a bulkhead, and they left me there.

		I was fed a little. I was given water. And I was visited by no one.

	
		CHAPTER 7
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		Of Newgate Prison I’d heard a great deal of talk, but it in no way prepared me for what it was. To a free man living in the fens, with fresh air to breathe and going about when he chose, where he chose, it was a frightful thing to be confined, and worse to be confined amid filth and the filthy.

		No sooner was I brought into the prison than I was loaded with irons, shoved about, and abused. Then the prisoners came to me with demands for garnish, which I provided, having hidden money about me.

		One lingered. He was a bold-faced rascal, a thief, he added, and occasionally a highwayman.

		“You can have the irons off,” he told me, “for a bit of something to the jailer, and for a bit more you can live well, but never let them think there’s an end to what you have, for then you will be thrown into the worst hole they have and left to rot. There’s no bit of human feeling in them. Many a man has died here.”

		His name was Hyatt. I found myself liking the man. I was in sore need of somebody with a knowing way about Newgate.

		“It is Croppie you must see,” he advised with a knowing wink. “Henry Croppie is the one, and he’s a brute, mate, a bloody brute who’d kill you with his bare hands.”

		“I also have two hands,” I said.

		“Aye, but there’s a sinister power in his, and delighted he is to put it to use on some poor soul. If he kills you it is no loss to him, but if you kill him it’s Tyburn or Execution Dock.”

		A wicked gleam lit up his face. “It is said you know where there’s treasure … gold, mayhap, and gems. Is it true then?”

		Now a man who has nothing is of no use to anyone, but if there is a chance of gain even the best of men are sometimes swayed, so I merely shrugged. “Let them believe what they want,” I said. “I admit nothing, deny nothing.”

		With a bit of coin placed in the proper hand I had my irons removed, was changed to better quarters, and found choicer food available. It was not in my mind, however, to remain long where I was.

		The questioning would begin. “It is like so,” Hyatt said. “They will speak gently at first, try to get what they want without effort, and if they do not get it, they will bear down.”

		For a week I went about the prison, my nostrils repelled by the vile stench, yet taking in all that went on, and all who were about, for help may come from strange quarters and I was in no position to hold back from the roughest hand.

		Men and women mixed together, some children ran about, all in the filthiest rags, faces and hands dirty, with the worst of criminals mingled with debtors and those thrown into gaol for heresy, which was an easy thing if one talked but loosely of Queen or Church.

		One day I was called to a private room where two men sat. One was a slender man with a tight, cruel mouth and a tightly curled wig. He looked at me with an aloof and distant expression.

		The other man was square and solid-looking, a man of the Army, I would have guessed, or perhaps the captain of a warship.

		“You are Barnabas Sackett?” this one asked.

		“I am, and a loyal yeoman of England,” I added. “I am also an admirer of Her Majesty.”

		“There be many such,” he replied shortly. “Now to the matter at hand. You have traded certain gold coins to Coveney Hasling and others?”

		“I have.”

		“Where did you obtain these coins?”

		Relating the events of the day on which I found such coins was simple, and then I followed by relating that once I knew antiquities might have value, I went to another place and found more.

		“So quickly? So easily?”

		“It was chance. One in a thousand, I suppose, although there are many places in England where old coins are found.”

		“Your home is in the fens?”

		“It is.”

		“You live near the Wash?”

		“Some distance from it, actually.”

		“But you know it? You’ve sailed on it?”

		“Many times.”

		“You know the story of the loss of the royal treasure?”

		For hours they questioned me. The man with the wig had a cold, fierce eye and there was not one whit of mercy in him, nor any belief in my story.

		He turned at last. “Damn him for a liar, Swalley!” he said. “I told you this would do no good. I say the rack … or a thumbscrew. He’ll speak the truth fast enough. His kind have no belly for pain.”

		“How is yours?” I said roughly. “I think you have no stomach for it, either. Have done with this. I have spoken the truth. If you do not care to believe, do what you will, for I have nothing else to tell you.”

		He looked at me for a moment, and then he struck me across the face with the back of his hand. It was not much of a blow, and I smiled.

		“If we each held a sword,” I said, “I’d have your blood for that.”

		“What? You threaten me? Why, you—!”

		“I am an Englishman. I am freeborn. A man who strikes a prisoner so is a coward, and you, sir, are doubly a coward.”

		“Here! That will be enough of that!” Swalley came to his feet suddenly. “I am sorry, Sir Henry.”

		He pointed a finger at me. “You! You will tell us where lies the royal treasure or, by the Lord, you shall be put to the question.”

		“I have told you all I know. You waste time. Would I be going to America if there were such a treasure?”

		Swalley stared at me, then smiled with thick lips that repelled me. “How do we know you were not for Spain? Or for Italy? We know you have the treasure, for word has been given us that you have it, that you took it from the Wash this past year. It is sworn to.”

		Appalled, I stared at him. Then I shook my head. “That is obviously a falsehood. There is no treasure.”

		“Think of it,” Swalley said quietly. “We will talk again.”

		So I was returned to my cell. I looked about the bare room with its cot, its white-washed walls and bare ugliness, and felt hatred for the first time.

		What right had they to seize and confine me in this manner? Taking me from all I loved, from my chance at a future of some worth, and bringing me to this horror? Yet moaning and wailing was not my way. I had never complained, for who cares for complaints? If something is wrong, one does something.

		Hyatt … I must see Hyatt. I went forth from my room, guessing very well that once questioning began there would be no longer such freedom, even though many a malefactor enjoyed it. I should be taken, held, confined, tortured.

		Suddenly I stopped. Before me was Peter Tallis, talking to a thin, wiry little man whom I had seen about before. He glanced my way but gave no indication that he knew me. I walked swiftly past him, looking about for Hyatt.

		He spoke as though talking to the small man. “Barnabas, this is Feghany. In prison he is known as Hunt, for Feghany means a huntsman or something like. He is a good man, and will help.

		“I have word. If you escape, it must be now. No delays. You are to be taken to a dungeon and they will have the treasure out of you or you shall die. It is in the hands of the men you saw.”

		“I will need a horse … three horses.”

		I was standing, looking about as if for someone, seeming not to be aware of his presence or that of Feghany. Others moved about us. Across the larger room I saw Hyatt.

		“There will be horses at a house you know, a house you once visited after the theatre.”

		Tempany’s!

		“Go there when you leave. Waste no time. Ride far north and west. The Queen will be desperate. Her men will be everywhere searching for you. You can rely on Feghany.”

		He moved on to talk to another prisoner, while Feghany loitered near me. “Have you got a Kate?” he said, low-voiced.

		“A Kate?”

		“A pick, for opening locks. You’re going to need one. I’m thinking they’ll have the cramp rings on you before night.”

		At my blank look, for I knew nothing of thieves’ cant, he said, “Cramp rings … irons … shackles.” He looked disgusted. “Don’t you know nothing?”

		He promised to bring me one.

		Whatever else happened, I had to be away from this place. The stench on the main floor was disgusting. Crossing the floor I went to my own cell.

		Once inside, I looked at the window. Six feet from the floor, over four feet wide and slightly arched at the top, it was crisscrossed with iron bars. The bars were at least six inches apart, and there were two horizontal bars that crossed also.

		There was a bench and a bed in my cell, and a wooden bucket. The bench was heavy to move, and could not be moved back quickly, so I upended the bucket and stood on it to get a better look at the sill.

		The bars were set into the stone, but I noted with satisfaction that weathering had worn the stone on the outside. Peering out, I could just make out a wall beneath my window. If I could lower myself to that …

		Footsteps alerted me and I stepped down and moved the bucket. I was sitting on my bed when the cell door opened amid a rattle of shackles.

		A guard was there, and Feghany was helping him carry the irons.

		The guard grinned. His teeth were broken and yellow. “You git the cramp rings again, lad! Tomorrow.”

		“But I paid you!” I protested.

		“Aye, so you did, but there’s a voice louder than mine that says back you go, so into the irons it is.”

		“Sorry,” Feghany said to me, “but it’s no doing of the guard’s. Remember him. Later he may take them off, if you’ve a bit of the necessary.”

		“Now hold up there!” the guard protested. “Not so loud!”

		Feghany slapped me on the shoulder and something cold touched my neck below the collar. “There! Don’t worry now!”

		When they had gone I put my hand inside my collar. A thin bit of metal. A Kate with which to pick the lock.

		There was no time to waste. I was bound for a dungeon and more questions. I was headed for torture that could only end in death.

		So what was to be done must be done tonight.

		I heard the yowlings and screams that came from the cells and the larger rooms below where the prisoners mingled.

		I checked the bars at the window again. Rain and wind had done their worst with the exposed walls, and some of the bars were loose in their sockets.

		I was devoutly grateful. Gripping the pick in my hand, I went to work to break away the stone, scratching away with my lock-pick at the crumbling edge of the socket.

		Then, putting down the pick, I took the bars in my two hands and strained, pushing them out. The bars gave a little, then held. I worked longer, then hearing footsteps in the passage I sat down on my bench, leaning my elbows on my knees, my back to the door. There was a momentary pause outside my door as the guard peered through the tiny window, then went on.

		Once more I returned to the bars. If I could but remove two, at most three, of the uprights, and one of the horizontal bars, I could get myself through. I worked, picked away very carefully. Then I tested one of the bars. My strength served me well now, for the bar gave. Then as I exerted more pressure, the bottom moved outward.

		Very carefully I extracted the top from its socket and placed it on the floor. The second bar was more stubborn. Again and again I strained and worked at it. At last the bottom came loose and it joined its mate on the floor between myself and the door.

		The horizontal bar was not so deeply set, and the grains of rock came loose each time I scraped with the pick. The wall was old and crumbling. By this time I was soaked with sweat and my knuckles were scraped and torn. It was after midnight before I had removed the third bar, and by that time the prison was quiet.

		Carefully, I moved the heavy bench under the window. I sacrificed my coat to cover the irons on my bed and give some shape of a man lying. My foot was on the bench when suddenly a key rattled and the door behind me opened.

		“Ah!” It was Henry Croppie. “Caught!”

		He sprang to seize me from behind, but his foot landed on the iron bars which rolled under him. His feet shot up and he fell.

		Turning from the bench, I met him as he rose to come at me, and I hit him.

		My fist was a hard one. It caught him on the nose and I felt the bone give way. He went almost down, then lunged up, reaching for me with his hands.

		Seizing one of his hands, I wrenched it quickly behind his back and shoved up in a hammerlock, an old wrestling trick. He started to cry out and I slammed him down upon the floor and knocked him out.

		There was nothing for it. To try rushing away down the passage would but lead me to another heavy door, and to more guards. The window it must be.

		Leaping up on the bench, I thrust myself through and pulled my legs up while behind me I heard grunts and spitting and coughing amid the rattle of chains.

		I looked down, and the stomach went out of me. The wall on which I pinned my hopes was at least twenty feet down and scarcely two feet wide. I might drop and reach it, but the chances were greater that I would slip off. For a moment I hesitated. To slip from that wall meant a drop of at least thirty feet. I looked up.

		The edge of the roof was scarcely four feet above my window top. Gripping the bars I turned my back to the outer night and stood up on the outside sill, shifting my hands higher. Gripping a bar with one hand, I reached up, let go the gripping hand, and caught the roof’s edge. Very carefully I pulled myself up and over the edge, to lie gasping on the leads.

		Sweat was dripping from me. I rubbed my hands as dry as might be and began to edge myself along the leads. It was very wet and slippery, and if I started to slide there was small hope for me but death on the rocks almost sixty feet below.

		Edging along, I reached the far edge of the building. And there just below me was another leaded roof, not six feet down. I went over the edge and I ran along the peak of the roof for at least fifty feet. There was a small attic window and I tested it with my hands. The wood frame was old and crumbling and I managed to force the window, and stepped into what seemed like an empty room, musty with long dead air. A faint light came from another window. I crossed and opened the door into a hallway.

		If I was still within the bounds of Newgate it must be the quarters of the gaoler. Yet I believed the building was one adjoining the prison. At the end of the hall the door was shut and tight. I couldn’t force it in the time allowed me. Turning swiftly, I went down the hall to a window at the far end. In a moment I was once more in the cool night air with a faint mist of rain on my face, and I was on the leads of another roof.

		Some distance off, on still another roof, was a dormer window. I went swiftly along the roof. Time was running out and I must be away, to Southwark and the house of Brian Tempany where horses awaited.

		From roof to roof I went, then to the window. It was slightly open!

		Pulling it wider, I stepped in.

		There was a sudden gasp.

		I pulled the window shut, turning as I did so. Somewhere beyond the clouds there was a moon, and a vague light entered the room.

		A girl was sitting up in bed, clutching the bedclothes to her. I made out what seemed to be a young and pretty face, tousled hair, and wide eyes.

		“Please! Don’t be frightened. I am just passing through.”

		“You are from Newgate,” she said.

		“I won’t be long,” I said cheerfully, “if I do not keep moving, or if you should scream to warn them.”

		“I shall not scream if you do me no harm,” she replied coolly. “My father died in Newgate, for debt, and I have no love for them.

		“Go down the stairs.” She pointed. “The door opens on another street. Cross it and go down the side street. I wish you luck.”

		“Thank you,” I said, and did as she suggested, closing the door softly behind me. Once in the street, all was dark and still. I ran, swiftly and on light feet.

		Soon I crossed a square, then another. St. Paul’s loomed. I slowed to a walk and crossed the street, moving toward the bridge to Southwark.

		Tempany’s house was dark and silent. For a time I waited in the shadows, studying it. There seemed to be nobody about, yet it might be a trap. It was unlikely that anyone would suspect that I would come here, yet on the other hand, they were none too sure of Tempany’s loyalty, either, because of his association with me.

		Must it be always dark and raining when I came to this house? I entered the paved court and suddenly saw a thin thread of light from a window. Someone was here. Should I go directly to the stables? Or should I rap on the door? Yet who would be here? Tempany was gone; so was Abigail.

		At the door I tapped lightly, and almost at once there was a response from within the house. The door opened and a tall figure loomed. It was Lila, Tempany’s housekeeper and sometimes maid to Abigail.

		“Ah? It is you is it?” she demanded accusingly. “If you have come for horses they are there, in the stable.”

		Lila was a big woman, strong as an ox and just as formidable. But she was expecting me. She led the way to the kitchen and waved me to a table. She had a pot on, and she filled a tankard with ale. Then she put food on the table, working swiftly and smoothly. I fell to, hungry as a maunder’s child, and the food was good. Nay, it was excellent.

		She went into another room, and when she returned she had a black cloak, voluminous and warm, a hat, and a sword, as well as a brace of pistols and a bag of silver. “You’ll be needing these. Peter Tallis let me know.”

		Overwhelmed, I could only thank her.

		“Bother!” she said sharply. Then she turned on me. “How’s my young lady? Have you seen her at all?”

		“She’s at sea, bound for America,” I said, “where I hope to follow.”

		“You’ll take me with you?” she asked, suddenly.

		I could only gulp, then swallow. “What … what did you say?”

		“You must take me to America,” she said. “I will not be left here with herself off across the world needing nobody knows what, and she alone with all sorts of man-creatures and no woman by. She wouldn’t let me go, but you will. Take me, Barnabas Sackett.”

		“Take you?” I repeated the words stupidly, appalled at the thought of traveling so far across the country with this large woman, not fat mind you, but broad in the shoulder and beam, and strong. “What of the house? Did not Captain Tempany leave you in charge?”

		“That he did, and a lonely life it is, so I sent for my brother, and he has come along. He will stay whilst I am gone.”

		“A brother?” Somehow I had never grasped the idea that there might be another such. One I could accept, but two?

		“Aye.” He came in from the hall then, a man as big as two of me and with hands like hams. “I’ll guard well the house, Sackett, as well as if it were my own, and you be takin’ the lass here. She’ll be happier in America with her mistress, for she’s done nothing but worry since they left.”

		“You don’t understand,” I said patiently. “We go where there are savages. To a wild land. I do not know how I am even to get there myself, let alone take a woman with me.”

		“Wherever a man can go, I can go,” Lila said calmly. “And whatever the hardships, I’ll put up with them. My folk were fisher-folk and well I know the way of boats and sails. I can do as much as any man … as any two men.”

		“As for the savages,” her brother said, “if they molest my sister, God have mercy on them, for she will not!”

		No protest I could utter stirred her resolution one whit. She would go with me, and not only that but she had already packed and had our horses saddled.

		Still arguing, I got to my feet, belted on the sword, and took what she had handed me. I donned the cloak.

		“It may be months before I see Abigail. We must somehow cross the sea,” I said, “and sail along a dangerous, unknown coast. And if we find her we shall be very lucky indeed.”

		“We will find her, worry none of that,” Lila said.

		“There will be storms and danger. There will be bloody fighting. And the law is upon my path, Lila.”

		“I shall be no burden,” she replied calmly. “And I can cook better than the sort of victuals you’ll be after having.”

		“Come then, Lila, and if you cannot ride all night, do you stay behind.”

		“I’ll ride the nights and days through,” she said firmly.

		And so she did.

	
		CHAPTER 8
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		North and westward we fled through the wind and the rain, driving along lonely lanes, plunging through the darkened streets of villages, our black cloaks billowing out behind like wings of great bats, the hooves of our horses striking fire from the cobbles.

		Out of the night and into a village, then on again. At dawn we rested our horses in a grove beside the way, and sitting under a tree, ate a bit of the food Lila had put up, and it was good food, tasty and lasting. Meanwhile the horses grazed.

		“Be they hunting you then,” she asked, looking at me from under her thick brows, “like Peter Tallis said?”

		“They think the coins I sold were part of King John’s treasure, lost in the Wash. It did no good to tell them nay.”

		“We go to Bristol?”

		“I did think of it. But now … no. I am for Ireland now, to one of the fishing towns.”

		She was silent for several minutes, and then said, “Do you know Anglesey?”

		“I do know of it.”

		“I am from there.”

		I was astonished, for I had no idea her home was anywhere but London, and said as much.

		“My father was a friend to Captain Tempany, and worked for him. Before my father died he found me a place with him. You wish to go to Anglesey?”

		“I do, and to Ireland from there, and from Ireland to America.”

		“It is an old old way,” Lila said, “but traveled often of an olden time.”

		A mist lay upon the grass and wove itself in cobwebby tendrils among the dark trees. The dawn was touching the mist with pink, but very lightly yet, as the hour was very early.

		“I spoke hastily when I said I knew Anglesey,” I explained, “I have not been there, but my father was, and he told me much of it … an island of bards and witches, where the Druids were a time long since.”

		She gave me a straight and level glance from under her dark brows. “And live yet, if you know to find them.”

		“Druids?”

		“Aye … and the bards, too.”

		She was a strange woman, this Lila. Looking at her brooding face, I was minded to think of the story of Boudicca, of huge frame, the fiery Celtic princess who with flaming red hair and spear led the Iceni against the Romans, the Iceni, some of whom it was said had been among my ancestors. But who could tell? That was long ago.

		We rested there, while the dawn painted the clouds with a deft brush. The warmth felt good to my muscles, and at last I got to my feet. “It is time, Lila. We have far to go.”

		She mounted with ease, and we rode on, again keeping to the lanes and byways, avoiding the traveled roads.

		We walked our horses now and again not wishing to attract attention by seeming pursued. We walked, trotted a bit when the way was easy, now upon the open moor, then under the shade of old beeches.

		At dusk of the second day we came up to Cricklade, following the old Roman road, at times a mere path, often a lane, yet running straight as the eye can see. We walked our horses beyond the town to Ashton Keynes where the Thames winds about, a small stream there, of no size at all.

		There was an inn, and it looked neat and clean. “We’ll try to sleep inside this night,” I said. “I shall have a room for you if there be one, and I’ll make do below stairs in the common room.”

		A room there was. To preclude curiosity, I said, “The girl is tired, strong though she is, and I’d not have her worn out for meeting the man she is to marry.”

		Lila looked at me, but said nothing.

		“I am her cousin,” I explained, “and she’s betrothed to a lad in Shropshire. A sturdy one, too!”

		“Aye.” The innkeeper looked at Lila and shook his head approvingly. “That he’d better be.”

		There was some idle talk, and the innkeeper’s wife showed Lila to a room under the eaves, small but tidy, and I rolled up in my cloak by the fire when the guests had gone and it was bedding time. It was a small place, and there was but one other there, a short, stocky man with a pleasant smile and a careful eye. He worried me some, for he asked no questions nor made comment, but listened to all spoken as he smoked by the fire.

		When I was rolled in my cloak he said, “You’ve good horses there.”

		“Aye,” I said, not wishing to talk.

		“They’ve come far,” he said.

		“Aye,” I repeated.

		“And they’ll be goin’ farther no doubt. ’Tis in my mind that you should have fresh horses, sturdy ones, too.”

		Now I was alert, for this was leading somewhere if only to a horse trade. The man was no fool, and such worried me.

		“Mine are strong,” I said. “They are good for the distance.”

		“No doubt,” he said, “but what if they’re in for a run now? How long could they last?”

		“As long as need be,” I said, “and so they must. I’ve no silver for others. They’ll go the way,” I said, “and to the green pasture when the run is over, to rest awhile.”

		“Aye, but you’ll still be needin’ others, or I miss my thought.” He leaned over and knocked out his pipe at the hearth’s edge. And then, low-voiced, he said, “You give your friends a de’il of trouble, man.”

		“What do you mean?”

		“Would the name of Feghany sound true? Or that of a man named Peter?”

		“There is a Peter in the Bible,” I said.

		“This is a different Peter,” he said dryly. “You’re in sore trouble, lad, for they be askin’ questions in Oxford an’ Winchester an’ Bristol, too.”

		“You were speaking of horses?”

		“Aye.”

		“Take them up the road to Cirencester … the old Roman road. Hold them there and we’ll be along.”

		He reached inside his shirt and handed me a sheet of paper. “Read it,” he said, “and then put it in the fire, yonder.”

		I read. Then I looked straight in his eyes.

		“How did you find me?” I asked.

		“We almost didn’t,” he said grimly. “We were looking for a lone man riding, and we’d men out at villages along every way northwest. Ah,” he said, shaking his head, “that Peter! He should have been a general! He thinks of everything.”

		“But here? In this place?”

		“I was in Cricklade when you passed through, watering my horses at the river, so I followed, saw you giving a look to the inn, so I came here before you.”

		“My thanks.” I looked at him. “You’ve a name?”

		“Call me Darby. They all do.”

		We slept then, and when in the cold light of another day my eyes opened, he was gone. The innkeeper was stirring the fire.

		“Your cousin is awake,” he said. “What a woman she is! Why, she’d make two of me!”

		“And stronger than any three,” I said. “I do not envy the lad. He’d better be one who keeps his eyes from the others or she’ll have him over her knee.”

		He laughed. “Little thought he’ll have for others with her to take care of,” he said. “I’ll put somethin’ on for you.”

		An hour later, in a patch of woods and under the old beeches near the Thames, we traded horses with Darby. There were saddlebags on my horses, and a brace of pistols in case I had none.

		“There be this, too,” Darby said, and from a roll of skins he took my own sword, the blade of my father, than which none were finer. “How he got it from the gaol I shall never know!”

		“Nor I,” I said, “but I feel a new man now.”

		I put out my hand. “Someday, Darby, in America mayhap?”

		“Na, I be a busy one here.” He shook his head. “It has a sound to it, though. America! I like it. Savages they tell me, and forests and land wherever you look.”

		“And running streams, Darby. Keep it in mind, if the worst comes. If you’ve a thought of finding me, follow a river to the far mountains and ask for me there.”

		“Barnabas Sackett, is it?”

		“Aye, and by the time you get there the name will echo in the hills, Darby. The Indians will know of it, if the white men do not. It is a fair land, Darby, but a raw, rough land that will use up men until it breeds the kind it needs. Well, I will be used, and I hope to have a hand in the breeding, too.”

		Westward we went, riding easy on strong, fresh horses, through Cirencester to Gloucester over Birdlip Hill, and when I dipped into the saddlebags there was a purse of gold there, a dozen coins, and some silver.

		“May I have the other sword?” Lila asked.

		“A sword?” I was astonished. “It is a man’s weapon.”

		She looked at me coldly. “I can use it as well as any man. I’ve five tall brothers, Sackett, and we fenced with swords upon many an hour. Give it to me, and if trouble comes, stand aside and watch what a woman can do!”

		“Welcome!” I said cheerfully. “I did not doubt that you could do it, but only that you wished to.”

		“I do not wish. I do what becomes the moment. If it be a cook-pot, I cook. If it be a needle, I’ll sew, but if it be a blade that is needed, I shall cut a swath. To mow arms and legs and heads, I think, is no harder than the cutting of thatch.”

		In the Cotswolds and the valley of the Severan there were Roman ruins all about, nor was I a complete stranger to them for I’d been led their way by Leland’s manuscript, and remembered much of what I’d read.

		We camped one night in the ruins of a Roman villa, and drew water from a mossy fountain where Roman patricians must once have drunk. Where we lay our heads that night, Roman heads had lain, though in better fare than we. But now they were gone, and who knew their names, or cared? And who should know ours, ours who had but the green grass for carpet, and the ruined walls of a once noble house for shelter?

		Lila was a quiet woman. She spoke little and complained none at all, yet she was woman—too much woman to go off to America with no man of her own. I said as much, and she looked at me and said, “A man will come. Where I am, he will come.”

		“You’ll see few white men in America, or any other but Indians. Good folk some of them, but they do not think like we do.”

		“I shall not marry an Indian. I shall marry an Englishman or perhaps a Welshman.”

		Then we forded a stream and rode up a narrow pass between rocks, and when night came we were in a wild and mysterious land, a place of long shadows and great rocky battlements and rushing cold streams and rich green grass around hard black rocks that shone like ice in the dim light of the after-sunset. It was a primeval landscape. Suddenly, they came upon us, a dozen or more of them. Wild, uncouth creatures, some clad in skins, some in rags, wild, mad things wielding all manner of weapons.

		They came up from the rocks where they had lain in wait. Screaming wildly, they came down upon us. Lila drew her sword and wheeled her horse to meet them. I tried to yell that flight was our best chance, but she was beyond hearing. She did not scream, but yelled some wild Welsh shout, and light caught the flashing blade of her sword as she swept on toward them.

		I barely had time to draw and fire a pistol, and then she was among them.

		But what had happened? After her wild Welsh yell they had suddenly frozen, mouths wide to scream, staring at her. Then as one man, or woman, for there were women among them, they fled.

		Her sword reached one, I think, before they were gone into the rocks from which they came. Then Lila wheeled her horse, towering in her stirrups, and shouted after them, a hoarse, challenging cry.

		Her sword was bloody and she leaned from her saddle and thrust it into a hummock of earth and moss, once … twice. Then she sheathed it.

		Awed, I led us away up the trail to where it went through a pass in the mountains, and she followed quietly.

		Later, when the road widened, we rode side by side. “What did you say that frightened them when you called out?” I asked.

		“It does not matter.”

		“It was a curious thing. They stopped as if struck, then they fled as if all the terrors were upon them.”

		“Indeed, they would have been. They well knew when to fly. That lot! I have heard stories of them! Poor, misbegotten, inbred creatures that live in caves and murder innocent travelers. The soldiers have come for them a dozen times, but they disappear. Nobody finds them … at least no Englishman.”

		She was silent then, and I as well. More than two hours had passed since we had seen even the slightest sign of life, and nothing at all but the wild mountains and the rushing cold streams and the rocks that lay like chunks of iron on every hand.

		“There’s a cottage yon,” she said, pointing ahead.

		“You have been this way before?”

		“No.”

		“You are from Anglesey, Lila, and you spoke of Druids.”

		“Did I now?”

		“It is said there are people on Anglesey who have the gift.”

		She rode on, offering no reply. We were ascending a pass through wild, heavily forested hills. Suddenly it came to me.

		“This is the pass from Bettws-y-Coed!”

		She turned her head. “You know it? You have not been to Wales before?”

		“I have not. Is this the pass?”

		“It is.” Now it was her turn to be curious. “How did you know?”

		I was not exactly sure, only somehow it had come upon me. “I was told of it once … long ago.”

		“And so you know it in the dark?” For night had fallen.

		“I was told of how it looked in the dark, and how it … felt.”

		She looked at me again, but now we were approaching a high place in the pass, and down the far slope we saw something white against the blackness, and then a dog barked.

		“The cottage,” she said. “We will stop there, I think.”

		“As you will. It is better than the damp hills and the rocks.”

		“They are Welsh hills,” she said sternly, “and Welsh rocks.”

		Our horses had been growing more and more weary as we moved on, and now as they saw the faint glow of light from a window, they moved forward eagerly. At the door I dismounted while a huge dog barked viciously, his hair on end, teeth bared.

		Lila spoke sharply to him in Welsh and he cringed and moved back, but snarled still. We heard the sound of a bar being removed, then a voice spoke from a crack. “Go away! The place is closed!”

		Lila spoke sharply and the door crack widened and a girl thrust her head out. “Who is it that speaks thus?” she demanded, in English, then added a word in Welsh.

		“We have traveled far, and have far yet to go,” I said quietly. “It is myself and a woman.”

		“Are you wed, then?”

		“We are not,” I said. “She is a friend to my betrothed.”

		“Hah!” The door opened wider. “Then the more of a fool is your betrothed to let you out upon the Welsh hills with another woman. De’il would I be so generous!”

		Lila had stepped down from the horse and she towered above the girl in the door. “We would eat and sleep here,” she said, “and have our horses fed.”

		It was spacious enough inside, a wide room with a low ceiling and a stone-flagged floor, washed clean enough to eat from, which was not all that common.

		There was good furniture about and a fire on the hearth, and beside the hearth an old man smoking a pipe. A churn stood in a corner near a sideboard with several rows of dishes.

		The girl, seen in the light inside, was dark and pretty, with quick black eyes and lovely lips. “Come,” she said, “sit and be rested. My brother will see to your horses.”

		She looked again at Lila. “You look Welsh,” she said.

		“I am from Anglesey,” Lila replied.

		They eyed each other, taking a measure, respectful but wary.

		“He speaks of me as a friend,” Lila said. “I am in service to the one who will be his bride. She is on her way to America. We go to her now.”

		The girl looked at me, hands on hips. Then she said, “We’ve eaten, but there’s a bit of bread and cheese and I’ll scrape about and see what else.”

		The old man looked at me thoughtfully. “You are also Welsh?”

		“English,” I said.

		“Ah? I would have said you were Welsh.”

		Lila turned and looked directly at me. “Who was your mother?”

		“I know little of her, only that she was gentle, very beautiful, and that my father rescued her from some pirates in the western isles, and that she had told him she was not frightened because she knew he was coming for her.”

		“She knew?” Lila looked at the old man, and the girl, who had come back into the room, had stopped also, listening.

		“Aye.” I loved that part of the story. “Father said she was very calm, and she told one of the men who started to lay hands upon her that he would die before the hour was gone, and he stopped, and they all stopped, frightened.

		“One of the others then asked her, sneering, ‘And I?’ He was a young man, and very bold in his youth and his strength. ‘You will live long in evil, but my son shall kill you one day.’

		“ ‘Your son? Where is he? I shall kill him now and be sure what you say is a lie.’

		“ ‘I have no son. Nor have I husband yet, but he is coming now. It is his sword,’ she looked at the first man, ‘which will draw your blood.’

		“ ‘What are you?’ that first man asked. ‘A witch?’

		“ ‘I am of the blood of Nial,’ she said.

		“ ‘If you be afraid,’ the younger man said to the other, ‘I will take her. She’s a handsome wench, and witch or no witch, I’ll have her.’

		“And then my father was there, and my father’s men. He came into the room sword in hand. The first man died, and the younger escaped with a sword cut, and my mother called after him, ‘Do not forget your destiny. You will die by the sword in the flames of a burning town!’ ”

		“It is a fine story,” the old man said, “a grand story! And you, the son, have killed this man?”

		“I am the son, but I have killed no man in the flames of a burning town, nor am I likely to. Soon I shall go where there are no towns, but only forests and meadows and mountains. I fear the prophecy will not be complete.”

		“Be not sure,” Lila said. Then to the old man and the girl. “Did you hear what he said? That his mother was of the blood of Nial?”

		“I heard,” the girl said. “I believe it.”

		“It was in his face when he came into the room,” the old man said, “I know the look of those who have the gift.” He looked at Lila. “You have it.”

		“What is this gift of which you speak?”

		“It is the gift of second sight, the gift of looking beyond or back. Nial was a spaeman, one of those who foretell events. The story is ancient, and from Iceland, and the mother of Nial was the daughter of Ar the Silent, master of a great land in Norway. But Nial was a gifted man, a great talker, and a pleader for his people.”

		I was tired, and it was late.

		“We must to bed,” I said, “for in the morning we cross the Menai.”

		The old man tapped out his pipe. “Put them in the loft,” he said. “They’ll sleep warm there.”

		“I shall stay by the fire,” I said, “for to sleep too sound would not please me.”

		The old man turned his head to look. “You are followed, then?”

		“It may be. If so, we would not wish to have it known that we were seen. We are good folk,” I added.

		“Sleep,” he said, “and rest. We will let no harm come to the blood of Nial.”

		I added sticks to the fire when he had gone to his bed, and rolled in my cloak upon the floor near the hearth. It would be a cold night, but the cottage was snug and warm.

		I took two pistols under the cloak’s edge near me, and my naked blade. Its scabbard lay to one side. I hoped the night would be quiet, but I was not a trusting man, and the hilt of a sword has a good feel.

		Oft times a blade across the room beyond the reach of a hand means that death is nearer. I closed my eyes, and heard the rain fall upon the thatch, and against the walls. Drops fell down the chimney and the fire sputtered and spat.

		The wind curled around the eaves, moaning with its loneliness, and listening to wind and rain I half slept.

		Where, O where was Abigail? How far out upon the sea? Did she sleep well this night? Did the ship roll? Was all well aboard?

		Outside a stone rattled, and in the darkness my hand tightened upon the sword’s hilt.
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		We came over the hills to Bangor in the morning, with shadows in the valley and sunlight on the sea. The mist was lifting from the trees, clinging wistfully as if reluctant to leave—like the smoke of ancient Druid fires which once burned in this place.

		We came over the hills, and I knew it well from my mother’s tales of Taliesin, the great Welsh bard. The village lay upon the hills where once the Druids’ upper circle had been, overlooking the Menai Strait that separated Wales from Anglesey, once called Mona, and before that other names as well.

		Bangor had been a place of ritual for the Druids, but that was long ago. Something stirred in me when I saw the view from there. Was it some ancient racial memory? Something buried deep in my flesh and bones?

		Lila rode behind me into the village. My eyes were alert for trouble. From here our destination was clear: from the north coast a boat to Ireland; then to lose ourselves in that war-torn island where marched the armies of Lord Mountjoy.

		Eyes turned upon us when we dismounted, for we were strangers, and Lila as tall as any man here, and as broad in the shoulders. She looked the Viking woman whose ancestors had once raided these shores, then settled here and across the water as well. They had founded Dublin. What was it the name first meant? Dark Pool, if I recalled correctly.

		Recalled? How could I recall? But so I did … no doubt something heard, something read, something dimly remembered from another time.

		Yet I seemed to have passed this way before. Too many strange memories came to me now, too many whose origin I could not recall.

		There was a roadside inn where fishermen and sailors stopped, or travelers like ourselves. And we went there now and sat at a table and were brought without asking—fish, bread, and ale.

		The people were Welsh. Yet there might be spies among them, although I hoped my pursuers were far from us, seeking in Bristol, Falmouth, or Cornwall.

		Traveling with a woman may have helped to fool them, for that they had no reason to suspect—nor that I would go into Wales. Yet I was ever a cautious man.

		A distinguished-appearing man sat near us, with a thoughtful but stern face. That he was a man of the Church was obvious.

		“You travel far?”

		Smiling, I said, “It is my hope.”

		“It is not many who come here,” he continued. “I come for my health. It is the air of the sea, the smell of the ocean.”

		“It is a place for poets,” I said, “or warriors.”

		“Are they not often the same?” He looked from Lila to me. “Your accent is strange,” he said, “yet your companion, I’d say, is of Anglesey.”

		“You’d be right,” I said. “She lived here once.” About myself I said nothing. He was curious, yet I liked the man. He was someone I should have liked to spend a few hours with, talking over the ale, and watching the ships, feeling the wind in my hair.

		“I am Edmund Price, of Merionethshire,” he said.

		“You are a poet,” I said, “spoken of in London and Cambridge.”

		“So far off? I had not realized my poor talents were known.”

		“The tongue of Wales is music, and you write it well.”

		“Thank you. That was well said. You are a poet also?”

		I shrugged. “I am nothing. A man of the sword, perhaps. A man yet to shape his way.” I looked at him with respect. “You, they say, are a man of vast learning, familiar with many languages.”

		He shrugged. “The more one learns the more he understands his ignorance. I am simply an ignorant man, trying to lessen his ignorance.”

		“I spoke of travel,” I said, “and not lightly. I go to Raleigh’s land.”

		“Ah, yes … Raleigh. Well, he has acquired a name these last few years, has he not? Men speak of these new lands. I wonder if they are new.”

		“Who knows? Where man is able to go, man has been. The Irish, they say, sailed over the sea long since, and the Welsh, under Madoc.”

		“The Irish at least,” he replied. “Do you know the tale of Gudlief Gudlaugson, who sailed from the west of Ireland in 1029 with a northeast wind, and was driven far to the southwest, and finally found shelter upon a lonely coast and found there Bjorn Ashbraudson, who had left Ireland thirty years before? It is a known story among us, and many another like it.

		“There were Danes settled in Ireland who heard the old Irish stories, and for many a year the land now called America was called Greater Ireland, and the stories were the Irish had been to far western lands even as they had to Iceland.”

		“I know nothing of these stories. I only know what I have said, that where men can go, they will go, and what is so hard about crossing a sea? It is sailing along shore that is dangerous, and men had sailed from Egypt to Crete and even to the western ocean shores of Spain in the time of Solomon, which is a farther distance than from Iceland to America.”

		We talked of many things, and it was a pleasure. But the time drew on, and Lila nudged my foot under the table.

		“Now we shall go,” I said.

		“Go,” Edmund Price said, “and may the Good Lord go with you.”

		“Thank you,” I said.

		I turned toward the door, where Lila already was, and reached for my purse. Edmund Price lifted a hand to stop me. “Please! Allow me, Barnabas Sackett.”

		And I was in the saddle and riding out of town before I realized that he had called me by my name!

		———

		Anglesey was a lower land, a flatter and sunlit land. And we rode swiftly up the coast toward the point from which we must take to the water, and there were behind us no apparent pursuers.

		Where now was Abigail? Where was our ship? How far at sea? Whose hand was at the helm? Who lined up the fo’m’st on a distant star?

		We rode across the moors, past quiet farms and between stone walls that guarded fields to right and left. We rode at last to Trearddur Bay, and to a small house there of sticks and plaster, a cozy and warm cot, under low trees with vines all about and some flowers, and it had a view over the bay, and of the mountain that towered to the north.

		At the door we drew up. Lila called out, and the low door was opened by a tall man, a very tall man, for when he straightened up from the door he was taller than Lila, a man with a red beard and shoulders rolling with muscle under a flimsy shirt.

		“Ha!” He looked at Lila. “You’ve come home, have you? And who is the man?”

		“His future belongs to my mistress. We seek a boat, Owain.”

		“A boat? To where would you sail, sister?”

		“To Ireland to find a ship for America.”

		“America, is it? You’d go there?”

		“It is my destiny.”

		“Well, look for cousins there. We had those who sailed with Madoc, long, long ago. And others who went looking for them later. And once I talked to a Dane who had gone there in an Irish ship. He was an old man, very old, yet he spoke of wonderful things, palm trees like those in Africa, and great stone buildings, and people who wear feathers. You go to a wild land, but it is at a good time you come, for a ship lately here lies now off Ireland, if you can catch her. She is small, but seaworthy. Her captain is from Iceland. But how to get there? I do not know how it will be done.”

		“Is it far?”

		He shrugged a heavy shoulder. “If you wish to know, you must ask the wind.” He looked closely at me. “Is it because of the girl that you hurry? Or are there those behind you?”

		I smiled at him. “A little of both. The girl, of course, for I love her very much, and would be with her. As for those behind me, if I am caught it goes hard with me and I do not think I will let them take me. The sea is too close, and my sword too sharp. There would be a fight, I think.”

		He chuckled, deep in his heavy chest. “There speaks a man. Go within.” He gestured. “Your mam will see you, Lila. Feed him. He will need his strength where he goes now, and if he sails with the Icelander, he will need it well. Go. I shall find a boat, and if there be strangers coming, I’ll give a call in time.

		“Eat … rest … talk to Mam and let her listen to your voice so in the years to come she will have it to remember.”

		We ducked our heads under the low door, but not so much as he had ducked when he came out.

		Inside it was cool and still. There were pots and kettles about, and a good smell of cooking, and a woman there, tall and thin with gray hair and a face unlined by the years, her eyes as old as the stones outside, but not cold.

		“Is it you, Lila? It has been long, girl.”

		“I am passing.”

		“I heard you speak. So you come and go. Well, it is a far land to which you go, and so has it always been with us. So many have gone, so few have come back. It is the sea that takes them, or the farther shores. I do not know.”

		She moved easily, putting food on the table. “There’s a slab of mutton from the moors beside the sea. The sheep eat salt grass and theirs is the best flesh of all. Eat, boy, and do not stand on time. The food will stay with you and the memory of it where you go. My mam said always to take a cargo of memories, whatever else, for when all is lost the memories remain.”

		She looked at Lila. “Your mistress is a good woman, girl?”

		“She is that. And this one a good man, although I doubted him at first. I did not think any man good enough. Nor do I fear to sail with him. Only the Icelander must be wary or this one will own the boat.”

		“You have the gift, girl. What do you see?”

		She looked up. “I will not speak of that, Mam.”

		“Come! Is it so bad, then?”

		“No.” She hesitated, smoothing her strong white hands on her skirt. “Only dark times lie before and about us, dark, dark times. I will marry there, Mam, and die there, too, with a son to leave behind.”

		“And this one?”

		“Four sons, Mam, that live. Some others will die, and she will die in England, and he … alone … he will die alone with a weapon in his hand, and there will be fire around and howling madness with the flames. It is not a good thing of which to talk.”

		Somberly I looked at her. “And will I die old or young, Lila?”

		“Old,” she said, “old. Your sons will be men, one of them lost afar off whom you will not see again, far, far off in a strange place. But he will live to leave his blood behind, as will the others.”

		“But Abigail will come again to England? She will leave me, then?”

		“Not like that. I see love always. But she will leave. I do not know why, nor when … and she will not come back. I see blood upon the shore, and some people already in America are gone … gone.…”

		I ate in silence then, brooding upon what she had said. I believed only a little, but they believed, and that worried me.

		Yet, what was there in what she said to worry about? I should live to an old age, I should have four sons to leave behind, and I should have sown my seed in a new land, under new trees.

		“Old,” I said. “Well, we must all grow old, and die when the hour comes. But what of the Queen? Will she relent? Will she learn I have no treasure?”

		“She will not relent, nor will he who comes after. You will be sought always, for this is fixed in their minds: that you have found the royal crown, and you have kept it for yourself. When it is found that you are in America, some will come seeking you, and you will hide … you will go far.”

		“To the blue mountains then?”

		“To the very mountains. You will lose yourself in them, and they will give you food, shelter, all that you need. You will live in their bosom.”

		“Ah, well. It is what I want, after all.”

		For I was contented then. The mountains would be mine. I would go to them, wander among them, know them. Was not that my destiny, after all?

		Footsteps, an opening door, and then the huge frame of Owain was standing there.

		“Men come. Four men upon horses.”

		“Are they strangers?”

		“Aye. Would I come if they were not?” He looked at me. “The boat makes ready. You will go then?”

		“I shall, and take your sister there. First, I must stand in the road and see what manner of men they be.”

		“I would stand with you. I’ll get my axe.”

		My hand lifted. “See your sister to the boat. Did you not say there were only four?”

		Sword in hand, and two pistols belted on, I walked out upon the road of gray pounded shells, and I stood there, dark against the road, watching them come.

		The mountain was behind me, dark against the sky, a piece of the sea was on my right. Under my black cloak was my sword. My hand on the hilt, the sword half-drawn.

		I waited for them there, and hoped they would be strong.

	
		CHAPTER 10
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		A rough-looking man now stood in front of the cottage. He looked both at me and the men coming toward me. He called out something over his shoulder. Two other men came from the house.

		Across the road near the shore, a man was mending a net. As Owain passed, going to the boat, he spoke. Then the man left his net, holding a long pole.

		The riders were coming nearer. Several other people appeared and stood, watching.

		The riders drew up, facing me, some thirty feet off. One of them was Robert Malmayne!

		“So? We meet again!”

		“There is a sadness on me,” I said, cheerfully, “for we meet only to part.”

		“Not this time, I think. You are my prisoner, Sackett.”

		“You say that to me when you have only three men behind you? And what men they are! I think they have no stomach for steel, or you, either.”

		My sword slid easily from the scabbard, the point lifting.

		There was a whispering of sandaled feet upon the shell road, a whispering around me. “Go!” A voice spoke in my ear. “The wind does not wait!”

		“And leave these gentlemen?” I said.

		There must have been fifty people around us now, both men and women, with a few children. They were saying nothing, but crowding closer and closer. Some had spears, others had poles or sticks. Some had nothing. One at least held a scythe and there were several with wood-axes.

		“Back up there!” Malmayne shouted. He waved at them.

		“You are in Wales, Malmayne. They do not speak English.”

		“Tell them to get back.”

		“I don’t speak Welsh, and what are they doing? You are strangers, and they are merely curious.”

		“By heaven, I’ll teach them who is strange!”

		He started for his sword but found a large hand already on the hilt. He looked down into a smiling, bearded face. Malmayne cursed, but the hand on the sword hilt would not be moved.

		“Careful, Malmayne!” I warned, smiling. “These are good folk, but somewhat rough when stirred.”

		Now they were crowded tightly around all four horsemen, so close the horses could not move. One fellow had a hold on a rider’s leg. He was smiling, just holding the leg, but the implication was clear—one heave and the rider would be sprawling in the road.

		“Come!” Owain shouted. “The wind is for the sail! Come quickly!”

		Backing away, I sheathed my sword, then ran lightly to the shore. Lila was with me. I caught the gunwhale of the boat and we leaped aboard. We shoved off. The wind took the sail and it bellied out.

		“I shall see you die by fire!” Malmayne shouted. “I shall have a warship after you!”

		With Holyhead behind us, we held a course to the southwest for Wicklow Point, far and away across the Irish Sea.

		“What will they do?” I asked, gesturing behind us.

		“They? Nothing. After a bit they will drift back to their work and your Malmayne can do as he feels, which will not be much on Anglesey. He’ll get no boat there, nor for miles away, and by that time we shall be along the Irish coast, which none knows better than I.”

		We had a strong wind, a following wind, and the sea went well before us. After a bit I went below and lay down on some mats and sails and slept. When I awoke, our vessel was south of Wicklow Head and off the Horse Shoe Bank which we kept inland of us.

		“When you sleep, you sleep!” Owain declared. He pointed ahead and to starboard. “ ’Tis an easy coast here, if one be watchful. Yon lies a rock … Wolf Rock, ’tis called, and she bares her teeth when the wind blows. There are banks along the coast, no place for a ship to be caught, so a man must hold well out upon the sea. Most of the dangers lie four to six miles out, along here.”

		We stood together, watching the sea ahead. “Landsmen!” he said. “Such fools, they are! Why, a month ago in Dublin town I heard one talk in a tavern, a wise man, they said he was, and he was saying how ancient seafaring men were afeard to venture to sea, that they always held close along the coast for safety. I laughed at him, and he became angered.”

		“Did you tell him?”

		“I did, but what good to tell fools? I told him the dangers of the deep ocean were one in ten to the risks along an unknown coast, or even a known one. He looked at me with pity for my ignorance, he who had never set a sail nor held a hand to the tiller. Look you! Ahead of us lie the Arklow Bank, the Glassgorman, Blackwater and Dogger, and any one a death trap—be you not knowing them. Yet the sea looks innocent enough to a landsman.”

		“The Icelander you spoke of. Where will he be?”

		Owain considered that. “He may have moved, yet I think in Castlehaven or Glandore. He does not like busy places, that one.”

		Green lay the coast and gray the sea, and the wind whipped whitecaps from the wave crests and stung our faces with blown spray. Our craft lay over on its side and cut the waves handily as if playing with the sea, like a porpoise. We saw only a few fishing boats closer in, and one square-rigged ship, afar off.

		From time to time I took the tiller.

		It was Glandore Bay to which we came at last, rounding Galley Head and Foilsnashark Head and keeping Adam Island well off our port beam. The bay was small, but it penetrated well into the land and was thus well protected from all winds.

		There were two castles in view. This was, or had been, a seat of the O’Donovans.

		The gray walls of Castle Donovan arose on our port side.

		We dropped anchor there, close in, and the ship we looked for was there, the Icelander standing by the rail watching us as we steered into the harbor.

		“Hoy, Thorvald!” Owain called. “I have two for your ship!”

		“Ve sail for Newfoundland!” Thorvald called back. “Ve sail at first light!”

		“It is my sister who goes, and an Englisher. We have followed you from Anglesey!”

		A skiff was lowered and Lila climbed down, then I. Owain rowed us over, and we climbed aboard.

		“A woman aboard my ship? I would do it only for you, Owain!”

		Thorvald was broad and thick, heavy-boned and blond. He looked at me with piercing blue eyes. “You are a sailor, yes?”

		“I am.”

		“Vhere is it you go?”

		“To Virginia, but Newfoundland is a step upon the way. We thank you.”

		“Somevon looks for you?”

		“Aye, mayhap a Queen’s ship, but if you do not wish to risk it, we will find another way, or buy our own boat and sail it together.”

		Thorvald chuckled. “You’ll find that hard, very hard! And cold, too.” He smiled wryly. “If a Queen’s ship will follow vhere ve go, she may have you, und velcome.”

		The hills were green and lovely around the Bay of Glandore, and the crumbling ruin of Castle Donovan looked wild and strange among the thick-standing trees above the bay. We went ashore in the skiff, and at a place to which Owain took us, I bought some provisions.

		Curiously, I glanced around the old building. It was a combination warehouse and shop, a place I suspected where a goodly portion of the merchandise had been smuggled. We bought what we needed, including some additional stores for the ship, and then returned to our boat.

		It was no great craft, at all, but built somewhat on the lines of a Norwegian bojort with a square topsail above the spritsail, a lateen mizzen and a small spritsail under the bowsprit. It was called the Snorri, and I liked the look and the feel of her. She was steered with a whip-staff, which gave the man at the helm a chance to observe the sails.

		There was a small cabin aft and a section was curtained off for Lila.

		The sky was gray when we left the emerald-green harbor of Glandore behind and sailed past the islands into open sea. Standing amidships I looked back at Ireland. Would I ever again see the isles of Britain?

		The wind blew smartly from the south, yet Thorvald crowded on what sail we had to make good time toward Iceland. A sound of distant thunder with far-off streaks of lightning warned us what trouble lay ahead, but Thorvald had grown up on a ship’s deck, and the man on the whip-staff was a burly fellow of forty years or more, who looked the Viking he was.

		Shortly before noon I relieved the helmsman, and Thorvald stood by, keeping a close eye upon me for he was no man to trust his ship to an unknown. But I was a fair hand from the boating down off the fens. After a bit he no longer watched so closely, trusting my hand and judgment.

		Most of the time, Lila stayed below. When the weather was mild enough and the ship steady, she cooked with supplies from the stores, always warm, nourishing food.

		Thorvald looked at her and shook his head. “You spoil us all, Lila. It is not good for sailor to expect too much!”

		He wasted no time, but laid a course for the northwest, pulling steadily away from any area where a search might be directed, steering toward the cold northern waters.

		At midnight I awakened and came on deck to stand beside Thorvald. “If you wish to sleep,” I said, “you can leave her to me.”

		“I am tired,” he said simply. “The course is northwest-by-north.”

		He went below, and I was alone with the man on the whip-staff, whose face I could not see under his cowling.

		The wind had grown colder with the days, and when at last the mountains of Iceland loomed ahead we gathered amidship to look at land again, and Thorvald took us easily into a small cove where lay his home.

		Three days we lay in port, and then once more set sail. Now the wind was steady but cold. And on the night watch it grew suddenly colder. Wary of some change, I awakened Thorvald.

		He came on deck, sniffed to smell the wind, waited a bit, and then said, “Ice!”

		We changed course toward the south. Suddenly I saw something white and glistening in the water. It was ice. Soon we saw several patches of broken ice and then, looming, a huge berg.

		We passed her, several hundred yards off, a vast white tower pointing an icy finger at the clouds.

		The days passed swiftly. It was a gray and overcast day when we sighted the birds of Witless Bay, and turned north along the coast, for we’d made our landfall a bit to the south of our port.

		We moved into St. John’s harbor and dropped our anchor there. Many boats were about, Portuguese, Basque, and Icelandic fishermen, and some others, just as obviously pirates. The pirates loved the rugged bays and small harbors of the island. They liked to recruit seamen there, for the Newfoundlanders were hardy men, skilled in all the work of ships and the sea, welcome aboard any ship, but doubly so aboard pirate craft for whom speed and seamanship were a prime requirement.

		“Ve’ll go no farther here,” Thorvald said. “Ve sell what ve have brought and ve load fish for home.”

		“I wish I could tempt you. I’ve traded for furs along that coast.” I indicated where the large land might lie beyond the island. “There’s a fortune to be had for the taking.”

		Thorvald shook his head, although his eyes held on the western horizon.

		“Think, man,” I suggested, “you could take back as much in one voyage as in four.”

		He shook his head again. “I vill find a boat for you,” he said, “I know all here, und they know me.”

		It was a bold island to which we had come, and there were bold men about, ships fitting for the sea. And boats came in to dry their fish or to replenish supplies for another spell upon the dark water.

		An eagerness was upon me now. I had come far upon my way, and I thought only of Abigail and our ship and my friends. Always the blue mountains hung like a mist at the back of my dreams, and there was no challenge that called to me as they did.

		We went ashore and moved among the fishermen, Thorvald, Lila, and I, buying what things we needed, for it was a goodly port of supply.

		Suddenly a huge man stood before me. He was bigger than I by breadth and height. A strong man he looked, and certainly he felt himself so.

		“The wench, there,” he gestured at Lila. “Fifty English pounds for her!”

		“She’s a free woman,” I said.

		“Bah!” he sneered. “What woman is free when money is offered? I want her! A hundred pounds, then!” His eyes bulged a little as he leaned toward me. His face was red with drinking.

		“No,” I said. “Now stand aside.”

		“Stand aside!” he shouted. “You say that to me?”

		He was a big man and drinking. A dangerous man, I thought, and I was of no mind to fight with him then. I was impatient to be off to the south, hungry for a ship to take me there, and irritated by this great oaf who stood there, breathing his foulness upon me.

		He reached for his sword, so I dropped one hand to stay the drawing of it, and with the fist of the other I smashed him in the wind.

		It hit him hard and his breath left him with a gasp. But knowing a hurt man is not a whipped man, I spread my legs and swung both fists to his jaw.

		Both landed … and as I have said, I am strong as two men … or three.

		He sat down hard in the mud, blood streaming from his smashed nose and mouth. He was stunned by my blows. So I walked by him and went on. Thorvald stared at me.

		“There is power in you,” he said. “But do you know who he is?”

		“No.”

		“Nor I … but he comes from yon ship,” he pointed to a Dutch fluyt that lay in the landlocked harbor, “and he is a pirate.”

		“No matter,” I said, but I lied. For suddenly there was a great envy upon me. The fluyt was a neat, compact, and handsome vessel, every line of her speaking of speed and good handling.

		“He comes,” Lila said quietly.

		Turning, I saw the big man had gained his feet. A half dozen were gathered about him, all looking toward me. He pointed, then took a step toward me but staggered and almost fell again.

		A lean-faced man with dark, pleasant eyes stepped up to us. “Yon’s a quarrelsome, trouble-making man. We’ll be well rid of him when he goes.”

		“Is that truly his ship?” I asked.

		“It is.”

		“And is he truly a pirate?”

		“He is … and fresh from robbing good fishermen upon the Banks, and making ready to sail for the Antilles when he is finished with his drinking.”

		“I am Barnabas Sackett,” I said, “from England, and this is my good friend Thorvald.”

		“I know him,” the lean man said. “You travel in good company.”

		Now the pirate’s men were approaching.

		“I will stand with you,” said Thorvald.

		“Lila,” I said, “when this is over we must move your goods. Now we shall have a ship.”

		“A ship?”

		“Aye.”

		They were coming up to me now, rough-looking men, at least two of them rascals.

		They started to draw their swords, but I lifted a hand. “If you draw on me, it will be mutiny. When did a good crew mutiny against their captain?”

		“Captain!” They stared at me, startled.

		“Had you rather sail with that great, drunken booby yonder?” I gestured at him. “If you like him, keep him. I want no part of him. But if you sail with me there’ll be no brawling ashore.”

		“Why should we sail with you? Do you have a ship?”

		“The fluyt,” I said, “is now my ship. I say we leave him to his drink and go aboard of her and make ready for the sea. If he is no better a master than he is a fighter, she’ll need work.”

		One of the men, who appeared to be a fisherman, laughed. “He has courage, this one!”

		“If I go aboard,” I said, “you’ll obey me.”

		They knew not what to think of me, looking from me to Lila and then to Thorvald.

		“Come!” I said abruptly. “That one is finished. You can see it for yourself. He’ll lead you to your death, or capture and a Spanish prison.”

		“And where would you take us?”

		“To rich prizes, and an even division all around with no giant share for the master. And then I’ll go ashore in Virginia and the fluyt is yours.”

		Oh, I had properly guessed my men! I was not speaking into the wind, for they were men who appreciated courage and little else. They wanted profit, but it was the game, too, and they had just seen their master put down in the mud by a man a third smaller, and easily at that.

		Some of whatever fear they had felt of him had gone with his fall. Now he fell again, and had stumbled up again, whether from drink or the effects of my blow I neither knew nor cared. He was hauling at his sword hilt.

		To be a leader of pirates demanded not only courage but gall, the daring to challenge anything, and these were the men for it.

		“He will kill you,” one of them said. “He comes now.”

		He was coming, with a naked blade, but I waited, barehanded, measuring his movements. There was ugliness in him, and fury. He would be rash and overly confident, because I stood with no weapon in my hand.

		My father had little to leave me in goods of this world, but he had what he had learned of men and weapons, of horses and women and ships and towns. He taught me well, and I knew what I could do.

		“He means to kill you,” Thorvald warned. “Do not mistake him. He will be quick.”

		They drew a little aside, knowing this was between us, for this is the way of men. One fights one’s battles alone, not asking mercy nor expecting help.

		The giant lifted the point of his sword toward my belly, and he was steadier than I had expected. My blows had jolted some of the drunkenness from him, but I knew the memory of it was in his muscles yet.

		His was a flat, single-edged blade, the cutting edge down. His grip would be strong upon the sword, his concentration hard upon it. He was thinking now of what he would do to me. He was already tasting his revenge for the blows I had struck him.

		Suddenly, he lunged. It was perfect—the move, the lunge. How many times had I done this in practice?

		With a quick slap of my palm I knocked the blade over, out of line with my body. Then I took a quick step in with my left foot, my right leg hooked behind his, and my right hand smashed up, the butt of my palm under his chin.

		His head snapped back and my leg tripped him. He half-turned and fell again into the mud, his grip loosening on the sword. As he hit the mud I kicked it from his hand, then took it up. He lay staring … shocked … expecting death.

		I broke the blade over my knee and threw the pieces to the earth.

		“Come, Lila,” I said, “we will go to our ship.”

	
		CHAPTER 11
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		“You are a bold man,” Lila said. “I begin to see what she sees in you.”

		The closer we came to the fluyt the better I liked her—a neat three-master with nice lines. Yet when we went up the ladder to board, I was shocked.

		Her decks were dirty and she looked unkempt and down-at-heel, certainly no proper look for a trim Dutch vessel. Several hands were loitering about and one man stood upon the quarter-deck staring down at me and at Lila.

		“Who be you?” he demanded.

		“Your new master,” I told him, mounting the ladder to stand facing him. “Your former master and I had a bit of a difficulty, and those who were ashore decided they’d prefer me as master.”

		“They did, did they?” He scowled at me. “They said naught to me!”

		I smiled at him. “There’s the ship’s boat alongside. Go ashore and talk to your former master, if you like.”

		“You’d like that. To have me go ashore and leave you to command!” He stared at me from under bushy brows. “ ’Tis an unlikely thing.”

		He peered at me. “Who says you can handle a ship? Or a crew?”

		“Ask them below there,” I said, gesturing. “Now go below and get yourself a clean shirt, clean pantaloons and a trim for your beard after a shave. Don’t appear on this quarter-deck without them.”

		He started to argue, his eyes peering at me. “Go,” I repeated, “or you’ll find yourself among the crew.”

		“You’ll need a new sailing-master then,” he said, “unless you can lay a course yourself, for there’s no other aboard can do it.”

		“Show up here looking the way an officer on the poop deck should look, and you’ll keep the job,” I said harshly. “Otherwise I’ll do it myself.”

		“You can lay a course, can you?”

		“Aye,” I said, “but I’ve no wish to displace you.”

		Grumbling, he went down the ladder, and with Lila following I went into the aftercabin.

		Surprisingly, it was not so bad as I’d expected. But it was still not good enough to suit Lila. “Go! Leave this to me! And the cooking, too! Just see there’s enough aboard to do with!”

		Out on deck again I turned the crew to, late as it was, and set them mopping decks, coiling lines, and making things shipshape. There were enough good Newfoundlanders aboard so that the job was not a great one, but it stirred them about and let them know a new hand was at the wheel.

		All the while I was thinking. I’d no wish to be a pirate, only to be ashore in Raleigh’s land with Abigail, at the same time I’d grown up in an England of the Armada, of Raleigh, Drake, Frobisher, and Hawkins. Sea-fighting was in the English blood, and the Spanish were sailing their great galleons up the coast from the Antilles, loaded with gold, some of them.

		With the crew at work I went to the aftercabin and spread out the charts on the great table there. They were old, none so good as those aboard my own ship, yet good enough, and I’d a memory for the charts I’d left behind. Yet I studied them, supplying what else was needed from the memory of those other charts.

		Westward and south, along the shores of the Gaspé then south past Nova Scotia and down the coast, holding well out to sea.

		I was still at the charts when an hour had passed and the sailing-master returned. He’d done a good bit to himself, and looked fresh and clean … at least, cleaner.

		When he saw me studying the mouth of the great river of Canada, he shook his head. “Do not think on it. A strange ship has newly come there, a ship with many guns that flies no flag I’ve ever seen. He who commands is a pirate also, but like none I have ever seen. He owns but one hand. Where another was there is now a hook, sometimes a claw or talon. He is a young man, very strong, very quick, and I believe he does not leave. An Indian told me he is building a great house, a castle, perhaps, on a hill in the mountains.”

		“We will avoid him then.” Looking at the men down on the deck, I noticed one, a strongly made fellow with fine shoulders and a well-shaped head. “That one down there. Who is he?”

		“A Newfoundlander, and a good man, too. His name is Pike. Or so they call him. He was a fisherman before he came with us, and a hunter of whales.”

		“And your name?”

		“Handsel. The first name is Peter, but I am called Hans or Hands … it does not matter which.”

		“You know this man Pike?”

		He nodded. “He works well, and he fights well.” Then he added, “I think he is the best seafaring man aboard. He knows the sea and he has a love for the ship.”

		That night the food upon the table was food Lila had prepared, and it was good. The men ate, and ate, and pushed back from the table with a sigh. Watching them, I knew my struggle was over, for it is rare that sailors have such food and they would not risk losing her, even if they wished to lose me.

		After a few days, I mused, I would have no trouble. Whoever heard of a revolution of fat men?

		Long I studied the charts while the crew worked upon the deck, repairing lines and sails and simply dressing her up for sea. As the beauty of the ship became evident, their pride in her grew.

		On the third day I was upon the deck and the man I had inquired about passed me. Within the hearing of several, I stopped him.

		“Pike?”

		He turned squarely to face me.

		“Starting today you are sailing-master. You will direct the deck work, and the handling of sails. You will report to me … and only to me.”

		“Aye!”

		“The ship is our home, Pike. It is also our fortress, our refuge. I wish it treated so. If there comes a time when we must sail through the eye of a needle, I want her ready. Do you understand?”

		“I will do that. She will be ready, Captain.”

		On the fifth day we sailed out of the harbor and set our course for the coast of the great land to the west, but I chose a route that would hold us far at sea and clear of the Gaspé.

		Whoever the pirate was who had the claw hand, I had no quarrel with him. Let him go his way, and I mine, and mine was for Raleigh’s land.

		For three days the wind held true and we made good weather of it, seeing neither land nor ship, nor wishing it. My intent was to reach for the south, closer to home, and perhaps a Spanish ship.

		On the sixth day in the morning watch there was a cry, “Sail ho!”

		With the glass I’d found aboard I studied her. It was a small fishing vessel, nothing aboard, no doubt, but hardworking fishermen and their catch, and I’d rob no such man.

		“The other would have,” Handsel said grimly. “ ’Twas said he passed nothing!”

		“And wasted his time,” I replied shortly, “judging by what’s below.”

		Twice during the next few hours we sighted craft. One was another fishing vessel; the second was an Icelandic boat. Having been dealt with so justly at their hands, I had no intention of returning the favor by looting a craft that might belong to some friend of Thorvald’s.

		Now we moved in closer to the coast. It was a dangerous practice, and this I knew, but I believed that most Spanish craft came north along the great warm stream that flows along the coast of America until nearly opposite Raleigh’s land, when they turned eastward for Spain.

		We were still far to the north, but there was ever a chance …

		Pike was at my elbow. “Captain,” he spoke for my ears only, “there’s a vessel beyond the island there.” He indicated the direction with a nod. “Over the trees? Can you see?”

		“Aye.” I directed my glass that way and saw it plain, only the tips of her masts visible above the trees on the low, sandy island. Those masts should be showing well above the trees, and I had an idea about that.

		“Pike, have a look. What do you think of her masts?”

		He peered through the glass, then turned to me. “She’s stepped her topm’sts, Captain. Whoever she is, she’s stepped her topm’sts not to be visible. For some reason she’s lying up.”

		“Aground?”

		“She’s on an even keel. She’s making repairs, I’d say, or being looted.”

		Taking the glass I studied the shore. The island was low and sandy with a few sandhills covered with coarse grass, and the sandy ridge along the backbone of the island was covered with pines.

		There was a mild sea running and we eased the whip-staff to guide her in closer along shore. I saw no sign of life anywhere.

		Night was coming on and I liked not the look of the shore.

		“Captain?” Pike said. “We’ve a man aboard knows this island.”

		I lowered my glass, incredulously.

		“Aye, we call him Blue, for there’s an odd color to his skin. He was fishing off the Banks and was blown away for several days ahead of a storm. He once landed here for water … there’s springs on the other side.”

		“Have him up. I would speak with him.”

		Still no sign of life or movement. Was she a dead ship, then? Or some trick of the eye and no ship at all? Or were we watched from beneath the pines, yonder?

		Blue was a lean, long-armed man with a face scarred by powder or some such thing, giving it a blue cast.

		“I know her,” he said, “and there’s a fair anchorage beyond the island, good holding ground if the weather be good. More than one ship has watered there.”

		It was growing dark, but through the glass which I handed him he could barely make out the masts. “I’ve a feeling about her,” he said, taking the glass from his eye, “and I’d be hard put to say the why of it, but I am certain sure she is Flemish. My eyes are better than most and I seem to see a heart-shaped dead-eye in her rig—and the Flemish do like them so.”

		Under his guidance, and with careful use of the lead, we worked our way about the end of the island, with no lights showing.

		In a small cove Blue knew, we dropped our anchor and lowered a boat. With a dozen men, I led a reconnaissance.

		Up the low, sandy shore, over the sandhills and along the edge of the trees. Walking quietly was not an easy thing, for there was much debris—fallen limbs, broken twigs, and leaves. Yet we managed it, and slowly, warily, we made our way through the trees.

		Blue caught my arm, pointing.

		Not one ship, but two! Closer to the shore was a Flemish galleon, a fine craft of a type they’d been building no more than ten or a dozen years, beautifully ornamented along her gundeck. Obviously her masts had been stepped to avoid any sudden escape, but her way out of the inlet was blocked by the other ship, of which we could make out very little in the darkness.

		An awning had been spread and several men were seated under it, drinking. At least, three were drinking and the fourth sat opposite them, his hands tied behind him. Farther along the beach another fire had been lighted and we heard shouting and laughter from there, drunken laughter, it seemed.

		“A fine place!” one of the men was saying. “A dozen times I’ve used it, and a dozen good ships looted and their loot taken aboard our own craft at our leisure.”

		He pointed a finger at the bound man. “Come now! We know there’s gold aboard, and the gold we will have, or we’ll take your hide off, an inch at a time.”

		He was a big man, by the look of him, although he was seated on a cask. He had a dark, saturnine look about him, with a taunting, evil face, and his companions looked no better. I glanced toward the beach to see how many men were there … a dozen? More … many more.

		At least thirty, and there might be fifty. How many were left aboard? And was there anybody on the captured vessel?

		Abruptly, I turned and led the way back out of the brush. “Blue, keep an eye on that ship.” I pointed to the captured vessel. “Let no one see you, but keep an eye on them. If there’s any move, come to me at once.”

		On the shore we got into the boat, and in a matter of minutes I was sitting in the aftercabin of the fluyt with Pike and Handsel.

		“You will stay with the fluyt,” I told Handsel. “At the first light, bring her off the mouth of their cove, and have her ready for action. Can you do it with a dozen men?”

		“With this craft I can. The Dutch build their ships to be worked by few hands.”

		“Bring her around at daylight, then, and train your guns on the pirate ship, but do not fire unless fired upon.”

		Turning to Pike, I said, “You take a dozen men and seize the ship. Go around by boat … ’tis all in darkness yonder by their ship. Slip aboard and take over. When you have her, run up a white flag or any bit of white cloth on the fo’m’st.”

		“And you?”

		“We’ll go the way we went before, meet Blue, and take the master of the ship and his prisoners. Be wary now, I want to lose no men, but if you move with swiftness and silence you’ll have them. Most of the crew is ashore and drunk.”

		Pike turned to leave. “Pike?” He stopped. “I trust in your judgment. If at any point you think the job cannot be done, return to the fluyt. You’ll get no argument from me.”

		All was dark and still when we next came through the pines. The fires still flickered on the beach, but few men stirred. Most were already in a drunken sleep.

		Under the awning the three men sat, still baiting the captured captain. “You have until daybreak. Think it over,” the pirate was saying, “or else we’ll skin you alive.”

		Softly I came to the edge of the pines. The wind had swept clear the sand upon that side, and it was but a dozen steps to the side of the awning. A moment I hesitated there, drawing my sword from its scabbard. Blue moved off to my right, drawing his cutlass. Three other men were with us, and we moved in closely.

		“Skin you!” the dark man repeated drunkenly. “We’ll skin you alive! There’s gold. I know there is gold.”

		“There is no gold,” the prisoner replied calmly. He had a fine look of contempt for them. “I am a merchant venturer. We have cloth for trading with the Indians, and we hope to obtain furs. We have some knives, some tools. We are none of us wealthy men.”

		I had walked quietly forward. “I believe you, my friend, and I shall be content with your cargo. You may keep your vessel and your hide.”

		“Wha—what?” One of the men came to his feet, the others just stared. But their captain did not move. His back to me, he simply spoke quietly.

		“Whoever you are, you had best leave. The ship is mine, the cargo is mine, and this man’s skin is mine.”

		“Yes?” I touched the back of his neck with my sword point, denting the skin.

		“Yes,” he repeated, and he moved not a hair. “And your skin, too, if you do not put that sword aside. You see,” he said calmly, “I know who you are, I know what ship you had, I know what you plan to do … and you are now my prisoner. Though it is possible,” he added, “that we might reach an agreement, Barnabas Sackett. We just might.”

		For once I knew not what to say, nor which way to move. A quick glance toward the pirate ship … no white flag.

		A glance back toward the opening of the cove, and my vessel was not there, either.

		Blue was with me, but where were the others?

		“Taking over a pirate ship,” the captain continued, “is never as simple as it seems. You see, your man Handsel used to sail with me. He knew I used this island, knew what ship you had seen, and saw a chance to become master of a vessel serving under me. When you came ashore the first time, he sent a message to me, and since then we have been simply waiting. Surrender. Surrender now, or die.”

		“You have nerve, my friend, but nerve is not enough when I have a sword. If one wrong move is made, I’ll lean on this blade. Will you but feel the needle point? It is razor sharp. One move, and no matter what happens after, your spinal cord is severed.”

		He held very still, but he laughed softly. “So what do you do now?” he asked. “Kill me, and you die next. If you do not kill me, my men will surround you and take you. What will you do now?”

		With my left hand I drew a pistol from my waistband. Was Blue with me or against me? I gambled that I had judged him right.

		“Blue, keep them covered with your pistol and shoot the first one who twitches. And cut loose the unfortunate captain.”
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		Blue did not hesitate, but moved swiftly behind the prisoner and cut him loose.

		The man stood, tottered, and almost fell, then braced himself, chafing his wrists to restore circulation. “Thank you,” he said quietly. “I am grateful.”

		“You have a crew?”

		“Yes … a few are left. They are prisoners aboard my ship.”

		“We must free them.” I glanced toward the pirate ship … and still no white flag fluttered from the masthead, nor had my vessel appeared off the cove.

		And what of Lila, still aboard the fluyt? She was a strong, capable young woman, but there were evil men aboard the Dutch ship, and Lila was alone. What would the Newfoundlanders do?

		“Take that line, Blue, and let’s put some lashings on our friend here.”

		“You’re acting the fool,” the pirate said calmly. “I am the only one who can help you now. You live or die as I decide. As for the gentleman you so kindly released, do you suppose he will help you? He wishes only to take his ship and escape. You can expect no help from him, and your own crew have sold you out.”

		“One of them has,” I said, “or so it seems. But I had no ship or crew when first I came upon them, and what I’ve done once I can do again.”

		Blue lashed the pirate’s wrists snug and tight, and then those of the other two, who sat quietly under the muzzle of my pistol and the threat of my blade.

		“My name is Duval,” the pirate said. “You have heard of me?”

		“I have not,” I replied shortly, “but no doubt there’s a noose waiting for you somewhere.”

		“If you’ve not heard of me,” he spoke contemptuously, “you’re no seaman.”

		“I know little of pirates,” I said, “except for one called the Claw.”

		He gave me a sharp look. “Talon, you mean. That is what they call him now. Ah, yes! He was the one. But he has retired now. He swallowed the anchor and built himself a place ashore.”

		“He still has ships on the sea.”

		Duval shrugged. “It may be true. How do you know of him?”

		I ignored his question, gathering up the weapons that lay about. There were several pistols and cutlasses.

		The sky was growing gray in the east. There was no sign of the fluyt and I knew I must do what had to be done without her.

		And whatever could be done must be done at once, swiftly. I glanced upward and the thought came to me with the wind.

		“We should fly our flag,” I said, “and that will be our mast.” I indicated a tall, almost bare pine that towered high.

		They stared at me, unsure of what I meant. “We will use Duval for our flag,” I said. “Get a line over that big bough and we’ll hoist him up there.”

		Duval’s face went white. “You can’t—”

		“Oh, we’re not going to string you by the neck,” I said. “We’ll just hang you up there out of harm’s way. Of course,” I added, “if you struggle too much you might work yourself loose, and if you do that, you’ll fall.”

		From the ship’s stores brought ashore from the captured vessel, Blue took a heaving line. Bending the end of it to a stronger line, he threw the heaving line over the branch on the second try, then pulled the heavier line over.

		Rudely he pulled Duval around and, taking a turn around his ankles and another around his bound arms, they laid hold of the line and hoisted him aloft, nearly fifty feet in the air, hanging facedown from a limb.

		At the last minute Duval twisted, turned, and tried to fight. “Damn you! Turn me loose and I’ll give you a thousand in gold! Two thousand! Anything! I’ll get your ship back!”

		“Hoist away,” I said, and we hoisted.

		“Looks right pretty up there,” I commented. Then I glanced at the others. “Will you lie quiet or shall we hoist you aloft?”

		“We ain’t makin’ no trouble. Just leave us be.”

		Thrusting two spare pistols in my waistband, I led the way toward the water. There was in my mind no thought of what might be done, only that somehow I must have the men free who were in that vessel, and somehow I must come by a ship.

		Such carrion as Duval interested me not, nor his talk of gold or ships. I would be a trader in a new land, and perhaps at a later day, a farmer. Many a pirate had I known of, and most found their way to a gibbet. I had no such wish to be dancing on air at the end of it all. What was it Black Tom had called it? “The steps and the string.” And well he might, for that was it.

		Drunken men sprawled upon the sand, and we looked at them from a distance off. There were not enough of them.

		“They be waiting aboard there,” I told my companions. “Waiting for us, belike.”

		“Aye,” Blue chuckled, “I wonder if they’ve sighted our colors yon.”

		“If they have,” I said, “it will give them something to think on.”

		I turned on the man we had freed. “And your name is what?”

		“My name is Hanberry. James Hanberry. English to my father’s side, Dutch on my mother’s, and I live mostly in the Netherlands. I’ve a good cargo aboard there,” he said, “one I’ll fight to keep.”

		“You lost it,” I replied coolly, “and if we get it back, I shall claim a part.”

		“Then do what you have to do by yourselves! I’ll be damned if—”

		“Be damned then,” I said cheerfully. “You’d be skinned alive by now had it not been for me. You will either help or go your own way.”

		We walked, and when we had gone some thirty yards, he ran to catch up. “You shall be damned, Sackett! The Good Lord will send you to the lowest hell!”

		“Let him, then,” I replied. “In the meantime, we have work to do.”

		Turning to Blue I said, “What think you of Pike?”

		“A true man, say I, and I have known him these twenty years, boy and man. If he has not flown the white flag it was because he could not.”

		The wind was growing colder. Whitecaps showed themselves, cresting each wave. The tops of the pines bent before the wind, and I did not envy the captain, hanging on high.

		The two ships lay off the shore, almost side by side. We climbed into a ship’s boat and pushed off. Pistol poised, I watched the rail of the pirated ship and saw no movement.

		There was a rope ladder over the side. As we drew up we made fast to the bottom of it and I climbed swiftly and swung over the rail.

		A faint creak warned me. A door stood partly open. The ship moved gently upon the water, but the door did not swing.

		Blue hit the deck behind me, Captain Hanberry a moment later. “The door,” I whispered. “There’s somebody back of the door.”

		Turning sharply as if to the ladder to the afterdeck, I wheeled quickly as I reached it, grasped the latch, and jerked the door open.

		A man sprawled upon the deck, then started to rise. “Get up if you’re friendly,” I told him, and shifting the pistol to my left hand, not wishing to waste a shot on so vulnerable a target, I drew my blade.

		He got to his feet slowly, a thick-lipped man with blue eyes and a florid face. “I be one of the crew,” he said, “Cap’n Hanberry will speak for me.”

		“He is that,” said Hanberry, “and a good man, too. Where are the others, Rob?”

		“Below decks,” he said, “workin’ theirselves free. I was the first. I come above decks to see how the wind blew. There be two men in the aftercabin, Cap’n, scoffing an’ drinkin’. There be another for’rd, I’m thinkin’.”

		“I’ll take the one for’rd,” Blue said.

		He left me, moving swiftly along the deck, and I stepped into the after passage, which was a short one, with a door to right and left, and the main cabin straight aft. I walked on, opened the door, and stepped in.

		There sat a man with his feet on the table, tipped back in a chair. He suddenly slammed his feet to the floor and I shot him as he reached for a pistol.

		The ball took him fairly in the chest as he started to rise, and I turned swiftly as a second man heaved a bottle. Dodging the bottle I sprang past the table. He came up, cutlass in hand. Then he looked across his blade at me and suddenly threw his weapon down.

		“No,” he said, “I’ll be damned if I do! I’ll not fight for Duval. I’ll not risk my neck.”

		“Then out upon the deck, man, and take that with you.” I indicated the body. “There’s more outside.”

		———

		Flemish galleon she was, the forem’st stepped forward of the forecastle as on most galleons, decks narrower than her sides because of the Danish tax, which charged according to the width of the deck. A good, solid vessel which I liked not so well as the fluyt, but almost as much.

		Her topm’sts had been taken down so she’d not show above the trees and could be looted in security. She carried thirty guns, and how she had been taken I could not guess, for the pirate vessel opposite carried only twelve, although obviously a fast sailer.

		From behind the mainm’st I looked over at the pirate vessel, scarcely a cable’s length off. She looked dark and sullen, low upon the water as if crouched to spring. There was no sign of Pike, nor of any of the others, nor was there movement upon the shore opposite.

		I turned upon Hanberry. “How is it to be, Captain? Do you follow my lead in what happens now? Or, when your men are free once more, will you leave us?”

		He flushed somewhat. “Do you think me ungrateful? We shall carry on, although my men are not schooled in fighting.”

		“If they trade in these waters, they’d better be,” I replied.

		Beyond the pirate ship the pines were a dark huddle against the white of the sand—a thicker patch and deeper than those we’d come through to capture Duval.

		Was that where Pike waited? Was the watch kept so well he dare not attempt an attack?

		Well, then. If we could attract the attention of those aboard the pirate craft, then he might have his chance.

		“Open the ports,” I said, “and run out your guns. First, make sure they are charged.”

		“You’d fight here?” Hanberry’s voice shook a little. “In this cove?”

		“Why not? At such close quarters both ships will be battered to kindling, and they know it. And we’ve fifteen guns to their six. Charge every gun, six with chain and grapeshot to clear the decks, nine with heavy shot. Four to aim at the gun deck, five at their waterline.”

		Hanberry’s face was pale, but as his men streamed on deck, he gave the order. They rushed to the gun deck and their guns.

		“What’s her name, Captain? I cannot see it from here.”

		“The Hayda.”

		“Ahoy, Hayda!” I called. “Surrender at once or be blown out of the water!”

		There was a long moment of silence. Then a voice called out, “Who speaks? Where is Captain Duval?”

		“Barnabas Sackett is the name, and your Duval hangs from the pine yonder, where you will hang also unless you give up the ship.”

		A man stepped into the rigging in plain sight. “I’ll see you in hell first!” he shouted. “We took your ship once and we’ll do it again!”

		There was no sign of Pike.

		“Is that what you all say?” My voice carried easily across the narrow gap between the vessels. “If you don’t want to die for the man who spoke, then throw him into the water. If he isn’t in the water by the time I count three—!”

		From over the bulwark I could see crouching men running to man the guns.

		“Just a minute here,” he called. “Let’s talk this over!”

		“Fire!” I replied.

		The galleon jolted sharply with the concussion and the broadside’s recoil rolled us over, then back. Bracing myself, hand gripping a stay, I peered through the billowing smoke.

		“Load numbers three, four, and five with grape,” I ordered, “and stand by to fire.”

		Hanberry rushed to me. “They’d have surrendered!” he shouted angrily. “They were ready to surrender!”

		“They were preparing to fire,” I replied shortly, “while he talked.”

		A man ran forward and dove into the water, then two more.

		As the smoke lifted somewhat we could see that the mainm’st was down, that portions of the rigging had been carried away, and that great, gaping holes had been ripped in the gun deck. Five holes at the waterline were pouring water into the hold.

		“Damn you!” Hanberry shouted. “Damn you for a scoundrel! They’d have surrendered!”

		Pike and other men were rushing from the pines toward the shore. Beyond our view, and along the shore, there was a sudden clash of arms, the sound of guns and yells.

		As suddenly as they began, the sounds ceased. Then moments later, a boat appeared around the stern of the Hayda.

		Turning to Hanberry, I covered him with a pistol. “I will take your weapons, Captain,” I said politely. “After this is over they will be returned.”

		“I’ll be damned if you do!” he said.

		“Would you rather be aloft there?” I asked mildly.

		Swearing, he handed over a pistol and his sword. It was a gentleman’s dress sword, hardly what one needed in such a place as this. Still, it was a weapon.

		Pike and the others had reached our deck. “Sorry for the delay, Captain Sackett, but they had a party on the beach there, and we’d have lost men trying it. As you wished, I waited.”

		There was still no sign of the fluyt. “Gather all the weapons,” I said. “Do what you can for the wounded.”

		They worked swiftly. Turning to look about me at the galleon, I could see no evidence of damage. Duval and his men seemed to have taken the Flemish ship without a struggle.

		The Hayda was listing heavily to the starboard.

		Pike returned. “What happened to the fluyt, Cap’n? Did she na come around?”

		“We’ll find her, Pike. Let us speak with Hanberry, and do you stand beside me when the talking is done.”

		It was no easy thing to sort out what remained. The Hayda was a wreck, not that good seamen could not put her into some kind of shape, but it would take much time, and much hard work.

		A dozen or so of the Hayda’s men had been killed in the broadside we loosed upon them, and most of those killed were the ones who had rushed to line their guns upon us. A dozen and a half were wounded, more or less, and some of the Flemish lads had cuts and scrapes from the fighting, but nothing to speak of.

		Hanberry was in no good mood when we sat down together. “This is foul treatment!” he protested. “I am an honest merchant, with an honest crew. Who are you, anyway, Sackett?”

		“For the moment, a pirate, it would seem. A privateer, perhaps, although I confess I have no letter of marque.”

		“Return my ship to me or I shall see you hang!”

		His remark made me smile, for was I not already in risk of my neck? The problem facing me was a perplexing one, and I was in no mood for problems. I wished only to have a good ship under me and to be again on my way to Raleigh’s land. But the only available ship was Hanberry’s vessel. With it in my possession, I might retake the fluyt, rescue Lila—if she needed it—and then be on the way to our rendezvous with Abigail and Captain Tempany.

		“Return your ship?” I said. “You have no ship, Hanberry. It was taken from you, and when I came here you were in danger of being skinned alive. You had lost your ship, Captain. You had almost lost your life, and the lives of your men as well. I took not the ship from you, but from Duval, who hangs up above us.

		“You have water for blood, Captain. You were afraid to fight, afraid to fire, afraid to resist or not to resist. I suggest when next you come to shore, if you live to do so, that you stay there. That you find yourself a shop in a town that has a good night watch, and always be under cover with the doors locked by sundown.

		“Understand this, Captain. You lost your ship. You have no ship. Duval had it, now I have it. What happens to you now depends upon what I decide, and I may leave you here with Duval, to settle it between you.”

		Oh, he hated me! He hated me not only for what I said but for what I had done that he had not done.

		Whether I was a good man I did not know. I knew I was a man who wished to survive, and that to survive I must use both wits and strength.

		“If I can use this ship to retake my fluyt, I shall. There are reasons why the attempt must be made. If I cannot, I shall sail in it where I am going.”

		“And what will you do with us?” he asked. I left that to his imagination. He had seemed, when I had first seen him sitting there, bound and facing Duval with contempt, a brave man. He was nothing of the kind, only a good talker and a hater without the will to fight as he must.

		I now had sixteen men. Hanberry had at least twenty, but several of his had already lined up with mine in the fighting and the work.

		———

		Later, I put it to them honestly. “I want my fluyt again. If I get it, I shall not want this craft. The cargo is mine as a prize of war. If you choose to sail with me, and to leave with me when we have the fluyt, you shall be rewarded. I can promise you fighting, hope of rich reward, and a chance to go home. If you choose to stay with him, I shall give no argument.”

		Nine of the twenty chose to join with me, several quibbled and were uncertain. I merely told them, “We will strip the damaged vessel of her cargo, her guns, whatever is aboard of value. We will do it now.”

		One of those who had declared for Hanberry said, “And if we’ve no mind to work?”

		I smiled. “I hope, then, that you’re a good fisherman. There are fish to eat, and shellfish, too, by the signs along the shore. So try your luck. Those who do not help will not eat.”

		He shifted his feet, glowering at me.

		The men available I turned to on Duval’s ship. We dumped three guns over the side to right her a bit, although it did but little, then we opened her hatches and went to work.

		The several ships Duval had looted had netted him little, yet there was much powder and shot, a great store of lead, some foodstuffs the water had damaged already, but much else still of value.

		When we had gathered much of it on deck, Pike took several of the men and warped Hanberry’s galleon alongside. Rigging a sling and tackle, we began transferring the loot from Duval’s Hayda to the galleon.

		It was not a rich cargo, as such cargoes go, but the powder, shot, and lead were worth much more than their weight in gold to me.

		Finally, we lowered Duval from his pine tree. He stared at me with such hatred as I have rarely seen. “I’ll have your heart out for this!”

		“Hoist him aloft,” I told Blue.

		Duval grabbed at my arm. “No! My God, man, you can’t do that!”

		“Then keep a civil tongue in your head.”

		Turning to Blue, I said, “Put him in the brig on his own ship, and put a man on watch. If he tries to escape while you do so, shoot him.”

		At last I stood on the beach, facing Hanberry.

		“You have the Hayda. If you have resolution enough you can patch her up and sail her out of here.”

		He stared at me, choked with fury. By the rules of war, his own ship was mine, and his cargo also. Yet I promised myself that if I could find the fluyt and retake her, then I’d return his ship to him with those of his crew I had aboard.

		We left him there upon the shore.

		On the afterdeck I met with Pike and Blue. “You know Handsel best. What do you think he would do?”

		“I have been thinkin’ of that,” Pike said. “He’d but twelve men aboard … not all of them able. He can handle the fluyt with the number, but he’ll not be able to fight her. Nor will he return to Newfoundland, for well he knows they’d be askin’ of me there, and of Blue here. I think he would sail on down the coast.”

		We talked of it until the day was gone and the stars were out, trying each possibility and the arguments against. Finally, I sent Pike below for sleep and held the watch alone.

		She was a neat craft, this Flemish galleon, not large but easily handled as were the Dutch craft. With so many ships upon the water, the Dutch had learned they must make their ships easier to handle, and had done so. They were cracking fine seamen, the Dutch.

		Midnight was long past when I awakened Pike.

		The clouds had cleared away and the stars were bright in the sky. There was a mild sea running, and enough wind to carry canvas without worry. We were making good time at last, heading south and a little west. At this point the coast of America slanted away to the southwest, and I knew from the charts there were scattered islands off the coast.

		And somewhere far down the coast, without me, was Abigail, in what kind of weather I knew not.

		But first I must find Lila and free her … or them!
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		Now being at sea again, and southbound, my spirit was at rest, for though much trouble might come, I had my destination before me.

		The continent lay west of us, just beyond the horizon, and we kept a man aloft at all times, alert to see any vessel that might hove into sight. But mostly we looked for the fluyt.

		It was not in me to go a-pirating, nor was it large in the minds of my crew, for well they knew we had a goodly store below decks and if a port was made with what we had, all should do well.

		Soon we sailed closer to the shore. Twice we sighted small boats, but they fled on seeing us, taking their cargoes of fish into shallow waters where we could not follow. Yet one fellow was close enough that we hailed him.

		He came alongside, wary of us, but curious. I traded some line and canvas for fish, and asked about the fluyt.

		“Aye, see her we did! She’s lying up in the lee of a high, rocky island a half-day’s sail to the south, or was before daylight. We saw her before, and not likely to forget it, either, with a great, tall woman at the wheel, hair flying in the wind!”

		“A woman?”

		“You think me a liar? Well, I am neither a liar nor drunk … a woman, I say! And such a woman as you never saw!”

		So now it seemed we were close, and all my troubles might be resolved at once, yet I was not one to count money before it was paid me. I bade good-bye to the fisherman and we had up some canvas and took our way south, with me sore afraid the fluyt would have flown before we had sight of her. Yet for once good fortune was with me, and we rounded into the cove to see her lying there, waiting.

		We came in close enough and let go our anchor, and a boat to the water almost as quickly.

		She was at the rail when I came alongside.

		“Is it you then?” she asked. “Full long enough you took!”

		“What in blazes happened? Where’s Peter Handsel?”

		“He’s below … confined in the rope-locker. The crew liked my cooking better than his sailing, so I’ve been sailing-master and cook as well.”

		She looked closely at the Flemish craft. “A good ship,” she decided, “but I like this one better.”

		We wasted no time with further talk. If it pleased the Lord that I come well home again to Raleigh’s land, I’d be happy, and if it were soon, happier still.

		It was true I had done well with my fishing in troubled waters, but more by good fortune than by my own efforts, although I had not hesitated when it was time to act, and sometimes that is the whole face of it.

		With Pike and Blue in the cabin, I spoke them fair. We’d rich cargo below, and I’d taken them to it, and so I told them I should take the powder, lead, round-shot, and the beads and trade goods. The richest of the cloth they might have.

		So I divided the cargo there, and they had no word to say against it, and my portion was shifted to the fluyt. Much of what I wanted most for Raleigh’s land they could easily come by in Newfoundland, but the cloth was a rich thing.

		“And the Flemish ship, then?” Pike asked.

		“I give her to you,” I said. “Sail, sell, or sink her, she’s yours, but if you decide to sail her, come along down to Raleigh’s land with such cargo as I am taking, trade goods for the savages, and powder, shot, and some food for us, and we’ll make trade together.”

		“I never thought to have a ship nor become a merchant,” Pike said, “but I shall do both.”

		So we parted there, clasping hands at the last, and I went about the galleon and shook each hand and thanked each man for his help, and we parted, one sailing south and one north with the first light.

		Some of my men went with Pike, and some of Pike’s with me, I taking only those who dared the new land.

		———

		We sighted three ships that gave us chase, but we, perceiving their intent, clapped on all sail and fled away to the westward, and having the wind of them we were well away and they gave up the chase, not knowing what we were or whether worth their effort.

		Dearly now, I needed sight of the land. My charts were out upon the table, but what use a chart without a sighting? We had come from Newfoundland over to the coast, and followed it down some distance, but not nearly so far as Raleigh’s land.

		So we edged in close, and I caught a cape in my glass that had a familiar look, then a rivermouth and a queer tuft of trees, all marked on one of my charts. So I made us several days’ sail to the north of my thin sandy islands that divided the sounds from the sea at the place I sought.

		Meanwhile, Lila made nothing of her story. She had barricaded herself in the galley with the keys to the storeroom in her pocket, and denied anyone entry or food until Handsel was in shackles and the key in her hands. Meanwhile she set to work to cook, letting the aroma of her cooking drift over the ship.

		It has been said there were iron men aboard the wooden ships, and well there should have been—and for the most part they needed iron stomachs as well, to handle the cooking. Salt meat as hard as iron and biscuit full of weevils. Lila had cooked much for strong, hearty men and knew the weapon she possessed.

		Two days it needed, and then they had brought her the key, led by a man named John Tilly, a fine seaman who liked not Handsel nor his kind. Although young, he had already been long at sea.

		I was on the afterdeck, watching the sea, my glass ready to pick up any unusual thing upon the far waters, when Tilly came to me.

		“Captain,” he said, “we’ve a man aboard to whom you must speak. His name is Jago, and he comes from Anglesey as does the lass.”

		Something in his manner was odd, so I asked him, “Who is this Jago? Does he have a complaint?”

		“None at all! From the first he stood beside me for taking Handsel. He is a fine seaman, Captain, and a good fighting man, but there is a strangeness on him at times and now there’s a fear on him.”

		“A fear?”

		“Of the waters ahead. He knows the coast you speak of, the place where we go. He has been in both the sounds and up one of the rivers, but it is the sea itself that he fears, the sea that lies off the coast of the place called Raleigh’s land.”

		Of sailor’s tales there is no end, nor of enchanted islands, vanishing ships, or mysterious places in the sea, and of this we who are of the Celtic race have understanding, so I had this Jago up to the deck and he was no kind of a priestly man, nor a poet, either, but a strong fellow of middle size with a square head upon a solid neck, and two fine, strong hands.

		“You are Jago?” I said.

		“So they have said since I was old enough to listen, and I’ve no choice but to believe them. However, one name is as good as another, and if you’ve another you like, call me it and I will come.”

		“Jago is a fine name, and it pleases me. Do you know these waters, Jago?”

		“No, nor any man for long. They be not twice the same. But you are safe enough this week. Next you will be south too far. You must steer clear of fogs and land on no strange islands. You know there are islands?”

		“I do. I spoke of them with a friend of mine named Peter Tallis. They were discovered by Juan de Bermudez in 1515, and are said to be enchanted isles.”

		“Well they could be. Where else does coral be found so far north? Where else so many dangerous reefs? Enchanted the isles may be, but they be a hell for mariners, with their ugly reefs rising unexpected-like from the depths.

		“There and south of there is the sea of which I speak. Beware it. Many ships have vanished … There’s an opening there sometimes, it comes and goes, sometimes it is in fog, and sometimes a spot of bright sunlight, but those who sail through never come back. Beware of a day when there’s no fish around, for then it’s to open, and well they know it and off they swim.”

		“I’ll take your advice, Jago. Now tell me, do you know a stretch of coast with long thin outer islands? Banks that form a natural breakwater for two great sounds into which rivers flow?”

		“I know the place. ’Tis west and south … two days more, I think.”

		“You’ve been there?”

		“Twice, and once on a Spanish ship. I was a prisoner of them but spoke their tongue and am a good Catholic, so they used me as a seaman and I had freedom, of a sort … until I escaped. If it is there you’ll go, I can be taking you, and to whichever river you wish, for each has a different smell. One smells of freshness and the mountains, and two of swamps, and one of fish.”

		———

		Far into the night I studied my charts.

		It would be my second voyage to the sounds, and pausing in my study of the maps I thought again of that buried hulk in which I had taken shelter and where I had fought the alligator.

		Whose ship might that have been? And what of its crew? If ships disappeared in these waters, as Jago said, then men vanished also. The Roanoke colony and Grenville’s men … gone.

		Many were the tales that came from the sea, but I had little faith in enchanted isles or haunted ships or the like. Those were sailor’s tales to be told in port to goggle-eyed landsmen, and rarely believed of themselves. Yet … what Jago had told, Jago believed, and he was a no-nonsense sort of man, and a good seaman.

		Many in the England of our good Queen Bess thought of this land as unknown, and indeed, much of it was, but where there are riches to be had, men will go, and the ships of Gosnold, Weymouth, Newport, and others had already cruised the coast. To the north were the ships of the French, and Cabot had sailed here, and Verrazzano, Corte-Real, and many another.

		All the knowledge we had of such places was from the few men who could write and keep records, and how many could write? Among my crew, there were but three who could write, and if something happened to us, then what record could be left by the others?

		I studied even my secret ones, which had far more detail, and I made a chart of my own from memory of what I had seen.

		My plans must be simple, to be augmented with time. First, to find Tempany and Abigail, second to establish a trading post, third to cultivate friendship with the Indians, and fourth, to establish a base deeper into the country from which we could explore toward the mountains and to which I could retreat if a British ship with warrants for my arrest should come.

		After a bit, I slept, awakening to go on deck for the morning watch. We had hove to during the night, simply taking in our sails and drifting. Jago was on watch when I came on deck. “It will be a fair day, Cap’n, a fair day.” He glanced at me. “Will we be making a landfall today?”

		“Aye.” I glanced toward the clouds that lay low along the horizon, and nodded to indicate them. “What do you make of them, Jago?”

		“Cap’n,” his voice shook a bit, “we’d better head in toward land. That’s no natural cloud.”

		“Hail the men on deck,” I said, “and shake out some canvas. Put a good man on the whip-staff for we’ll be looking for our opening in the outer banks.”

		Taking my glasses, I studied the cloud. It seemed neither nearer nor farther off. The sky above was blue and lovely, but the white clouds, possibly a fog, lay close along the face of the sea, and once inside that cloud we should be able to go neither north, south, east, nor west.

		The cloud hung there, turning slowly lighter as the sun arose. How easily, I thought, when the mind is prepared can one begin to believe!

		It was only a cloud … a bit of fog that would clear with the day.

		Only it did not.

		There was little wind, and we moved but slowly. I looked again at the fog bank and it seemed closer. Jago was staring at it, obviously frightened. With my glass I lifted a strong dark line, like a thread. Land!

		“Aye,” Jago said, “and none too soon.”

		Lila came on deck and walked to the rail and looked astern. As she stood there the fog seemed to thin toward the center and dimly we seemed to see an island.

		A mirage? My chart showed no island there. It suddenly seemed clearer. Were those houses? Temples? I walked to the after-rail and stared.

		“See it, Cap’n?” said Jago. “See? Look, but never speak of it, men will think you daft, as they have thought me. Look … something moves! Do you see it?”

		Indeed, I did, or thought I did. I pointed my glass toward it again, and the figures leaped at me. Men … and women, all in strange costumes … temples of a sort not seen before …

		“Captain,” Tilly was speaking, “we’re closing in on the shore. There seems to be an opening yon.”

		With an effort, I took my eyes away and looked shoreward. A long white beach, gleaming in the sun, a sandy shore stretching north and south as far as the eye could reach … and yes, there seemed to be an opening.

		“Jago?” I said. He did not turn and I spoke again, more sharply. “Jago!”

		“Aye, aye.”

		Indicating the opening, I said, “Do you know that one?”

		“I do that. She’s shoal, Cap’n, but with the lead we can go in yonder.”

		He looked back over his shoulder, and I over mine. The opening in the mist had closed, the mist was thinning, the fair vision of a city was gone.

		Was it a mirage? For a moment it had seemed we looked into another world, as through a magic window or door.

		Was that where the vanished ships had gone? Through that door? Into that mirage?
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		Cautiously, using the lead, I took the fluyt into the passage between the sandy islands, using only such sail as needed for steerage way. If we ran aground here and a storm blew up we would be at the mercy of wave and wind, and all my great hopes might vanish in what followed. If I ran aground, I wished it to be not too forcefully, that we might the easier escape.

		Lowering a boat, we let it proceed before us, and thus found our way through and into deeper water, when we took the boat back aboard once more. Remembering my one-time meeting here with my old enemy Bardle, I had two guns prepared and gun crews standing by.

		Blue, having the sharpest eyes, was posted aloft to look out for ships and savages, or any smoke which might hint of activity ashore.

		Now that we were so close, Lila was silent, eyes wide with apprehension, fearful her mistress might have been killed, drowned, or otherwise lost. I scoffed at this, and kept still my own fears, for better than she I knew what dangers the country might hold.

		Calling John Tilly aft, I told him I wanted the men to go below, two at a time, and arm themselves each with a cutlass, and then I wanted muskets charged and kept in a rack conveniently placed inside the door to the main cabin where they would be ready to hand.

		Worried, I paced the afterdeck. I had armed myself with my sword as well as a brace of pistols, yet it was not of weapons I thought, for indeed, they were but a precaution. Captain Tempany was a fine seaman, and he’d a good crew aboard … but supposing he had been overhauled and forced back by a Queen’s ship because of his connection with me?

		What if pirates had taken his ship? Or storms?

		Hour by hour my anxiety grew, and still no sign of the ship.

		Darkness came, and rather than venture on we let go the anchor to wait for daybreak.

		The ship should be here, yet if I recalled rightly there were four big rivers flowing into the two sounds, and a number of lesser streams. There were any number of coves and inlets in which the ship might be lying. I tried to think of all the reasons we had not found her, all that could be done, yet nothing gave me rest.

		Alone I stood by the rail, looking shoreward. Restless, unable and unwilling to sleep, I had told Tilly to let the crew rest and when I was ready to turn in I’d awaken one of them to take my place on lookout.

		Hearing a step, I turned. It was Lila. She came to the rail and stood beside me. “Will we find her?”

		“I think so. If she is here, we’ll find her.”

		“It is a vast land. I could not imagine it so big, so empty.”

		“There are Indians over there … many of them.” I paused. “Not so many people as in England, of course. The way they live, mostly hunting and gathering berries, roots, and nuts, they need much land to support only a few.”

		“They do not plant?”

		“Some of the tribes do. They plant corn, a few other things. Mostly they live by hunting, fishing, and gathering, so they move from time to time, going to new areas where they can find more game, and more food.”

		“Our coming will change them, I think.”

		“I don’t know, Lila. Perhaps it will. Yes, I believe it will, and perhaps not for the better. They have a way of life that is not ours, beliefs different than ours. We will learn much from them about this country, and they will learn from us, but I am not sure whether what they learn will be good for them.

		“All I know is that it is inevitable. If not us, then somebody else, and all change is difficult, all change is resisted, I think. No people can long remain in isolation, and men will go where there is land, it is their nature, as it is with animals, with plants, with all that lives.

		“Since the beginning of time men have moved across the face of the world, and we like to believe this is a result of our individual will, our choice, and it may be so, but might it not be that we are moved by tides buried in our natures? Tides we cannot resist?

		“Whole nations and tribes have moved, suddenly, always with some kind of an excuse. But was not the excuse sometimes found afterward? How do we know we make these moves by our own decision?

		“Men like to believe themselves free from nature, free of the drives that move animals and plants, but wherever there is open space men will come to occupy it.

		“The Indian himself has moved, pushing out other Indians. I heard of this on my previous voyage … it is inevitable.”

		Long after Lila went to sleep, I paced the deck, wandering from bow to stern, alert for any moving thing upon the dark water. At last I awakened one of the men, a Newfoundlander I knew only as Luke, and left him on lookout.

		Yet sleep did not come for a fear was on me, a fear for what could have happened to my love, she who had given up all for me to come to this far, strange place. How deep, how strange is the courage of women! Courage is expected of a man, he is conditioned to it from childhood, and we in our time grew up in a world of wars and press-gangs, of highwaymen and lords sometimes as high-handed as they. We grew up to expect hardship and war. But a woman?

		I’d seen them follow their men to war, seen them seeking over battlefields to find their lonely dead, or the wounded who would die but for them. I have seen a woman pick up a man and carry him off the field to a place where he might have care.

		Abigail, for all her life aboard-ship with her father, had given up all a girl might have for the hardship of life in a new, strange land, without comforts, without the chance of care if she came to a child-bearing time. At least, no care other than I could provide.

		At last I slept, and it was full dawn before my eyes opened again, and when I came out upon deck we got under way, making our way past the tiny coves and inlets, the rivermouths and the bays.

		No ship … nothing.

		Had not two colonies disappeared here? Had not the men Grenville left vanished?

		Into what limbo? To what awful death?

		The green and beautiful shores took on a horror with their blank, unyielding, unspeaking faces. We looked, and our eyes told us nothing, for we could not see beyond the leaves, beyond the vines.

		My eyes sought the stream where lay the old hulk where once I’d taken shelter. What brought that vessel to its end? Where were its crew? Where its cargo? To what mysterious end had it come at last, in this lonely place?

		How lonely? How many eyes might peer from behind that screen of branches? How many might lie in wait for our coming ashore?

		The fluyt was alone. No help would be forthcoming if grief came to our side. There was no warship to come, no signal could bring help. Whatever might be done we must do.

		“Blue,” I said at last, “let’s go south to the other sound. They might be awaiting us there.”

		“Aye,” he said gloomily, and I loved him for his sadness.

		All aboard were strangely silent. No voice was raised in ribaldry or song, no loud hails were given out. Men walked quietly, understanding my worry and my doubt.

		We edged again past Roanoke Island and into the larger sound. We saw no sail, no masthead beyond the trees. Two large rivers opened into the sound. Cautiously, we ventured into the nearest. Scarcely had we entered the mouth of this river that flowed from the west than another appeared, flowing down from the north. We held to the center of the river, taking soundings as we moved, and passed the point where the two rivers joined. We had gone past it only a short distance when suddenly, Blue, who was aloft, shouted.

		“Cap’n? There’s a wreck on the starb’rd beam! Burned ship, two points abaft the beam!”

		I ran to the rail. It was there, lying on the western side of a small inlet or rivermouth. The current was not strong, yet there were mudbanks on either side.

		“I’ll go ashore,” I told Blue, “and do you stay with the ship. Drop the anchor and wait, but keep a sharp lookout.”

		John Tilly came with me, and six good men, armed with musket and cutlass.

		As the boat drew nearer we could see the ship’s bow was firmly wedged into the mudbank. Either she had come in under some sail, driving hard on the mud, or else there had been a good deal of a pile-up after she struck.

		Only the hulk remained, burned near to the waterline with the charred butt of a mast over-side and some broken spars about.

		Tilly pointed. “She was under fire, Captain. See the hole?”

		There was a hole in the hull, right at the waterline, and I could see the top of another just below the water’s edge. She had been hard hit, probably aflame before she struck.

		“They drove her in a-purpose,” Luke said suddenly. “They were wishful of getting ashore, I’m thinkin’.”

		Suddenly, I had a rush of hope. We edged in close and made fast to the hull, then Tilly, Luke, and I climbed over the wreckage to the shore. There had been a hard rain, and what tracks had been left, if any, had been washed away.

		Slowly, we wandered about. Nothing … no single sign of anything that might have lived beyond the wreck, beyond the fire. Yet, the fact remained. Somebody could have made it ashore. There had been a daring lot aboard. For fearlessness in the face of danger, for ingenuity at survival, for skill in hand-to-hand combat, I could have wished Abigail in no better hands than those who sailed with her … if they had lived long enough to help.

		“Go back to the boat, Tilly,” I said. “We have come too late.”

		“It was your ship then?”

		“Aye, and a fine lot of men aboard, and the girl who was to be my wife, and her father, a good man, a fine man. All gone.”

		“They might still live, Barnabas.”

		It was the only time he’d ever used my given name, and I looked up at him, seeing the sympathy in the man.

		Luke had started back to the wreck. Now he called out, “Cap’n … look!”

		I turned at his outstretched arm and pointing finger.

		They stood there, a small and haggard band, on the edge of the forest. Some were still within the trees, but Jeremy Ring was there, and Sakim, and Black Tom Watkins, and—

		She came from the forest and walked through the small group and stood there, staring toward me, a shabby, soiled, woebegone little figure.

		Abigail …
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		Her face was burned by the sun, her nose was peeling, she was scratched and torn, and her dress was in tatters. She stood quietly looking at me, surrounded by her ragged, half-naked band … all armed.

		“I knew you’d come,” she said simply. “I told them you’d come.”

		I went to her then across the sand, and took her in my arms, and so we stood for several minutes while the others filed past us, not looking, not speaking.

		How many there were or who they were I did not know until later. At that moment I could think only of Abigail. Yet one question I did ask, and feared for the answer.

		“Your father?”

		“He is dead. He was killed in the attack. He told me to run her aground, to get away, and to wait for you. He told me that you’d come. He had great faith in you, Barnabas.”

		“I should have been here before, but so much has happened.”

		“Was it so very bad … in Newgate?”

		“Nothing. Nothing to this, to what you have been through.”

		We turned then and walked to the boat, hand in hand.

		For the first time I looked around. Pim was there, a wicked scar across his face now, and Sakim, looking no different than I saw him last, only a little thinner. And there, too, was Jublain, the companion of my first venture from the fens.

		“We shall go aboard now,” I said.

		Hours later, when Abigail had bathed and changed to fresh clothing we found aboard (for there was much loot in the hold), the story was told.

		Their voyage had been smooth, easy. They had crossed the Atlantic in sixty-five days, making their first landfall far to the north, and seeing no other sails until close in to the coast of Raleigh’s land when they saw topm’sts over the horizon that soon disappeared.

		Knowing that if I did join them it might be many weeks, they had looked about for a location for a trading post, aware that such was my intent. They found several, one of them on a creek just a little farther along the river from where we were now anchored.

		It was a few square miles of solid earth among the swamps that lay all about, with thick forests of cypress, bays, and myrtles, laden with Spanish moss and tropical vines. It was a place with a good breeze down the river, easy of access by boat or canoe.

		They had run some lines off to a couple of huge old cypresses, and going ashore, had begun felling logs and clearing land.

		They had been so occupied when Nick Bardle and his men appeared. They had left the Jolly Jack anchored out of sight in a small bay, and had slipped through winding waterways to the river above the ship, crossing the river at night and concealing themselves under overhanging cypresses. Just before daylight they pushed off and drifted down upon the silent ship.

		Unknown to Bardle, Jublain and seven others had slept ashore to be prepared for an early start, trimming logs for the fort they were to build. When the attack began they had already gone into the woods to select trees for felling.

		With only an instant’s warning, Tempany cut his lines and attempted to get away downstream, hoisting canvas, and trying to deflect his guns to bring them to bear on the boats. Yet this Bardle had expected, and suddenly the Jolly Jack appeared in the rivermouth, cutting off any retreat. A broadside toppled the mainm’st and holed the ship in three places. With water rushing in, no chance of escape, with her father badly wounded, Abigail had herself ordered the ship run aground.

		Her father died within those last minutes, and as the ship struck, what was left of the crew jumped to the mudflat and headed for the surrounding jungle.

		Sakim, one of the last aboard, touched off two guns aimed at the Jolly Jack, then helped Abigail to escape from the ship. Fleeing into the woods, they joined forces with Jublain and his hastily gathered men, but there was nothing to be done. Their ship was in flames, Tempany was dead, and escape into the swamp was their only chance.

		The vast and dismal swamp covered over two thousand square miles, a dense forest of black gum, cypress, and juniper, tangled with Virginia creeper, honeysuckle, and reeds. Much of it was deep, dark water, threatening and still. Sunlight filtered through the boughs overhead, and only here and there was there solid ground.

		A ship’s boat had been taken into the swamp for use on some of the winding waterways in hauling logs to the building site. Into this they climbed, slowly gathering up a few stragglers, then escaping into the depths of the swamp.

		The only food they had was a little brought ashore for the men working on the fort.

		Yet there were many deer, occasional bears, and many kinds of birds. Using much ingenuity they had somehow managed to exist.

		Bardle, after putting out the fires, had looted the ship, then set fire to what was left and finished the burning. He had hunted for them, but a few well-placed shots from the swamp itself had dissuaded him. After a while, he had sailed away.

		“You have not seen him since?”

		“No,” Abigail said, “and we kept a good watch because we were expecting you. We did not know how you would come, or when, but we all believed in you.”

		“He will come back then,” I said, “and we must prepare for that.”

		Long we talked that night, over the table and after, and I told her of my escape from England, and the part Lila played, but adding little about the difficulties on the island or my dealings with pirates. Yet as I spoke there came a little hint of warning: I had another enemy now in Duval … and Hanberry, too, when it came to that.

		“For me,” I said at last, “there can be no question of returning. All that is behind me, and from this moment we must build a new life in this land.”

		With sadness, I looked at her. “Abigail, I thought of none of this when you agreed to come with me. I had no idea I would forever cut off from all we know of home, so I want to say now you are free to go. The fluyt is here. We’ve a good crew. Tilly is a most able sailing-master and he can return you to England.”

		She filled my glass with ale. “You talk foolishness. I am no child to want only the glitter and the glory. There are enough women in England for that, and for all else, and good people they be, but I made my commitment to you long ago. If you stay, I stay … and I want to stay.

		“Bad as it was out there in the swamp, I came to love it, although I, too, long for your blue mountains.”

		“But you must realize that I must avoid contact with other Englishmen. The order for my arrest will remain in force, and any ship that comes might bring those who would take me back. From now on we are not only exiles from England, but from Englishmen.”

		“So be it, then. I am content.”

		The night was filled with small rain. We had dropped down the river a bit and anchored out of the current in the sound. Because of the darkness and the rain I kept two men on watch, wary of what might befall.

		Long I lay awake, considering what must be done. With Abigail to consider, I had also to think of ways to divert her, to keep her content with our life, and I thought of several. The first and most obvious I did not think of at all.

		Lila did.

		At daybreak I was in the cabin, charts spread out upon the great table, studying the courses of the rivers. The place Tempany had chosen I liked full well, but it was a place known to Bardle, a place where we might soon expect trouble, hence it was in my thoughts to move.

		Once again we set sail and returned to the northern sound.

		We were seeking out a river of which I had some small acquaintance on my previous voyage when Lila came to me with John Tilly.

		“Here he is,” she said.

		“I see … and a good man, too.”

		“Of course he is a good man. He is a man of God.”

		“Aren’t we all?” I said gently.

		“I mean,” she said severely, “that John Tilly is a minister of God.”

		Startled, I looked at him again. “Is this true, Tilly? I had no idea.”

		“You had no reason to suspect it. You found me upon a ship of pirates. I was a prisoner there until they discovered I was a capable seaman.”

		“Well, we can always use a man of God. Nice to have you aboard, Tilly.”

		“Captain Sackett,” Lila said severely, “you do not seem to understand. John Tilly is a minister of God. As such he is empowered to perform marriages.”

		I do not think I am unusually dense, yet the thought that sprang immediately to mind was the wrong one. “Lila! You don’t mean to tell me! You’ve found a man?”

		She flushed. “That is not what I mean. I am thinking of you and Miss Tempany.”

		Well! For a moment I just stood there looking stupid, and then I said, “Of course … of course, Lila. I was thinking of other things, I—”

		“You had better go ask her,” she said gently, then. “The Reverend and I will discuss what is to be done.”

		I looked around at the grinning sailors. Jeremy, who was chuckling, Jublain with his mocking smile, and Pim Burke. “Don’t look so damned superior!” I said irritably. “That’s why she came out here. It is just what we’ve planned.”

		“She’s down in the waist,” Pim said, grinning like a pleased ape. “Tell her about it.”

		Abruptly, I turned my back upon the lot of them and went down the ladder to where she stood alone near the rigging, watching the riverbanks not so far off.

		She looked up as I drew near. “You know he liked you very much,” she said.

		“Who?”

		“Father. He spoke to me of it many times.”

		“He was a good man, a strong, kindly man.”

		We stood by the rail looking shoreward. A heron flew up from the swamp back of the trees and banked away on slowly flapping wings.

		“I want to build a stockade,” I said, “with the buildings all inside, a place on a hill with a good field of fire all around. It will have to be close to the river so ships and boats can come in close.

		“Then I want to get a vegetable garden and some grain growing, and to plant a small orchard.”

		“I’d like that.”

		“By the way, there’s a man up on the afterdeck you should know, a very special kind of man.”

		She turned and looked at me. “You mean there’s somebody I haven’t met?”

		“Well … you’ve met him, I’m sure, but not in his official capacity, and that’s the only way to really know him. Come … we’ll go aft and see him.”

		“Now? I was enjoying this.”

		Taking her by the arm, we started toward the ladder to the afterdeck. We were almost at the top of the ladder, and John Tilly was waiting near the whip-staff with his Bible in his hand. Lila was there, and most of the crew were arranged in respectful rows on either side.

		“What does this man do?”

		“What does he do? Why, he marries people. He’s a minister of the Church.”

		She stopped abruptly. “Barnabas …?”

		“We mustn’t keep the man waiting, Abigail. You can marry me now and resent at leisure.”

		“I shall never resent it or you.” She looked around quickly. “Oh, Barnabas! You … I must look a sight.”

		“You couldn’t be lovelier. Come on now.”

		She looked up at me. “Why! You’re laughing!”

		“It is a fault I have. There is something about solemn occasions that always stirs my humor. I like them, I respect them, but sometimes I think we all take ourselves too seriously.”

		“You don’t think marriage is serious?”

		“Of course, I do. It is the ultimate test of maturity, and many find excuses for avoiding it because they know they are not up to the challenge, or capable of carrying on a mature relationship.”

		We stopped in front of John Tilly.

		Out upon the sound a slight wind ruffled the waters. The morning sun was bright upon every wavelet, and on the shore-side trees the leaves stirred occasionally in the slight wind. Three gulls winged their way overhead on slow, easy wings.

		The deck tilted slightly under our feet and Tilly’s low, well-modulated voice began the service.

		I looked at the girl beside me, saw her hair stir slightly in the wind. Her fingers clutched at mine and held on, very tightly.

		She was far from home, her father was dead, and she was marrying a man whose future was bound to a strange, lonely land.

		When the brief ceremony was concluded we walked to the taffrail and stood there together, not talking, just looking out over the water.

		“This can only be our first home,” I told her, “for later we must go to the mountains and build there. We must have a place to go when the Queen’s officers come … and they will.”

		That night we remained aboard the fluyt, which we now christened the Abigail.

		We stood together under the stars, smelling the strange, earthy smells from the shore of rotting vegetation, of flowers and the forest, and some faint smell of woodsmoke from the fire of some of my men, who stayed ashore.

		“My mother,” I said, “made a prophecy before I was born. It is thirty years ago, I think, or near to that. A man was about to attack her, and before my father came, she told the man he would die by the sword of her son, in the ruins of a flaming town.”

		“Lila told me the story, as you told it to her. She also told me you had the gift.”

		I shrugged. “I think nothing of it. It comes and it goes, but my mother, I think, was only trying to frighten the man, for how could such a prophecy be? That I should kill the man in the ruins of a burning town? I, who shall never see another town?”

		“Who knows?” Abigail said. “Who can read what is in tomorrow’s wind? Shall we go to the cabin?”
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		Green lay the forest about us, brown and silent the moving river … the land lay still, brooding, expectant. Now was the time for dreaming past, now was the time for doing.

		Oh, what a fine and handsome thing it is to sit in taverns over flagons of ale and discourse bravely of what daring things we will do! How we will walk the unknown paths through lands of sylvan beauty, facing the savage in his native habitat, far from the dust of London crowds!

		Warmed by wine, the rolling poetry of words and a fine sweep of gesture, a young man feels the world is his, with a pearl in every oyster, a lovely lass behind every window, and enemies who fade from sight at his very presence! Yet the moment of reality comes, and no eloquence will build a stockade, nor will a poetic phrase fend off an arrow, for the savage of the woodland has his own conception of romance and poetry, which may involve the dreamer’s scalp.

		Forever the dream is in the mind, realization in the hands.

		An easy thing it had been when England lay about us to scorn the vanishing men of Roanoke, the disappearance of Grenville’s men, for the giving up of Ralph Lane’s colony. That was all very well for them. They had failed where we would succeed.

		We had gone beyond help. If a man here should take a misstep on a path and fall with a broken bone, he need expect no doctor, no litter. If savages closed about him, no Queen’s men would come with banners in bold ranks marching, nor would there be a skirl of pipes and the movement of kilts and the claymores swinging. One would be a man alone, and alone he must fight and die, or fight and live.

		The entry into a new land is a hard, hard thing as Black Tom Watkins said, and upon me lay responsibility for all of these who came with me. All men wish to be captains, but few men wish to shoulder the burden of decision, and in coming here with these others, I had staked a claim that I must wall against misfortune.

		First, our food. We had come well-provided, but for how long? Well I knew how precious were the foods of home, so these must be carefully used, and we must hunt, gather, and plant, to prepare for the cold winter to come.

		At once I drew a plan for a stockade, showed it to Jublain, John Tilly, and the others. A change was made here, an addition there, then the men went forth with axes. With Black Tom and Pim Burke I went to the woods, for meat.

		Two were left with the ship’s boat, and they were to fish.

		We were twenty-seven men and two women, and to feed such a lot is never a simple thing.

		Steadily, we walked into the woods, for I had no wish to hunt close to camp and so frighten away what game was near. Several times we saw wild turkeys, but it was deer I wanted, and more than one.

		Yet each such venture was more than a hunt for food, it was an exploration, and after each venture of my own or others it was in my mind to note down what was observed and to piece together a map of the area for all to see.

		Suddenly, we came upon deer, a half dozen of them feeding in a meadow, some hundred and fifty yards off. It was far to risk a shot upon which so much depended, so I began my stalk. Having hunted deer in England I believed these would be no different.

		All were feeding. Indicating the one I would attempt to kill, I suggested to the others that they choose their target and shoot when I shot.

		Slowly, silently I began moving upwind toward them. Suddenly I saw their tails begin to twitch, and knowing they were about to look up, I stood fast. Their heads lifted and they stared at me, but I made no slightest move, and waited. Soon they decided I was harmless and resumed their feeding.

		Moving on, I closed some fifteen yards closer before their tails began to twitch again. They looked about, looked longer at me for they must have realized that strange object out there was closer, then back to feeding. Again I moved, again I stopped.

		Now I was within less than a hundred yards of my target, and lifting my gun, I took aim. My ball took the buck through the neck just forward of the shoulders. He leaped, fell to his knees, then rolled over.

		Tom and Pim had come closer also, and instantly, both fired. Pim’s was a clean miss as his target, startled by my shot, made an abrupt move, paused, then began to walk away.

		They came up to me and we waited, hoping the deer might stop not far off, but they continued to move on into the brush, and we let them go.

		“The neck shot is best,” I commented, “if chance allows. If shot through the heart or lungs they will often run a mile or more before dropping.”

		Tom was the most skillful butcher among us, so he began skinning the animals out, while Pim and I followed in the way they had gone. A deer will rarely travel more than a mile from his home grounds if it can be avoided, so we hoped they had but circled around. Whatever they had done, we saw them not again.

		With our meat and the skins we returned to our camp, killing three turkeys on the way.

		So there was meat that night, but scarcely enough, and I knew we must go far afield, must kill and dry the meat and prepare for the winter to come. Supplying my small force was to be no small problem.

		The days went swiftly by, working, hunting, clearing and planting land. During this time I kept several men aboard the fluyt, now rechristened the Abigail, cleaning her up, making minor repairs, and adding to her armament two guns recovered from the burned vessel.

		The stockade was completed and four swivel-guns were mounted on the walls. Two more of the recovered guns from the burned-out wreck were hauled to the hilltop where the stockade had been built and mounted to cover the river itself.

		We saw no Indians, yet from time to time their tracks were seen, and twice we saw canoes passing swiftly along the river in the dark.

		“I do not trust them,” Jublain protested irritably. “These, if I mistake them not, are Chowanokes.”

		“I know nothing of them,” I said.

		“Nor I,” he admitted, “but I served with a soldier who came with Lane, and he spoke of them with no favor. They were allied to Wingina, who was a chief to the south and a great enemy to all whites.

		“If the Roanoke colony vanished, he would be the likely culprit.”

		“And not the Spanish?”

		“Aye, mayhap the Spanish, too.”

		It was a lovely land, alive with flowers and richness of soil, but except when cutting logs we avoided the swamp. There were alligators there as well as snakes, and a dismal place it was. Yet it was the easiest way for us to procure the timbers we needed, for a tree felled there could be towed by a boat easier than it could be moved upon land.

		Nor had we any wish to make our position more obvious by cutting trees. Taken from the swamp they left no gaping holes, nor any sign of activity likely to be seen.

		If the Indians left us alone we were content that it be so; although it was trade with them I most desired, I preferred that we make our own position secure first, for in dealing with a people of so vastly different a culture and background we must ever be wary, for their understanding is not ours, nor is it based on the same considerations.

		Now I was indeed thankful for the long talks with Captain Tempany, with Coveney Hasling, and with others, for each had served to broaden my viewpoint and the depth of my understanding.

		There was much to learn of people, much to learn of the art of government, which had suddenly become my responsibility. I had already learned to listen to the advice of others but to act only on my own beliefs, and to make my own decisions.

		The days went swiftly by, but soon there was on my table a growing map of the area in which we lived. Along with it I began to note down what I knew of Indians and what signs we had seen of them.

		What of Potaka? On my earlier voyage we had met, and instantly had become friends. He was an Eno, of a tribe from somewhere inland, I knew not exactly where.

		It had been a year, perhaps somewhat more, since I had seen him. The Eno were good hunters, but careful farmers and shrewd traders, and if any might have a surplus for trade it would be the Eno … from the little I knew of the Indians about here.

		Our catch of fish was excellent, so I put more men to that service, and soon we had racks of fish drying in the sun and had to maintain a guard to keep off the birds. We killed many pigeons, of a kind that roosted in great numbers in the trees and could be taken easily.

		Inside our stockade but backed up against the outer wall were our cabins. One for Abigail, Lila, and me, another for an armory, one for the storage of meat, another for grain, a third for our trade goods, and the largest yet a barracks for the men, although we maintained a crew of seven men aboard the Abigail.

		We ate at a common table for I wished no stories to circulate that better food was served us than was prepared for all.

		When would winter come? It worried me that I did not know, and could only guess, which made for bad planning. Despite the poor success of our hunting, for we found little game, the fishing went well, and our crops came readily up, promising a late but good harvest.

		At the table, I explained the situation. “There are Indians up the river whom I know, they are called the Eno. There are other Indians a little way off called the Tuscarora, and I do not know them but other Indians fear them and they are spoken of as fighters.

		“There are Indians near us called the Chowanoke or Chowanoc, but they are a small tribe. It may be that we can arrange an alliance that will offer protection for both.

		“Avoid Indian women. It may be some of you will wish to have Indian wives, but first you must learn the Indian way, and to approach the father first and agree upon the present you will give him.

		“We are very few here, and must walk with care, always respectful of these people.”

		“They are savages,” Emmden muttered, “only savages!”

		“But people, just as you and I, and they have customs as good for them as ours for us. Treat them as equals.”

		Emmden looked his disgust, but spoke no word against my order. Yet his manner worried me. He had been a sailor aboard the Flemish ship and I liked not his manner, and I spoke of him to Tilly and Jublain.

		“Aye,” Jublain agreed, “yon’s a surly dog, and he’s found others of his kind. They talk continually of going a-pirating and I doubt not they’d try if they could find men enough.”

		Despite the fact that our fort was on a low hill it was shielded from view by the tall trees that made up the forest around the hill. That hill was stripped of brush and trees that might offer concealment and prepared a good field of fire for our weapons.

		Meanwhile, those of us who knew how to use the bow resumed its use in our hunting. In the fens we had grown up as archers, each of us skilled in hunting with bow and arrow, so among us we numbered ten skilled archers and some who were good enough. Our hunting, to save powder and lead, was now done with bows and arrows.

		The English longbow was a formidable weapon and despite the coming of firearms we in the fens and others in rural parts of England kept our skill in its use, competing in shooting at fairs and sometimes at markets. In the fens, where hunting was less restricted, many a fenman kept meat on his table with the bow.

		In the evenings we made arrows, improved our bows, and sharpened axes and saws against the work to be done. They were quiet, busy times but we were in better condition to survive than had those who came before us, for all were accustomed to work, and aware of the need for it.

		Nevertheless, we cut mast timbers and piled them above the ground to season, and some of the men were riving shingles, working with a froe and a maul to split them off the larger chunks or logs. It was in my mind that sooner or later a ship would come, and then we might sell our timber or trade to good effect.

		Yet we had our own quarters to furnish as well, so we made stools, benches, and chairs as well as buckets, ladles, spoons, and baskets.

		And then we found the Indian.

		It was Abigail who saw him first. She had gone with Lila to the edge of the forest to gather herbs. The morning was warm and still, but under the trees that bordered the swamp it was dark, mysterious, and very still.

		Abigail had stopped inside the edge of the timber, to listen. Somewhere out across the swamp a woodpecker was working on a tree. Out upon the ship someone was hoisting something with a block and tackle. She could hear the squeak and groan of it. At the fort she could hear someone sawing … here all was very quiet.

		She saw the big alligator first. He was a huge, old fellow, all of ten or twelve feet long and when she saw him only his eyes and snout were above water. He was moving toward the shore, moving toward where she stood with a purposefulness that told her he was coming for something, or somebody.

		“Lila?”

		“I see him.”

		He was coming toward her. Maybe if she threw something into the water …?

		She stooped to pick up a stick or chunk of bark … and then she saw the hand.

		For an instant she stood silent, holding her breath. It was a hand, a man’s hand, and it lay half-clutching the damp leaves at the edge of the brush.

		The hand had an arm. Then, half-concealed by the low-hanging leaves, she made out the body. A man’s body, a man terribly wounded, bloody.

		“Mam? We’d better go. He’s coming!”

		“Throw something at it. Anything.”

		Abigail looked quickly around. There was nothing. Catching hold of the hand, she pulled. It was all she could do to stir the body, but she did, she drew him slowly from the brush.

		“Lila? Help me!”

		Suddenly, Lila screamed. She had never heard the Welsh girl scream and she dropped the hand and ran quickly.

		The gator was a big one, and he was coming out of the water, evidently drawn by the scent of blood from the man’s body.

		Abigail, who had lungs of her own, screamed also.

		There was a shout, then running feet, and I was the first to reach them, running, sword drawn, expecting to find Indians or Bardle men.

		Jublain was only an instant behind me, and Watkins came from the woods farther along the shore.

		“Look out for his tail,” I warned. Where had I heard that? “He’ll use it to knock you into the water or break your legs.”

		The big beast stood, half out of the water, staring at us with gleaming reddish eyes, his jaws opening and closing. The smell of blood and death drew him, yet our increasing numbers must have brought some thread of caution into his brain, for he stared at us, his eyes going from one to the other until I thought he might charge.

		At my feet was a broken, rotting chunk of wood, and picking it up, I dashed it against his head. My shot was good, and it struck hard. He snorted and made an angry dash of no more than two feet, then retreated slowly, reluctantly, into the water.

		“What is it, Abby?” I asked.

		“There’s a man … he’s not dead, I believe.”

		I walked past to where her finger pointed, and Jublain, sword still in hand, came to stand beside me.

		The wounded man was an Indian, and of a type I had not seen before. He was a big man, well made, but from the marks upon his body he had been wounded, then tortured, and had somehow escaped.

		“Get four men,” I said, “and have them bring a litter. We’ll take him to the fort.”

		“A savage? Inside our fort?” Jublain protested. “If he lives he’ll betray us.”

		“Nonetheless, we’ll try to save him. He escaped them somehow; he’s come a long distance. If a man in such condition can do so much, he deserves to live.”
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		That the Indian had lost much blood was apparent, for he had been shot with an arrow in the back of the head, the stone arrowhead almost burying itself in the bone behind one ear.

		From the looks of his skull he had been struck with a club. His black hair was matted with blood. There were many minor wounds and burns.

		When he was bathed and cleaned and his wounds treated as well we might, I spoke to him, in the few words of the Eno tongue that I had learned, and he grunted something in reply, from which I gathered that he understood.

		Then, touching my chest, I said, “Barnabas,” very slowly. Indicating Lila, who stood over him, I said, “Li-la.”

		Then I pointed to him. “You?”

		“Wa-ga-su,” he said.

		He was wary as a trapped animal, but he was not cringing.

		“Abigail and Lila,” I said. “Be very careful. We are strangers, and to him every stranger is a possible enemy. He does not know why he is here, or why we try to make him well. He may think that we make him well only to torture him again.”

		“What kind of Indian is he?” Lila asked. “He seems to understand you.”

		“Aye … a word or two. Perhaps we can learn from him about the country to the west, for I do not think him an Indian of this area. I think he is from far away, for his stature is different, and even his facial structure, and he is of larger frame than the Eno that I have seen.”

		For three days, then, I saw him but rarely, for my work was great and the time of the season was short. Our gardens were growing, and there was hope in me that we would make a good crop. For I was worried about winter.

		Of furs we had but few, for most of the skins were needed in the preparation of clothing for the winter. Yet we had the skins of several foxes and some small dark animals of the weasel type that were called mink.

		On the fifth day after the discovery of the savage, I went to the room where he was kept and cared for. Jublain had come with me, and suddenly the Indian began to speak in broken Spanish. It was a language Jublain well knew, having been a prisoner among them at one time.

		“He is a Catawba … whatever that is, from the west.” Jublain paused, listening. “From the edge of the mountains.”

		“Ah!” I exclaimed, with pleasure. This was what I had wished for. “Ask him about the mountains.”

		“He asks about you. How, he wonders, do you speak some words of his tongue?”

		“Tell him I was once a friend of an Eno named Potaka.”

		The Catawba looked at me several times as Jublain explained how Potaka and I had become friends, and how we had traded there.

		“Tell him we are his friends and we would like to be friends of his people. Tell him that when he is well enough we shall, if he wishes, help him to return to his people.”

		Several times I sat with him then, each time learning a few words or phrases that I might use in speaking his language. Yet I am afraid he learned my language more swiftly than I learned his. There came a day when I took him with me and showed him about the small fort.

		Wa-ga-su looked at everything, but he was especially impressed with the cannon. “Big voice!” he exclaimed suddenly.

		“Aye.” I showed him one of the balls, but he was not so impressed as I had expected.

		“Too big for man,” he said, “throw away too much!”

		Of course, he was right. I explained to him that the gun was for use against stockades or ships, and when he seemed to question the presence of the gun inside the fort I told him ships might come of men who were not friendly to us.

		“Wa-ga-su,” I said, “someday I shall go to live in the mountains.”

		“Is good,” he said. “I show you.”

		He drew lines in the dust to show me where his country lay, and the rivers that bordered it. He showed me as well the trading paths leading across the country that were used by all Indians. Little by little, each of us learned more of the language of the other, and he warned me that his enemies would be searching for him, and even now might be lurking in the woods around us.

		“What enemies come after you?”

		“Tuscarora … they are many. Great fighters.”

		“You are safe here, Wa-ga-su. And when you are well, we will take you to your people or put you far upon the way.”

		Little by little I got the story of his escape. They had captured him while hunting, had tortured him for three days, making each day worse. Then they had tied him to a stake for burning. Using his two feet he had edged a burning brand around, working with the still unburned end, and tilting it, got it to fall against the rawhide that held his ankles. His legs free, he had somehow gotten free his hands, sprung through the flames at the back, and run into the woods. They had immediately followed, but he eluded them. Then, wounded, sick, exhausted, he had fallen down near the edge of the swamp, where, smelling blood, the alligator had come for him.

		———

		With the coming of night the great gates to our fort were closed and barred. The smaller gate which opened on the river side was also barred. Two sentries walked the walls at night, and a system of signals was arranged with those men who remained aboard the fluyt, where a watch was also kept.

		Nothing in my nature permitted me to trust to fortune, for it was my belief that good luck comes to those who work hard and plan well. So far we had remained free from trouble with Indians. Hopefully, it would remain so.

		Each night a different man was officer of the watch, a duty I divided with Jublain, Pimmerton Burke, and Sakim. On this night, Pim was on duty, and he awakened me at a few minutes past midnight.

		“Barnabas? Can you come?”

		“What is it?” As ever, I was immediately awake.

		“I don’t know. But you’d better come.”

		He disappeared soundlessly. I got up and began quickly dressing.

		“What is it, Barnabas?” Abigail was awake.

		“I don’t know. But I fear it is trouble, for Pim is not easily alarmed.”

		Taking up my pistols, buckling on my sword, and then taking a musket, I slipped out into the night. Behind me I heard Abigail stirring about. I mounted the ladder to the wall.

		A guard loomed beside me. It was a man I knew as a Newfoundlander, a good, sturdy man, Ned Tanner. “They’re out there, Cap’n,” he whispered, “and it is I who thinks there’s a-plenty of them.”

		“Stand by, then.”

		Walking on around the walk below the wall to the other guard, I found Pim Burke.

		“Tanner says there’s a lot of them out there. What say you?”

		“Aye,” the guard, a swarthy, husky chap from Bristol, spoke softly. “They’ve something in mind, Captain. They’ve been all about below the walls.”

		Listening, I could hear the movements of men, but what they planned I could not guess. “Pim,” I said, “do you go below and roust out six good men. Let the others rest, if they’ve the will to. It may be a long day before us.”

		Now to take a stockaded position is not an easy thing if the defenders be alert. With cannon, it was a simple thing, without them almost impossible without negligence on the part of the defenders. Yet the very fact they had not yet attacked spoke of some preparation, which implied some knowledge of making war and strong positions. This implied there might be a white man among them. The Spanish, who had settlements in the land of Florida, were not happy with England’s attempts to settle Virginia, and it might be that a small party of Spanish were directing this effort. Of course, that was pure speculation, I had no facts.

		A glance at the stars told me almost an hour had gone by since I had first been awakened. The ladder behind me creaked as the men climbed to their positions.

		With moving about upon the walkway and listening, much time had passed, yet I had no idea of what they planned. Below me at least two and perhaps more of them were moving about, perhaps only seeking to find a way to enter.

		I spoke softly. “What is it you want?” And I used the Catawba tongue.

		There was abrupt silence.

		“We do not sleep,” I continued, “but we wish no trouble. If you would talk, come to us in the light, and we shall speak. If you come by night, we have no choice but to believe you enemies.”

		Again a silence. Then a voice, “Release the Catawba. He is ours.”

		“He is his own. You do not have him. We do not have him.”

		“Put him outside, and we will take him and go.”

		“He is a good man. He works beside us. We will not put him away. He has come to our village for protection.”

		“Then we shall take him. I, who am Naguska, say this.”

		“You are a Tuscarora?”

		“So it is.”

		“The Tuscarora are a proud people. They are fine warriors. But I am English. We do not surrender those who have come to us for aid.”

		“So be it.” He seemed not too displeased. “You will die for it. All of you.”

		Then, surprisingly, he said in English, “You are a weak people, you English. And you tell lies about your country beyond the water. You are a small people. You cannot hunt. You have no fur. You have no big trees. You have only your big canoes and a hunger for things that belong to others.”

		“You speak English?”

		“My father was English. He taught me many words before I saw his weakness. He was no warrior. He was no hunter. He could do nothing … nothing that becomes a man.”

		“In our land only some men are warriors, and there is little game, so few of us are hunters. We obtain what is needed by barter.”

		“Bah! It is a woman’s way! A warrior takes what he needs!”

		“Who was your father?”

		“He was nobody. He could only scratch marks upon paper, upon bark, upon whatever he had. He told me they were charms, so we did not burn them, but they did him no good.”

		“He is dead?”

		“Long ago. It is well that he died. I had great shame to have no other father.”

		“I thought with you it was the mother’s brother who was important to the boy?”

		“Well, it was so. My mother’s brother was a great warrior!”

		He seemed willing enough to talk, and while he talked there was no fighting. I whispered as much to Pim, but advised him to be doubly alert.

		“Come to the gate by day, and come alone. I would speak with you, Naguska.”

		“By day? By day you shall all be dead. Or prisoners, to die by the torch.”

		“You said your father made marks upon paper and bark. Do you have that paper and the bark? I should like to see it.”

		“I have them. I know where they are hidden. My father was a weak man. He could use no weapon, he could not hunt. He was much laughed at for his weakness. With him always it was only what he could put upon paper.”

		I heard a series of strange sounds. I tried to identify them.

		Suddenly, I knew! Ladders! They had ladders!

		Along various spots in the wall were small bundles of grass and twigs that could be quickly lighted. Taking one from its cubbyhole, I struck a light and touched it off with a spark. As it sprang into flame, I held it over the wall.

		In the brief flare of light a dozen savage, painted faces glared up at me, then the ladders started to rise.

		An arrow struck near me. Aiming at the nearest man’s chest, I fired.

		They came with a rush.
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		“Ladders!” I shouted the word so all would know what to expect.

		Ladders. I had never heard of an Indian using such things, yet Naguska was only half Indian, and he might have learned many things from the father he seemed to despise.

		There was a burst of firing. Somebody dropped another lighted bundle, and then another. Two Indians were attempting to take a wounded man away, and a ladder dropped into place near me. I grabbed the top of it and shoved it from the wall. One man let go and fell off, another one rode the ladder back toward me.

		My blade was there to meet his chest as he fell against the wall. For a moment his face was very near to me, and then I was drawing the blade clear.

		Other men were climbing up from below. The whole lot of our men had been brought up by the firing but, suddenly, there was a lull.

		“More bundles!” I shouted. “Don’t let them get away with the ladders!”

		Here and there a shot followed. Then all was silence. Around us the velvet of night lay gently. A faint breeze stirred in from the sea, and there was left a smell of burned wood, grass, and gunpowder.

		Then there was another aroma … fresh coffee! Some of the men had not tasted it, for the substance was new in England, yet Abigail had long been familiar with it from her travels on her father’s ship in the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean.

		There was a cup for each of us, and a pleasant, warming drink it was.

		Jublain and Pim came to me. “Will they attack again, think you?”

		“I do not know. The ladders failed only because we were alert, but they will think their medicine was bad. We must wait and see.”

		The attack had lasted only minutes, and now all was still. We drank more of the coffee and some men returned to their rest. A slow hour passed by, and then another. There was a faint gray light in the east, or perhaps I but wished it so.

		Watkins came to me beside the parapet. “There’s two ladders outside near the gate. Request permission to go out and get them.”

		I hesitated. To open the gates was a risk, but I wished to keep as many ladders from their hands as possible. Always before Indians had failed to succeed in attacks against stockades unless they could get in before a gate was closed.

		“How many men will you need?”

		“Twelve, I think. Two men for each ladder, the others to stand by in case of attack.”

		“Very well. Only it must be done quickly. At the first move from them retreat within the gate and close it.”

		We waited … the creak of the heavy gates was unnaturally loud in the stillness. Surely, the Indians could hear it, but what would they think? That we were pursuing them?

		Yet Watkins and his men moved swiftly indeed. Within minutes the gates had swung shut again, and at least two of the ladders were within.

		He came to me. It had grown a little lighter and his grin was easy to see. “There was a third we could not carry so I almost cut the rawhide bindings through,” he said. “Wait until they try climbing that one!”

		Watching toward the dark line of forest, I thought of Naguska.

		The threads that hold a man to leadership be thin indeed, and he had trusted his success to a new thing, an un-Indian thing, and it had failed. Some of them were sure to think that it was this strange thing that led to their defeat, they would blame him. I could not but feel regret for him, for he seemed an able man, although I was sorry he respected his father so little.

		Yet, might it not be that he secretly loved him? That all this was a mask, a thing to shield him from such an emotion? For few of the Indians we had met thus far regarded the father with veneration, for the maternal uncle was he who drew the respect we gave to a father.

		We waited, and waited, yet no further attack came, and slowly the sky grew lighter.

		Here and there we saw patches of darkness on the grass, left by the blood of a victim, but there were no bodies, alive or dead. All had been spirited away in the darkness. We found four more ladders, one abandoned almost at the edge of the brush.

		How well for us and all who lived behind stockades that this new way of war had failed them. I wondered how often it might have happened—that a truly great discovery was cast aside because of initial failure. The ladders were well-made, the uprights notched slightly, and the crosspieces bound in place with rawhide.

		Abigail had breakfast ready when I came below. She had not waited for the main table to be set, knowing I would be hungry. I told her of Naguska, and she looked at me, smiling with amusement. “You are a strange man, Barnabas, for you seem almost regretful that he failed, when his success might have meant death to us all.”

		“It was a new idea to them, Abby, the ladders. And he must have argued many hours to convince his warriors of their worth.”

		I reflected.

		“Yes, I do feel regret for him, and someday I hope we can meet again … under other circumstances. I would know more of this father of his. How he came to be here and what his name was. And whence he came.”

		Sakim and Pim came in to share coffee with me, and I told them of my thinking. “How strange it is to think that all our knowledge, all our skills can seem worthless to a people not accustomed to them.”

		Sakim shrugged. “It was ever so. Long ago I was on a ship to the Moluccas, and we stopped by an island to trade. No steel was known there, nor any metal at all. The tools, axes, knives … all were of stone.

		“One such was beautifully made and I wished it for something to take home with me, and offered to trade a steel hatchet for his of stone. He looked at my hatchet, turned it over, used it, looked astonished at how easily it cut, then returned it to me and took up his own. He would not trade. He wanted what was known and familiar, not this strange tool of whose properties he knew nothing.”

		Sakim sipped his coffee. “It is good,” he said, “but thin to my taste. I must show you someday how it is made in my country.”

		He put down his cup. “I have come tonight to talk to you of that.”

		“Of your country? My father knew a little, but too little. Peter talked some of the Eastern lands, but I know too little except that spices come from there, and gold and tea and coffee and much else.”

		Sakim smiled, and turned his cup upon the table. “Much else, indeed.” He looked at me, his black eyes amused and a little doubtful, I thought. “That young man, Naguska. I am very like him in that I, too, have learning that may be despised, as his was.”

		“How so? I despise no learning, Sakim. That you know.”

		“Perhaps, my friend, and that is why I have decided to tell you what I have told no man since my first captivity to Europeans. It was easier to let them believe I was a Moor, for all understood what was a Moor, and to explain what I really was … it would have been useless, and worse, puzzling.

		“Men do not like puzzles, Barnabas. They prefer categories. It is far easier to slip a piece of information into a known slot than to puzzle over the unknown.”

		“You are not a Moor? But you are a Moslem?”

		“Many who follow Mohammed are not Moors, nor even Arabs. They were a conquering people, those Arabs who came out of their deserts after the death of Mohammed, and they carried the sword and fire to many lands, including Persia, one of the oldest, and I, who now call myself Sakim, came from a far place known as Khurasan, from the city of Nisphapur.

		“It was the home of my father, and of my father’s father as well, and who knows how many others? We were scholars, sometimes of the law, often of medicine, always of philosophy.

		“In the study of medicine we were far advanced, for were we not the heirs of Greece? But we had learned from India as well, and from Cathay. In Baghdad alone we once had sixty-five hospitals divided into wards for the separate treatments of various ills and diseases, with running water in every room … and that was in the eighth century … eight hundred years ago.”

		“So what happened?” Burke asked skeptically. “I have seen none of this great medicine.”

		“Genghis Khan came … you have heard of him? And something like a hundred years later, Timur the Lame. He who in the West is called Tamerlane.

		“You think you have seen war … Timur made pyramids of skulls and the streets ran red with blood … several times over a hundred thousand were put to the sword. No man truly knows how many, but he killed all … at first.

		“Later, when he became wiser, he tried to save the artisans and the scholars, but too many had died. The hospitals were destroyed, the books burned, the teachers slain.

		“Those two conquerors set civilization back five hundred years, my friends, and only a few survived. Several were ancestors of mine who fled into the hidden fastnesses of the Pamirs, and others into the far desert, the Taklamakan.

		“There they treated the ill, they taught their sons and grandsons, and in time returned to Nisphapur and to Marv and to Meshed.

		“In my time I studied in Nisphapur and in Marv, then in Isfahan and Constantinople, but by that time the urge was upon me to travel to the westward, so I set sail from Constantinople for Tripoli. Our ship was taken by pirates … I was enslaved … was taken by other pirates then freed, and when we met I was a sailor, only wishing to go home.”

		“And now you are here,” Abigail said.

		“I am here,” he said simply, “and would be used. My skills rust. I thought at first to say nothing, but when Wa-ga-su was brought in, I thought then to speak, but hesitated.”

		“We have little medicine,” I said.

		“There are herbs and there are minerals. I can make my own. Lately I have seen herbs in the swamps and along the hillsides like those I know.”

		“Collect them, then,” I said “Gather your herbs. Find your minerals. What help you need, we will give. By the look of today there will be many times when a man is needed who knows of medicine.”

		I stood up. “It is a bright day, and much is to be done. Be careful, Sakim. There will be Indians about. I give you one other chore …” I pointed at Lila. “Teach her what you can. She knows much of herbs. She will help you.”

		When Pim stood beside me in the yard he said, “Do you think he lies?”

		“No … I believe him. There are stranger lives men have led. We are fortunate, Pim. We have a surgeon, a physician! No doubt he will keep some of us alive. If he saves only one, it is good. Sakim and I sailed together before this, and he proved a good man. And loyal.”

		———

		Each day now was a day of work, and Wa-ga-su was quick to see how little we knew, and how much we needed to know. He led us to likely spots in which to find nuts, berries, and edible roots.

		In several places along the banks of streams we found thickets of blackberries, dewberries, and persimmons. We picked and picked until every receptacle we had was filled. Here and there we found nuts, although the season was still early for many of them.

		Wa-ga-su drew in the sand a picture of his country for us, a vast area drained by the Catawba River, and lying between two other rivers. It lay at the farthest point, right at the foot of the mountains, and perhaps into the mountains themselves. That he did not make clear.

		He showed us how to add the meal of ground nuts to thicken soup or stew, using walnuts, chestnuts, or hickory nuts, and how to search for and find clams along the shores.

		John Tilly, who had been in command aboard the Abigail, went in a boat to search for clams and to catch fish out on the sound and along the sandy shores.

		Suddenly Watkins came to me. “Barnabas.” He spoke softly not to alarm the others. “Tilly’s comin’ back. He’s comin’ fast!”

		We hurried to the river where Tilly had gone at once to the Abigail, dropping off two men. As we waited, he came to the landing with the other two.

		“Ship off shore,” he said shortly, “I made her out with my glass. The Jolly Jack … of London.”

		Nick Bardle.…

		My old enemy was returned. Once he had kidnapped me, several times had tried to kill me, and he had killed Brian Tempany, Abigail’s father.

		I went to look.

		His vessel was not large but was heavily gunned, and highly maneuverable. He would have a large crew, perhaps three times the men we could muster.

		“Tilly,” I said, “get the Abigail in good position then prepare for battle.”

		We had six guns in the fort and we brought them all to bear on the river, leaving only the swivel-guns and our light arms to repel an overland attack.

		Abigail looked pale and frightened. “Don’t worry,” I advised, “we’ll handle him.”

		She nodded, but I could see she was worried, but no less than I, for if the attack stretched out too long we should lose much good working time before the cold weather set in. And during the past days, some of the leaves had begun to turn and there was frost upon the lowlands, and the morning mists were thicker.

		I looked downstream where we would see Bardle’s sails first, and I felt a little shiver go through me. I, too, was afraid, for it was no longer as it once had been, when only I could suffer from my mistakes. Now there were others, these who had entrusted themselves to me.

		“I am not thinking of me,” she said suddenly, “nor of you only. I am thinking of your son.”

		“My son …?”

		I looked at her stupidly.

		“What did you say? My son?”

		I am sorely afraid I shouted those last words, and they all turned, those who stood along the wall watching, those who manned the guns.

		And then as realization dawned, a cheer went up.

		My son!

		“Cap’n?” It was Jublain. “Here she comes!”

		Her masts showed against the sky above the green of the forest, a thinning forest, where the leaves had begun to fall. Her masts, then her bow, then a fores’l.

		“Tom,” I called to Watkins. “Your gun only … fire!”

	
		CHAPTER 19

		[image: ]

		Watkins put his match to the touch-hole. There was an instant of pause, then the gun belched flame and smoke, leaping as if to spring from its carriage, and we saw the ball strike the butt of the bowsprit and scatter splinters in every direction. There was a great splitting and a crash as the yard came down and the bowsprit hung all askew, held only by the rigging.

		Taking our shot for a signal, the gunners aboard the Abigail let go with a four-gun broadside that caught the Jolly Jack head on.

		Then, with the Jack broadside to us, we let go with the remainder of the fort’s guns, only an instant before the Jack fired its own broadside.

		A momentary advantage had been ours. Bardle had apparently only seen the Abigail, and if he knew of the fort’s existence he did not guess it was armed as it was from the guns of the ships we had taken.

		Watkins’ first shot had taken them unawares, throwing them off just in time to permit the Abigail to fire.

		The glory of the sunlit morning was blasted by cannon-fire, and the beauty of the oncoming ship was shattered by our fire. Before the powder smoke obscured the scene I saw a great section of the Jack’s rail burst into fragments, and another ripping a hole in a sail. Others fell harmlessly into the water.

		Great clouds of smoke billowed up from their guns and ours. There were splintering crashes, and the awful red lightning of the guns mingled with the thunder of them and the whine of flying splinters and the shouts and screams of men.

		Through a haze of smoke I glimpsed the Jack falling back, guns firing. Suddenly the thunder of the guns ceased and there was an unbelievable silence. And then groans, cries, and calls for help.

		Our massive gate was battered to splinters. One gun had been blasted from its carriage, and I saw Abigail and Lila bending over a man who lay sprawled on the ground. Then I saw another, as they ran from the first to the second.

		Two men were being helped down ladders, both wounded. Another man, his arm dangling, was going down a ladder by himself.

		Through the smoke I could see the topm’sts of the Abigail, and as the smoke lifted could see she had been hulled at least twice and was down by the head. Men were working about the deck, so some at least had survived. Even as I looked, one of the guns fired another shot.

		Jublain came to me. “Two dead, Barnabas, and seven injured … one of them seriously.”

		He waved a hand at the gate. “I’ve started repairs, and we’ll need them quickly if he tries to come back. I think the Abigail is in bad shape.”

		Pim Burke came up the ladder. “Pim, take Wa-ga-su. He can probably guide you through the swamp to a point where you can see the Jolly Jack. Take a telescope. I want a report on her condition as soon as possible. Don’t let yourself be seen.”

		Through my own glass I studied the Abigail, and it gave me a twinge to see her. I could never stand to see a fine ship damaged, for they are things of such beauty, white sails against the sky, prow lifting and dipping in the sea. They are living things.

		One of the holes in her hull was barely above the waterline, the other higher, probably in the gundeck.

		“Recharge all guns,” I said. “Two gunners stand by, the rest get to work helping with the gate.”

		I went down the ladder to the common room. Sakim was there at work with Lila.

		One man already had his arm set and was sitting to one side with a glass of ale in his hand. He grinned at me. “Good fight!” he said.

		The only seriously injured man was a youngster. A fragment of metal from a bursting shell had ripped the side of his neck, another piece imbedded itself in his thigh. He had bled badly.

		He looked up at me. “I’m sorry,” he said.

		“Sorry? You did very well,” I said. “Sakim will take care of you.”

		It had needed no more than a minute or two for me to see that Sakim worked swiftly, surely, and with confidence. I had no further doubts.

		There had been a surplus of poles cut when the stockade was under construction, and from these a new gate was being made.

		Food was being put on the table when a messenger came from the Abigail. The hole in the hull had been temporarily repaired and the water was being pumped out, but extensive repairs would yet be needed before she was seaworthy again.

		There was no word from Pim Burke and Wa-ga-su regarding the Jolly Jack. Abigail was in our cabin meanwhile, and I sat down there.

		“Did you mean it?” I said. “A son?”

		“Well,” she hesitated, “a child, anyway. I can’t promise a son.”

		“It would be easier for a son,” I said. “Here.”

		She nodded seriously. “You know, I never thought of that until now. It is one thing for a boy to grow up in this wilderness. But a girl? Here … so far from everything. Could she become a lady?”

		“Wherever she grows up,” I said, “your daughter would be a lady.”

		We talked of that, and of other things, and with one ear listened for the trouble we knew would come.

		Pim Burke came in. He accepted a flagon of ale and sat down opposite me.

		“The Jolly Jack’s not badly hurt. Bowsprit gone, sprits’l and sprit-tops’l gone. Some damage to the bow. Most of her bulwark amidships is gone, and up to when we left they’d buried three men over the side.”

		He swallowed some ale, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Her main-tops’l yard is gone. Crashed to the deck. Several guns or gun-carriages damaged, but she’s able to go to sea.”

		He paused. “I wonder if he knows how shallow the water is out there in the sound? He might run aground.”

		“I hope he doesn’t,” I said frankly. “I want him out of here.”

		“Aye, I was thinkin’ on that.” Pim looked up at me. “You plannin’ to stay here?” He paused again.

		Outside the wind stirred slightly. I could hear the men working to repair the gate.

		“I’m going to the mountains, Pim,” I said, “when spring comes.”

		“They’ll not all go with you, Barnabas,” he said quietly. “There’s been talk. Some think we should take the Abigail and go a-pirating, and some are for trade, but many are restless now that the work’s finished.”

		It was no hard thing to understand. They were far from others of their kind, and we’d seen no ships but Bardle’s.

		The sound was shallow. There were places where, if a man was careful, he could guide a vessel through the water and into the rivers in safety, yet there were shoals here and there, and floods from upriver kept them changing.

		A large vessel could not well navigate in the sound unless during a time when the rivers were in flood. Abigail, if well-handled, could do it.

		“Who’s the leader of those who would be pirates?” I asked.

		“Jonathan Delve.”

		I well knew the man. A good gunner, a fierce fighter, and a tall, sallow-cheeked man with a spotty black beard and always-watchful eyes.

		“So Delve’s their leader now?”

		“Aye. He says nothing of you, mind you. Delve is a wily one, and you’ll not catch him out. Only he’s talking of going a’pirating … of ships to be had off the coast. He’s already come to me twice, wanting a boat with which to explore. I think he’s got something on his mind, Barnabas. I’ve watched him … and listened. He’s been on this coast before.”

		“How many of them are there?”

		Pim shrugged. “It could be five, it could be more … They’re restless, like I said.”

		Pim paused, drank some ale, and then said, “Delve came up with something … point-blank. Asked me if I’d ever heard of a man named Chantry.”

		“Chantry?”

		“Aye. You mayn’t have heard of him, being in the fens, like. He was talked about along the waterfront of Bristol, and in the dives. He was Irish, they say, but there seems some mystery about him. He had great skill with arms, but was a trading man … or so it seemed. He put money in a voyage to America, and went along.”

		“What happened to him?” I asked.

		“Well, he was lost ashore. Indians attacked a watering party and he was killed with the others and the ship pulled off … only he wasn’t dead.”

		“So?”

		“He showed up again in Bristol, a-sailing of his own ship, but how he come by it or a crew, no man could say. He unloaded a few mast-timbers, sold some freshwater pearls and some dried fish, but when he pulled out of Bristol his ship was still deep in the water. There was a lot of talk. You know how it is around the harbor dives. Was it treasure he had aboard? Where did he get his ship and his treasure, if any? Where did he get a crew? And where had he been all that time?

		“The next thing known is that he slipped out of harbor, and when we heard of him again he’d set himself up in western Ireland. Living like a king he is, him and the girl.”

		“Girl?”

		“Aye. He was married to her, they say. Some say she was a Spanish lass, and some say an Indian. But she was beautiful, rarely, wonderfully beautiful … and different.”

		“He was a lucky man, then. Fortune and a beautiful woman,” I said.

		“Aye,” Pim said, “I should be so lucky! But that is not all of the story. There was gossip about it, and Delve has heard it all. Chantry had looted a Spanish galleon of its treasure, they say. Some say he captured it, some that he found it deserted but for the girl. He took a shipload of treasure from it.”

		“It’s a good story.”

		“Aye, but the story that Delve likes is that he only brought back a small part of the treasure—that his ship wasn’t large enough to take the whole, and that the biggest part of the treasure is still in the bottom of the ship.”

		“And where is the ship?”

		“Run ashore on some island or other, laying there for the taking.”

		“How long ago was this?”

		“Some years back … maybe twenty … I don’t know. Point is, from the description they got, they think it is somewhere near here. The story is told of some barrier islands, and sounds into which rivers flowed.”

		I shrugged. “Pim, this whole coast is like that, for miles and miles.” Nevertheless I was remembering a ship in which I had taken shelter, a ship almost buried in sand on the shore of a river islet … a ship that might be buried or swept out to sea by this time. I said nothing.

		“Put a couple of men to watch the Jolly Jack, Pim. Have them report her every move.” I got up, thinking of Delve, and well knowing the lure of gold. I might lose almost all who were with me, leaving us vulnerable for any attack.

		Now many things that had been keeping their shadows in the back of my mind came to the fore. What future, beyond the promise of land, could I offer those with me?

		Other colonists would eventually come … but when? How long, I thought, must we wait? Most of us were young, but I think that no two men age at the same rate, or learn equal sums from experience. Some men learn by their years, others simply live through them.

		I found Jublain at once. It took me only a moment to explain.

		“Aye,” he said gloomily, “I have had a feeling about Delve, but he has had a feeling about me, so I’d likely be the last he’d speak to.”

		That night, the Jolly Jack sailed away, to the great relief of all.

		It was only later that I discovered Delve had spread the word very well indeed. On the morning after, he came to me with three other men.

		Delve hooked his thumbs in his belt. He was smiling, a kind of taunting, challenging smile it was. “We be going to hunt for gold,” he said. “We’ve heard there’s a treasure ship nearby, run aground and beached.”

		“I know of no such treasure ship,” I replied.

		Jeremy Ring and Jublain had come to stand beside me.

		“Aye, well, mayhap you’ve your own reasons for not sharing your knowledge with us,” he said, still smiling. “But mayn’t we hunt on our own?” His sharp little eyes probed mine. “Unless you would try to stop us.”

		“Why should I do that? Go ahead. You’ve my permission, if it is needed. Only those who go do not return.”

		He chuckled. “Like that, is it? Well, it’s not likely we’d need to return. You’ll give us food then?”

		“For six days only. We can afford no more. After that you’ll be on your own. I’ll give you rifles and ten balls per man, and the powder for it, and where you go after that is wherever you like, but I’ll have no quitters with me.”

		I looked him square in the face.

		“You’ll stay now, or you’ll go and not come back. You came knowing what lay ahead, and now at the smell of gold, which probably isn’t there, you’d go. Well, go and be damned!”

		“You talk very big for a man who’ll soon be alone.”

		“He’ll not be alone,” said Jublain. “I’ll be with him.”

		“And I,” Ring added.

		“You’re fools then,” he said. “There’ll be few else.”

		“That may be,” I replied, “but there may be more loyal men here than you think.”

		For the first time I saw doubt in his eyes, but he shook it off. The dream was more pleasant to believe than to doubt.

		The taunting expression came to his face. He wanted to get back at me, to hurt me, worry me, anger me. “Well, Barnabas, if there’s no gold I can always join Nick Bardle.”

		“Why not? There’s always room on a gibbet.”

		He turned sharply away, and Jublain made as if to start after him. “He needs killing,” he said, when I stopped him.

		“No doubt, but here is a good time to be rid of any troublemakers. I want nobody with me who will not go the distance.”

		Yet there were steps I could take, and I took them. Recharging several pistols and a musket, I kept them at hand, and suggested to Jublain, Jeremy, and Pim that they stay close about.

		Delve went to the edge of the wood with a dozen others and there was much talk going on.

		“Pim,” I said, “do you go to the Abigail. Tell Tilly what goes on, and tell him to stand by for trouble and allow no one aboard unless with an order writ by my hand.”

		Aboard the Abigail, I felt sure John Tilly would stand.

		Pim was back within the hour. “They’ll stand for you,” he said, “every man of them.”

		“Good! Now let us close the gate.”

		We did so, and Jeremy went to the walls where he could keep a lookout, and a weather-eye on the dissenters.

		When they were up and coming to the gate in a group, Ring called softly and I came up to the wall with him. Wa-ga-su came to me and wished to know what it was that had happened, and I explained to him. He shook his head in amazement, but went back to squat against the wall and watch.

		Jonathan Delve was in the lead. When they came up to the gate and found it closed, they stopped, obviously surprised.

		“Well, men, what is it?”

		“Open the gate!” Delve shouted. “We want our belongings. We are going for the gold.”

		“It shall be as agreed,” I said. “I think you go upon a fool’s errand. Yet you shall have what I promised.”

		Then we lowered over to them the muskets and the food, and with much angry grumbling and shouting they marched away.

		Some we did well without, yet others were good men led astray by a promise of gold. We stood together upon the walls, making a brave show of it, but we knew all too well that we were too few to defend the fort against a strong attack as Bardle might make. Not to mention the Indians.

		“Do you think they know how many have gone? The Indians, I mean?” Jublain asked.

		“If they do not know, they will. There will be tracks left, and they will follow and observe. I think our friends have not chosen wisely.”

		I was already thinking of what was to come. We had a winter to get through before we could march to the mountains.

		In the following days we stayed close by, gathering food, drying the meat from our hunting, gathering clams along the shore, fishing. Always, two of us remained within the fort, and now the great gate was always closed, and we used the smaller gate. It was easier to open and shut as well as to guard.

		“I fear for them.” Tilly had come to the fort to eat, leaving Blue in command of the Abigail. “They will find much trouble at Roanoke, unless they have great luck.”

		The lost colony. Would the same fate overtake us?

		———

		There was time then to get out the maps and charts and pore over them, to speculate on what lay beyond the blue mountains and the best way to reach them. Wa-ga-su had a quick intelligence, and grasped at once almost any idea that was not totally beyond the range of his experience. Our needs he understood at once.

		He would guide us to his home country. He would show us a way into the mountains, but when we offered him a chance to go along, he refused.

		“Have you thought of a voyage first?” Tilly suggested. “We have many timbers cut for masts, many skins, and much potash. It would be a valuable cargo.”

		“I cannot risk England,” I said.

		“Then what of the Spanish islands? Or France?”

		Uneasily, I considered the subject. It was true we had a full and heavy cargo. Our work would be for naught if we left it on the ground and went away to the mountains.

		The decision would have to be mine. To go meant to move, to move meant to risk the sea, conflict, and possibly capture and death.

		John Tilly wished to go. There were good reasons for it and Abby, I knew, would leave the choice to me.

		The rain fell softly, whispering gently down upon our roofs, beating a soft tattoo upon our walls. It would be wet in the forest, wet upon the trails, and out beyond the Banks would be the cold gray wintry sea, rolling its combers down from the northland. The great breakers would be marling along the sand. Again I seemed to feel the tip and bow of a deck beneath my feet.

		Once more the lights of a harbor seemed to beckon to me, once more the sound of music and laughter.

		Tomorrow, I promised myself, I would decide.…

		Our walls were strong here, our food supply good. Out there? No wall could stand against the sea, and good ship though we had, there were ships that were faster, more heavily gunned.

		The weight of the burden lay heavy upon me. Now that I must decide for others, my decisions came not so quickly, for any move might mean the death of my wife, of a friend, or the loss of our ship.

		Yet each move one makes is a risk, and if one thinks too long one does not move at all, for fear of what may come, and so becomes immobile, crouched in a shell, fearful of any move.

		I would sleep the night, I would think much upon what I might do, but I think the decision was already made.

		We would go to sea once more.
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		Our first task was to bring closer to the fort the Abigail, and to careen her there so her bottom might be scraped free of encrusted barnacles. If this was not done, not only would her bottom soon be damaged but her sailing speed would be slowed, and this we could not have. In many a situation to be encountered at sea, only speed could lead to safety.

		By night I sat over my table, working upon our meager supply of paper to see what could be done as to armament and cargo. Again and again I went over the stowage of that cargo to keep our vessel seaworthy and in balance, for the stowage of cargo is no simple matter.

		Tilly, Ring, and Jublain were often with me. Tilly was the most knowing as to stowage and the management of such cargo. Jublain knew the most of the use of ordnance, and Ring, to my surprise, knew much of marketing.

		On the latter, I consulted often with Abigail, too, for she had made many voyages with her father and had heard him talk of trade and the market in many lands, and also the talk of those who consorted and traded with him.

		Meanwhile I went over my charts and considered much as to exactly where we should go. England would have been my first choice, but England meant almost certain prison for me. It would likely be fully as dangerous for us to approach any other port in Christian Europe. Yet I thought much of the harbors of Brittany, where many ships were built, where we of the fens were known, and where there was ever a dearth of timber for the masts of ships. Yet Brittany was no market for potash, and I hoped to dispose of our cargo at one move. Into port quickly, a quick sale, a quick escape and back to our fort, should best suit all our purposes.

		The coasts of Barbary were another thought, but they were notorious for pirates, who had little timber and who would be likely to take both our cargo and ship. Yet I liked not the thought of supplying masts for pirates who had enslaved many an English seaman.

		“What then of Ireland?” Abby suggested, and it gave me good pause.

		What, indeed? There had been some building activity there, or so I had heard, in those parts not affected too much by the fighting.

		Thus Ireland was a chance … and Brittany, another.

		Any voyage was a risk, for with every day of sailing we would be coming closer and closer to the shores of England and the danger from English ships.

		Yet our ship was a fluyt, of a neutral country, a type of ship they would have little reason to attack or disturb. We might just bring it off.

		“What do you think of England?” I asked the others.

		Jublain shrugged. “I think it would be a mistake. It is too close, too dangerous. Mountjoy’s ships would be around the coasts, for there was talk of Spanish soldiers helping the Irish. They would suspect every ship.”

		“Why not to England?” Pim Burke suggested cheerfully. “Barnabas need not appear. We could sail right into Bristol harbor, sell for a good price where the masts are most needed, and the potash can be traded, and then be out and gone.”

		“It is too risky,” Jublain objected.

		Pim was always the daring one, willing to skirt the very edge of danger, yet his idea had merit.

		“Why not Ireland?” asked Jeremy Ring. “I’d rather see the timbers go there than to Spain or to the Moors. We could take them to the Indies, but they would bring much less.”

		“That’s true,” I agreed. “I had been thinking of that.”

		Jublain was typical of the professional soldier. He fought always to win. No unnecessary risk, although he would hesitate at nothing when in combat, always playing the percentages. He was one to want the margin of safety always on his side, to take every precaution, then go ahead.

		“Ireland it will be,” I said, “for a first attempt. I know a bit of the Irish coast now.”

		“Where in Ireland?” Ring asked.

		“Glandore is small. There would be no market there, but there’s a place nearby … called Kinsale. Do you know it?”

		“Aye,” Jublain said, “and a likely place it is. Well, why not? It is your neck they have measured for the hemp, not mine. Although crossing the ocean to any port at this time is a chancy thing.”

		“We’ll sail to the Azores,” I suggested, “by a warmer if longer route, and then to Ireland.”

		A word here or a word there, and the choice might have been otherwise. Upon such slender threads are the lives of men suspended.

		Now there was much to be done. The hull of the Abigail had been well scraped and treated by the time our decision was made, and the loading of cargo begun: mast-timbers, shingles, potash, the few furs and hides we had taken, and a few freshwater pearls.

		We had a supply of food, far more than needed to supply our ship, so like the squirrels we dug holes and buried some food in the cool ground—mostly nuts, that would care for themselves, buried in barrels and casks.

		At last, we cast off from the moorings made to trees, and floated slowly downstream, putting on more canvas to catch the wind.

		When I glanced back, the fort stood silent and alone upon its low hill. Wa-ga-su stood beside me. I wondered at his thoughts, this strong, quiet savage going out upon the water and sailing to a land he had never seen and could scarcely imagine. Yet he seemed calm.

		“We will come back, Wa-ga-su,” I assured him.

		He said nothing, merely stared at the receding shores. This was not his country, yet it was a land he knew, and from it he knew the way to his own people.

		John Tilly took over the watch and I went below.

		Once more I got out my charts of the Irish coast, yet even as I stared at the chart I was not seeing it, for my thoughts had turned to Ireland itself rather than the chart before me.

		In 1597 the Irish had rebelled against the English, and led by O’Neill, Earl of Tyrone, as well as Red Hugh O’Donnell, they fought a shrewd and cautious campaign, attacking moving columns, staging ambushes and sudden raids upon camps. It was the kind of warfare for which the Irish fighting man was suited, and with which the Earl of Essex was unable to cope. Finally, a truce was declared and Essex returned to England to find the Queen in a fury over the truce. He was replaced by Lord Mountjoy, and beheaded not long after … or so we had heard while in Wales.

		What might have happened since then, we had no idea. Months had passed, and we had no recent news. Our best opportunity was to work in toward the coast of Ireland and try to bespeak a fishing vessel or a trader for information.

		Glandore was no fit harbor for our commerce. Cork was too big, and the danger of being trapped in that harbor was greater, due to its conformation. Studying the chart and talking with Tilly and Ring, who both knew the coast, we decided upon Kinsale.

		We set our course for the distant islands, and the seas were gentle, the winds not strong, but steady. Twice we sighted other sails, and once a ship headed to us, but the fluyt was a good sailor and we hoisted all her canvas and pulled swiftly away.

		Gulls accompanied us, and porpoises dove and played around our bow, seeming to enjoy the company of the fluyt. Nearing the Azores we sighted too many vessels for comfort, and pulled away from them and set our course northerly.

		“Do you know Kinsale, Jublain?” I asked.

		“I know it. A good little place on the river Bandon with a fine, safe harbor.” He looked at me. “It is worse than Cork, if you’re thinking of a trap.”

		“Aye, but quieter than Cork, I think, and an easier place.”

		He agreed, but with misgivings. Only Pim took the voyage lightly, for all were afraid for me. This I sensed, knowing the Queen wanted none of them but Black Tom Watkins, to whom the voyage was a very real danger.

		Wa-ga-su had developed into an efficient seaman, intrigued by all the activities aboard ship, and aware of our apprehension as we neared Ireland.

		It was my hope to come up out of the sea and sight the Old Head of Kinsale first. As it was a bold headland, with sharp cliffs, I’d no idea I could miss it. And I did not, for we sighted it at dawn and moved in at once toward the entrance. I could see the dark outlines of De Courcy Castle, and I had a man aloft and two in the bow to watch for rocks. There was one that lay two cable-lengths southwest-by-south from Hangman’s Point, covered with three feet of water at low tide, and we slid past it easily on the west side.

		Suddenly, Jublain hailed me. “Barnabas! Look!”

		Look I did, and beheld a half-dozen ships lying at anchor before us … and every one of them flying the flag of Spain!

		More than that, the flag flying above the town of Kinsale was Spanish, too.

		In the distance we heard the boom of cannon.

		Jublain came quickly to the deck.

		“Barnabas, I like not the look of this! It were better by far that we leave now. At once!”

		“How?” I protested. “Those are warships. If we attempt to leave, they will follow.”

		“What do you propose?” Tilly asked.

		“That we brazen it out. That we approach boldly, as if all was planned. This would seem a bad time to be here, however, and a poor time for marketing timbers.”

		“May another man speak?” Jeremy said. “Look yon … a fire has broken out in the town. I think Kinsale is under attack. But under attack by whom? The Irish, who are Catholic? I think not. Essex was here. He failed. Then Mountjoy was sent. It may be that the Spanish have sent a fleet to help the Irish, and they have landed here.”

		“A foolish place to choose,” I said. “The fighting is to the north, I think.”

		“Who expects all men to move wisely?” It was Jeremy again. “And I doubt that these knew aught of Ireland. Spanish ships are here. The town is in their hands, and the town is under attack. Obviously it is under attack by Mountjoy and the English.”

		He paused. “Do you speak the Dutch tongue, Barnabas?”

		“A few words. I fished once with a Dutch sailor who lived briefly among us.”

		“I speak it,” Jublain said. “Tongues are as easy to me as blades, and when a man fights on the continent he speaks many tongues.”

		“Then we must convince the Spanish we are Dutch, until such a time as we can escape.”

		There was a shout from the bow: “A boat is coming!”

		We were abreast of the Upper Cove, and the marking on my chart was for four fathoms. “Let’s go forward,” I said to Tilly, “and drop a rope ladder for the boat.”

		The officer who came aboard was elegantly dressed, but one glance at his clean-cut jaw and his quick steps assured me that this was no perfumed popinjay.

		“Captain Alonzo de Valdez,” he said. “What is your ship? And what do you do here?”

		Jublain introduced himself, then said, “Our captain and owner is Barnabas de Sacketi. We were bound for La Rochelle and heard the Spanish fleet were needing supplies and spars. We directed our course to this place.”

		He looked from one to the other of us, his eye sharp and curious.

		“The name of your vessel is what?”

		“Abigail,” I said, speaking in the Welsh I had from my mother. “It is named for my wife.”

		Abigail, looking lovelier than I’d seen her of late, came from the cabin. She held out a slender, white hand to Valdez, who bent above it gracefully.

		After a few minutes of polite conversation, he said to Jublain, “Inform your captain that he comes at a bad time. Kinsale is beseiged by Lord Mountjoy and the British.”

		“And the Irish?”

		“Coming up behind him. There will be a battle shortly.” He shrugged a shoulder. “It does not look well. The Irish have won many battles, but their style is not ours, and at formal warfare … I am not sure. Lord Mountjoy is formidable.”

		“Ask him about the timbers,” I murmured to Jublain.

		Jublain spoke to him and Valdez nodded. “Yes, I believe so.” I understood enough to know what he was saying even before Jublain translated for me. I had been observing some of the vessels at anchor, three with damaged spars.

		“It is possible we might purchase them,” concluded Valdez.

		When he was gone, we looked at each other and Jublain shrugged. “A fine young gentleman, and were it only up to him … well, we might manage it. However, there is this in our favor. I think they wish no more trouble than they already have.”

		“We are armed,” I said. “I saw him looking at the guns. He also noticed our position. If there is trouble with us, we could do much damage before they sank us.” I hoped I was right.

		Some of the noise of the guns was smothered by the bulk of Compass Hill.

		What we could see of the town was much damaged. One street seemed to run around the hill, with steep, slippery lanes going up its side. Many of the houses were built with large balcony windows overlooking the harbor. On the opposite shore were two other villages which, Jeremy told me, were Cove and Scilly.

		Actually, despite its approach, the harbor was large, commodious, and capable of handling a considerable number of ships.

		Standing by the rail I studied the town and our situation. If the Spanish chose to take our ship and ourselves as prisoners, there was little we could do. We might run for the harbor entrance, but the guns of the ships … warships all of them … would surely do us damage beyond recovery.

		Jublain had learned from Valdez that the force was under the command of Don Juan D’Aquila, and numbered 4,000 men.

		We waited, a long, slow afternoon, for permission to go ashore, well aware of how delicate was the balance.

		As it was obvious the Spanish ships themselves needed replacements for spars smashed in battle, our cargo might be timely. Yet what I feared was that they would simply take the ship, the cargo, and ourselves, throwing us all into irons.

		It was dusk when Valdez returned. Obviously, he was disturbed, but not by us, as I first assumed.

		“The timbers? May I see them?”

		With him was a sturdy Basque, a craftsman, without doubt. And so he proved, for when we unbattened the hatches and took him below his manner was brusque, and no foolishness about him. He looked over the timbers, climbed down upon them, walked along them, and muttered to himself.

		His report to Valdez was stated flatly, in a very few words.

		Valdez was obviously pleased. He turned quickly to us. “He says your timbers are excellent! Just exactly what we need.” Then his smile vanished. “The price?”

		Aristocrats, I knew, did not like to bargain, yet our position was uncertain, and what we needed was good will if we expected to get out alive and with our fluyt.

		I spoke briefly with Tilly, who knew better the price than I, and then I had Jublain tell him: “We appreciate your situation, but we would not wish to profit by it. Pay us what they would cost in Spain.”

		Unwittingly, I had not only said the right thing but had raised the price on the timbers, for they were at this time much more in demand in Spain than in England.

		At our table I received an order from him. “For the money,” he told me, “you must go ashore.” He wrote down the directions. “Present this order at the ship chandler’s shop and you will be paid at once.”

		He turned to go, then stopped and looked back. “Your wife is very lovely.” He spoke in English, looking directly at me. “I would not have her life endangered. When you have your money … go. Go at once.”

		He went over the side and down the ladder to his boat, and they pulled away. He seemed in a very great hurry.

		Our hatches open, we rigged our gear to get out the timbers and drop them in the water over-side, where they would be towed to the ships needing them. We worked swiftly.

		“Tilly,” I said, “stand by to get under way immediately on my return. Get all the timbers they bought into the water as quickly as possible. We will heave in the anchor if there is time, and if there is not we’ll simply cut loose. I have an idea Valdez was trying to tell us they are through here.”

		“The guns now are louder,” Pim said. “You wish me to go with you?”

		“No. I shall take Jeremy.” Turning to Jublain, I suggested, “Tilly will work the ship, you will handle the direction of the fighting, if any. If I am not back by an hour after dusk, cut your anchor and get out … fast. Do not worry about me.”

		I turned back to Ring. “Jeremy, bring two pistols as well as your blade.”

		He grinned under his moustache. “I have four tucked behind my sash, and a dagger as well.”

		Hurriedly, I went below. Abby was waiting, her eyes wide, her cheeks ashen. “Do not be afraid. And if I am not back by an hour after dusk, Jublain is to take the ship to sea. Do you understand?”

		“We will wait.”

		“No.” For the first time I spoke harshly to her. “You will go. It is you, and not only you, for now there is our son.” I paused for a moment. “Get out … get away. I will join you somehow.”

		For a moment I held her, then tore myself loose lest I should weaken.

		Jeremy was already in the boat. I swung over the side and dropped in beside him. We pushed off. While we went ashore, Blue was to remain with the boat, hiding deep in the shadows.

		“How far have we to go?” Jeremy asked.

		“Almost an English mile,” I said.

		Suddenly, there was a heavy boom from seaward. Turning, aghast, we stared back toward the harbor entrance. Slowly but surely, a great ship was coming down the harbor … and she flew the flag of England. There was another boom, and the explosion of a shell scattered fragments and flame aboard the Spanish ship nearest to her.

		“Come … we’ll have to hurry now,” I said, refusing to look back again, or turn my head.

		Blue left us ashore.

		The sun was gone behind the hill, a cool wind blew along the waterfront, and we hurried, running and walking toward the street named on the order. A native had given us directions.

		“You’re going through with it?” Ring asked.

		“Why not? We delivered the timbers, and we need the money.”

		“And if he will not pay?”

		Suddenly, before I could answer, there was an explosion within the town. A great light shot into the sky and vanished, there was a dull rumble of falling timbers and debris, and we saw great crowds of men fleeing down a street.

		There were flames everywhere now, and the deafening sound of muskets. Behind us we could hear the boom of guns from the ships.

		We pushed through a crowd of rushing, shoving men and turned into the comparative quiet of the side street.

		A man ran past me, his face white, his eyes distended. I do not think he even saw me. A woman with a child cowered in the corner of a stone building, half hidden behind a barrel. It was as safe a place as any.

		As we came upon the ship chandler’s shop, the front of the shop was smashed by a cannonball. We forced open the door.

		Inside, on the floor, a man lay dead, his skull crushed by a falling timber. Clutched in one hand was a sack which he had begun to fill with gold from an open strong box.

		Near him lay a bundle of papers. They were signed Diego de Guzman.

		“It is he,” I said. “Our paymaster is dead!”

		Jeremy Ring flashed a smile. “His gold is not. Do we collect it?”

		“Of course.” I tucked the order for payment into the dead man’s pocket. “There, senor. The order is yours, the gold is ours.

		“Take the box,” I said, “perhaps we shall be over-paid a little, but who will care?”

		Jeremy dumped the gold back into the strongbox.

		He tilted the box. “It is heavy.”

		“It will be lighter,” I said, “when we spend it. But then,” I added, “gold is forever heavy.” Yet I was not looking at Jeremy Ring when I spoke.

		Four men had burst into the door, swords in their fists, stopping suddenly upon seeing us.

		“We will have the box,” said the first. He was a blond and square-faced man of forty-odd with a livid scar across his brow and going into his hair. His face seemed familiar though I knew for a fact I had never seen him before.

		Flames crackled and a nearby man cried out in pain. It was almost dark, and I had not noticed him in the leaping shadows. Out upon the bay, a big gun cleared its throat with a gush of flame.

		My father’s blade was in my hand when I looked at the square-faced man. “ ‘At midnight,’ ” I said, “ ‘in the flames of a burning town!’ ” I could hear my mother’s voice. I felt as though another force had entered my body.

		His ugly scar went a deeper red; the flames played a shadow game across his craggy face. His eyes went wide and he stared at me. “My God!” he said, and we crossed our blades.
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		Oh, he was a strong one! The instant our blades crossed I knew he was good … and dangerous. No stronger wrist had held a blade against me since I last had fenced with my own father.

		“ ‘At midnight in a flaming town!’ ” I repeated, and he faltered, but only a little.

		“Are you the one?”

		“I am … are you ready to die?”

		“What man is ever ready?” He moved in, thrust, stooped suddenly and slashed a lightning stroke at my legs. Only I sprang back, and was smiling as he came to me again.

		“My father taught me that one,” I said.

		“Your father? Must I fight him, too?”

		“You fought him once,” I said, “and bear the mark.”

		He was wary, pressing, but wary. I heard a pistol go off nearby, and from the tail of my eye saw a man sprawl dead, then saw another shot, and yet another.

		“Ah? Was it he? But she said she had no husband!”

		“She found him then,” I said, “when he put his mark on you.”

		High mounted the flames, roaring, crackling, burning all about us. Red light gleamed in his eyes, reflected from his face, and the pall of smoke lay heavy over all. Our blades caught the glow and shone back the light. They clashed and joined, and the man and I stood like brothers close together, our swords uniting us. Then a quick disengagement.

		“Finish him, Barnabas. We’ve far to go and the ship, by your order, will not wait.”

		Our blades crossed, I thrust, he parried, and I felt the thin line of pain as his blade caressed my skin and left a streak of blood for marker.

		He was strong and very quick, a superb swordsman. Was he too good? Would we both die here?

		No! There was Abby out there, and had it not also been foretold that I would have four sons?

		Sweat streaked my face. Blood ran down my side. I moved warily.

		“She was a grand, beautiful lass,” he said suddenly, “with a fine lot of courage in her. Not a bit was she afraid, but she stood and told me to my face what would come.”

		“And well she knew,” I said. “For she had the blood of Niall”

		“Aye.” The blond and savage man moved in quickly, his blade like the flash of lightning in a far-off storm. “It took me a fair while to learn who he was!”

		Suddenly his eyes lifted from our blades to mine, an instant only, “But she was wrong, for it is you who die this night, Son of Hers! You!”

		He thrust low and hard, but my father had taught me that, too, and my blade was double-edged. I parried … quite gently, and lifted quick my blade … not gently.

		My sword-edge missed his belly I’d intended to open but cleft his chin … clean through as you’d slice a cheese. And then the smallest thrust forward and my blade was four inches out the back of his neck. He fell, almost twisting my father’s sword from my hand, but I put my foot on his chest and drew out the blade.

		The man was dead.

		We went away then, dragging the strongbox, which was heavy enough for four men, and then Jeremy found a barrow and we loaded it in.

		We ran, pushing the barrow at a stumbling run, first me, then Jeremy. We passed dead men and fleeing women and children, and then we reached the shore.

		Blue was there. He had thrown matting over himself and the boat to conceal them from eyes who might want to escape across the channel.

		We climbed in with the box and shoved off. Blue dipped deep the oars and the boat shot forward, and we looked once more at our ship.

		“The devil!” Jeremy said. “She’s moving!”

		“Is she?” I looked. Was she? For a moment I could not tell, and then … yes, she was, moving outward! She had caught the tide and was letting it take her, no sails lifted to attract attention, just a hand at the whip-staff.

		“Let me spell you, Blue.” I moved to the oars. He let me have them, and I put my back into it and the boat leaped forward. The tide was helping us, too. I glanced at the sky. There were stars, but it was fainting light, also.

		We were gaining on the Abigail, and nearing the British warship.

		We came alongside, and hailed, and somebody tossed us a line which we made fast to the boat. Then some tackle and we sent the chest up, and then a quick scramble and we were aboard, too, and picking up the ship’s boat.

		Yet scarcely was I aboard when a hail came from the starb’rd side. “Heave to! We’re coming aboard!”

		Tilly crossed to me quickly. “It’s the Royal Navy. What shall we do?”

		“Heave to, instantly, and do our best. We’re a Flemish ship with a largely British crew who were almost trapped by the Spanish until the coming of the navy gave us a chance to escape.

		“Tell him that. It is all we can do. Keep Watkins and Wa-ga-su below and out of sight. If we have to, we’ll bring Wa-ga-su up and be returning him to America as an emissary for Raleigh to the Indians, where he’ll land his colony.”

		“You think quickly,” John Tilly said dryly. “I hope it works.”

		“So do I,” I said. “Otherwise it’s Newgate for me.”

		The officer came over the side, a neat, trim-looking man, a fighter by the look of him and one who knew his business. “What ship are you?” he demanded.

		Of course, he had seen the name on the hull, but it was a formal question.

		“The Abigail, Captain,” He was no captain but the unofficial promotion would do us no harm. “A Flemish ship with mostly an English crew. Thank God you came when you did. We’d sailed right into a trap.”

		“What do you mean?” The officer’s eyes were missing nothing, but John Tilly was the typically stalwart British merchant officer, and must have pleased his eye.

		“We’re from America, seventy-two days at sea, and needing fresh water. We knew Kinsale Harbor, and when we saw Old Head we thought we were safe. We came right on in, and the first thing we knew we were under the guns of a Spanish fleet.

		“We went ashore to plead our case, hoping to be allowed to go, and then the attack came and our boat came back to the ship just as you fellows were coming in.

		“By the lord, Captain, you were a sight for weak eyes! When we saw that British flag and heard those guns …” Tilly mopped his brow with a handkerchief. “What can we do for you, Captain?”

		“Where are you bound?”

		“Falmouth, Captain, to discharge and load supplies for America again. We’ve an Indian aboard … one of the savages, you know, but he’s a fine chap, and a great help to us. We’re taking him back to speak to his colony for Raleigh. He’s a good fellow and we’ve treated him well. We believe he will speak well to his chiefs when we get him back. It will ease the way for us.”

		“Your name?”

		“John Tilly, sailing-master.”

		“I am Ephraim Dawes, first officer of Her Majesty’s ship, the Sprite. Let me see your manifest.”

		Tilly led him to the cabin while I kept out of sight. It was unlikely that he knew me, but he would certainly know my name, for such a story as the possible discovery of King John’s treasure would be bandied about.

		Leaning on the rail, watching the water, I suddenly heard a faint rustle close by. Warily, I put a hand to my sword. The sound came from the ship’s boat we’d hoisted aboard. I waited, and suddenly glimpsed a white hand on the gunwhale, then a head lifted enough for the eyes to see over and then, quick as an eel, a boy went over the gunwhale, paused, then darted for the shadows.

		The last thing I wished was to create a disturbance that would lead to further delay in getting the British officer ashore, so I made no move.

		A boy? A small man? Or perhaps a girl?

		Hesitating only an instant, the boy ducked down the scuttle and vanished. Unquestionably, whoever it was had somehow hidden himself carefully aboard the ship’s boat … perhaps with Blue’s knowledge, possibly during Blue’s momentary absence. Only one such possible hiding place offered itself … the small compartment forward where the sail was stowed.

		John Tilly and Dawes emerged from below. Tilly walked with him to the ladder where several British sailors were gathered.

		“You’re free to go,” Dawes said, “but keep a weather eye out for Spanish vessels. There are a few about.”

		And then Abby came out on the deck. She looked quickly around, saw me, and started toward me. Barnabas …?”

		Dawes froze. Slowly he turned, staring at me. My clothes had been badly dealt with in the trouble ashore. I’d been somewhat singed, and I was dusted by falling plaster and wet from spray. I looked anything but a ship’s officer.

		“You, there! What’s your name?”

		“Crocker’s the name, beggin’ your pardon.” I touched my forelock with diffidence. “Barnabas Crocker.”

		“This lady called you by your first name?”

		“Aye, my family served her’n for nigh a hundred years, though we be from Yorkshire.”

		I’d worked with Yorkshiremen and was handy with the accent … at least to a degree.

		“Where are you from, Crocker?”

		“Filey was my home, an’ well I wish I was back there now.”

		He studied me for a moment, then turned and went down the ladder. When his boat pulled away we stood for a moment, watching.

		“Get some sail on her, John,” I said quietly, “but not too quick with it until we’re a bit farther along. Then we’d best make a run for it.”

		Abby came to me. “Barnabas, I am sorry. I just didn’t think.”

		“There’s no harm done.” I glanced up at the sails. The wind was strong and they were drawing well. Soon we would be out at sea, and with any kind of a lead the British could not overtake us. Yet I had said we were going to Falmouth and the more I considered it the more I liked the idea.

		We had shingles, potash, and furs below, and might get as good a price at Falmouth as elsewhere. And it was an easier place to leave than Bristol. With every hour in these waters I was risking my freedom and the future of our project, but we had already made a goodly sum from our timber venture. What the chest contained we had not yet determined, but it was more than the worth of the timbers we sold.

		Yet we still needed supplies, both for the homeward voyage and for our stay in the new land. Tools, also. And clothing.

		John Tilly came to me. “Falmouth it is,” I said. “A quick sail in, we’ll dispose of the cargo to the first buyer, then buy our supplies and sail. I want to be in port no more than two days.”

		“That is very quick,” he said, considering.

		It had to be. That British officer might get to thinking, and putting one thing with another, might come back for another look. At the moment we were nothing in his plans. With parties of sailors ashore, and a chance of further battle with the Spanish, we were only an incident in his life. It was unlikely he’d give us a thought until the situation at Kinsale was settled. With luck, we’d be in Falmouth, out, and gone by then.

		———

		The Abigail slipped quietly into the harbor at Falmouth and dropped her hook. The gray battlements of Pendennis Castle, now in the process of completion, loomed over the harbor.

		Jublain stood beside me, looking shoreward. “It is the Killigrews you must see here,” he said, nodding toward the town. “If they are not off a-sailing after Spanish ships themselves, they will welcome you, I think. See the big house there? Close to the shore? That is Arwennack, the Killigrew home.

		“Oh, they be a salty lot! They’d take your ship right from under you if you have not an eye upon them, yet they are respecters of boldness and courage.

		“Speak to Peter, if you can. He’s no longer young, but an able man, and you’ll be safer talking to him than any of the others. Moreover, although he’s a Queen’s man he’s damnably independent, and he’s not likely to report your presence or hold you for the Queen’s officers.”

		“You know him?”

		“Served with him once. He’ll remember me, I think.”

		“Let’s be ashore then.”

		———

		Peter Killigrew received us in a low-beamed room with a huge old fireplace. He took his pipe from his teeth and placed it on the table.

		“Your name?”

		“Barnabas Sackett, master of the Abigail. I’m fresh into your harbor with shingles, potash, and furs. I’d like to sell what I have, load supplies, and be off. It is,” I added delicately, “my impression that I do not have much time.”

		“Sackett, is it? Are you the one they are hunting up down the land?”

		“I am. I was told you were a fair man, and an independent one, and I have some’at to sell and much to buy. From you, if you’ll but have it that way.”

		“They say you’ve found King John’s treasure?”

		“Balderdash, Captain Killigrew. Pure nonsense. I found some gold coins and discovered there was a market for antiquities. Here and there I’d stumbled upon ruins in the forest and up on the downs, so I got a manuscript by Leland … he walked over the country hunting such places.… Then I went to a place I remembered and commenced digging. I found some more, but it was pure chance.”

		Killigrew made a rumbling sound in his chest. Then he said, “Luck! I’ve no faith in luck, Sackett! Luck comes to a man who puts himself in the way of it. You went where something might be found and you found something, simple as that.

		“All right, Sackett. I like the way you stand, the way you talk. What is it you need?”

		I handed him my list. “I’ll treat you fair,” he said. “You’ll pay 10 percent more than I’d sell for here, but that’s some’at less than you’d pay in Bristol or London.”

		He pushed some papers on his desk. “I’ll have lighters alongside within the hour. I’ll pay the going price for your potash. The shingles and what timber you have left, I’ll pay premium for. They are hard to come by.”

		He turned in his chair and rang a small handbell. When a servant appeared in the door, he said, “Send Willys to me … now.”

		He pointed to a chair. “Seat yourself, Sackett.” He stared at me from under heavy brows. “So you’re going back to America?”

		“It is true.”

		“Fine! You’ve a fine ship there. Load her with mast timbers and send her back. I’ll buy them, and whatever else you have to offer, and if you take any prizes, bring them to me.”

		“I will do that,” I said quietly, “and I am grateful.”

		He got up suddenly. “Let us walk down to the inn. I’ll have a drink with you there. Could have it here, but I need the air. Need the walk. Don’t move around so much as I used to.

		“Raleigh’s land, is it? Well, well! Savages there? You’ve seen them? Are they truly as fierce as we hear?”

		I shrugged. “Some are, some aren’t. They are good fighters, and some are good traders as well. I hope to be friendly with them.”

		“It is well. Send your ships to Falmouth. We’ll treat you fair and ask no questions, nor make a report. Why, ’tis foolishness, this talk of treasure! I believe no part of it, for you acted no part like a man with gold.”

		We sat over our ale and talked, of ships and the Queen, of Raleigh and Essex and Mountjoy, and of Kinsale that had fallen, and of the actor Shakespeare, and a likely man I found him, Peter Killigrew.

		———

		The Abigail lay still upon the crystal water of the bay when I returned, and the lighters were alongside, outloading our goods, and Abby was at the rail.

		She looked anxiously into my eyes. “Barney, I was that worried! I was afraid they’d taken you for the Queen.”

		“Not them.” Suddenly, I remembered. “Abby, have you heard anything unusual aboard ship? Or seen anyone not of the company?”

		She looked at me oddly, and I explained. “A boy?” she asked. “Who came aboard in Kinsale? Oh, Barney, let’s find him!”

		“We must. I’d not like to be taken up for kidnapping.” I called to Jeremy. “Stand by the scuttle, will you? I shall go below.”

		“What’s up?”

		When I explained, he shrugged. “It’s just another lad, wishing for the sea, no doubt.”

		When I was in the darkness of the hold, I spoke out. “Lad, I saw you come from the boat last night. Come out now, for we’re sailing to America in the morning, and there’ll be no place there for lads whose family will be wanting them.”

		There was silence, then slowly from among some bolts of sailcloth, he stood up. We eyed each other in the dim light.

		A fine, likely-looking lad he was, slender, but with good shoulders upon him, and a clear, clean-cut face with a shock of handsome hair. The skin of his face and of his hands marked him for gentry.

		“Who are you, lad?”

		He stared at me, brave enough, but frightened, too. “I am of Ireland,” he said, “and my kinfolk are killed. I am alone, wanting only to get to France where there are others of my kind.”

		“To France, is it? You’d fly away and leave your land behind? We’ve enemies in France, boy.”

		“You have, if you’re English, as I’ve no doubt you are. I’ve none, for it’s Irish I am, and they are friendly to us there.”

		“Aye, so I’ve heard. You are Papists, Irish and French. Well, come on deck. You’ll be hungry, and Catholic or Protestant, you’ll be ready to eat. I’ll have no lad hungry aboard my ship.”

		“It is very kind of you.”

		Yet he watched me warily, and I was sure he had no trust in me. So I commented, “Boy, you’ve the manner and style of a lad well-raised, so I’ll trust that you’ve honor as well.”

		He turned on me, drawing himself up a little and looking directly at me. “I have, Captain. In my family, honor comes first.”

		“Do you know the name of Barnabas Sackett?”

		“I do not.”

		“Well, the name is mine, and a good name it is as names go, but I am wanted by the Queen’s men. It is a mistake, but the devil of a time I’d have proving it, so come the dawn I shall be away upon the sea to America.”

		“America?” he was startled. “I had thought—”

		“Aye, no doubt you had expected aught but that. Well, America it is, and I shall not come back. Nor did I think that you’d such a voyage in mind when you came aboard.”

		“To get away, Captain. That was all I wanted. Had they found me they’d have slain me … upon the spot. I am—”

		I lifted a hand. “Tell me nothing. It is not needed. I know something of the troubles of the Irish, and have naught against you, m’self, nor does anybody aboard, but there’s some as might in the towns about here. Was I you I’d get far from the sea.”

		“You do not go to France, then?”

		“To America only, and we’ll touch no land, God willing, until we reach there. If you go ashore, lad, it will be here, in this place.”

		He stared off into the distance, frightened a little, but not wishing to show it.

		“Say nothing of who you are, lad. Tell nobody you are Irish for a great while. There be many a lad adrift in England now. Mayhap you can get yourself apprenticed—”

		“I am a gentleman!”

		“Aye,” I agreed grimly, “but would you rather starve a gentleman or live fat an apprentice? Lad, I know none here, but I’ll set you ashore with a good meal inside you, a bait of food to last you, and enough money to buy an apprenticeship in a trade you welcome.”

		Startled, he looked at me. “You’d give me money?”

		We went on deck and to the cabin then, where Lila fed him well, with some talk from Abby and me.

		“My name?” He hesitated. “My first is Tatton. I’ll not be telling the other.”

		A handsome lad he was, with clear hazel eyes, and a warm smile. Such a lad as someday I hoped my son would be, but we put him ashore in Falmouth with five gold coins sewed into his waistband and a packet of food.

		He waved to us from the shore road before he started off, and we saw him no more, a fine, sturdy lad, walking away toward a future no man knew.

	
		CHAPTER 22
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		Dark flowed the waters of the Chowan River, dim the shadows in forest and swamp, sullen the light upon the empty hill where once our fortress stood. The timbers we had hewn with our hands, the joints we had fitted with loving care, the huge gate with its repairs … all were gone.

		Burned.…

		“Do you see anything, Jeremy?”

		Ring was studying the forest and the riverbanks through his glass.

		We stood together on the poop, watching the banks slide by in the fading light of an aging day, seeing the red touch the hills with warning. Abby was beside me, large now with child, and John Tilly, calm, serious, a little worried, I think, for he approved not of our going. Jublain had told me at last that he had not the stomach any longer for the wilds. “I fear you must go from here without me, Barnabas.”

		Well enough I understood, and blamed him not a whit. There were other places for him, and other climes. In a way I was relieved, for I much wanted a good friend who knew where we were and what we did.

		At the last I had decided to leave the ship to Tilly, for Jublain wanted it not, only passage back to Europe or to the French lands to the north. Pimmerton Burke, Tom Watkins, and Jeremy Ring would come with me, and others had chosen also to attempt the wilds. Jublain assured me he would come again on another voyage, but within days now we should be pushing upstream with Wa-ga-su as our guide.

		We had hoped to find the fort intact, but it was gone, burned. Had they found the food caches? We did not need the food now but a time might come, and it was a comfort to know it was there.

		We went up the hill in the morning under a sullen sky of clouds with lightning playing, and we stood among the charred timbers and felt a sadness upon it, for what man does not love that which he himself has built?

		The earth above the caches was grown now with grass. If the food had been found it was long since. The nuts, at least, would keep.

		We returned and went back aboard and sat at table with few words between us. “Is it all gone?” Abby asked.

		“Burned,” I said, “a few timbers and ashes. Grass grows where our house was, and where the wall was built. I think it must have been but a little while after we sailed.”

		“Nick Bardle?” she asked.

		“Indians, I think. Bardle would not burn it. He would rather leave the timbers for further use sometimes, if along this coast he needed a spar. Scoundrel he may be, but he’s not a wasteful man.”

		So we talked a little then, of old times and new times, of the fluyt, and all the while we tried to avoid the thought of good-bye.

		For good friends we were and the time for parting near, and no one wished to be the first to speak of an end to what we had together.

		Jublain was my oldest friend among them, of a chance meeting when he helped me escape my first serious trouble. Now I would see him no more. Or would I? Who can say, in such a world?

		Yet the urge was on us, and on Abby no less than me, the urge to see beyond those blue mountains, to find a new land, to break new earth, and see our crops freshening in the sun of a new spring. For land beyond the mountains is ever a dream and a challenge, and each generation needs that, that dream of some far-off place to go.

		We had crossed an ocean to come … why? What drove us more than others? Why did Pim come with us and not Jublain? Why Jeremy Ring of the dashing manner and not John Tilly?

		Thus far we had come together, and now some strange device, some inner urge, some strange thread grown into our beings was selecting us to move on westward.

		Selecting? Or was it we ourselves who chose? Never would I cease to wonder at why one man and not another.

		We had made our last purchases from Peter Killigrew, three light, strong boats that we carried on our decks for launching. Now we put them ready, and sliding down the river we went along to that other one to the south, a somewhat larger river, and so Wa-ga-su said, a larger one.

		Much time I spent with Wa-ga-su. He knew my chart at once, put a finger on the sounds, and traced the rivers. Here and there he showed me changes in the river or parts that had been wrongly marked.

		“Each year I shall come once along the coast,” John Tilly said, “and shall tell others to keep an eye out for a signal from you.”

		Once more upon the map I showed him the area in which I planned to settle. “Of course, there is no way of knowing until upon the ground, yet I shall follow this river, I think, to the place where it comes from the mountains. Then I shall look for some valley, some cove, some sheltered, defensible place, and there we will settle.

		“We have the tools, the seed corn, and much ammunition. We will plant our seed in the spring, and we shall try to find minerals, not gold so much as the useful minerals, and there we will claim land. I shall even mark out some for you if you should change your mind.”

		“Barnabas?” Jublain put a hand on my arm. “Cannot I, even at this last moment, persuade you not to do this thing? It will be long before other white men come, and longer before they reach the mountains. You will be very few, and you will be alone. Think of Abigail … without women, without the friendships, the comforts …”

		“Lila will be there. We will make friends among the Indians.”

		“You hope! Well,” he shrugged, “so be it. Perhaps it be your destiny, Barnabas. But if you have sons, send at least one of them home to England. There will be no education here for them.”

		“We will teach them. I have books. Yet, that is one thing you can do, Jublain. Do you remember where we first cached our furs? In the cave?”

		“I do.”

		“If you come this way, bring books, wrap them well in oilskin, and hide them there. It may be that one day we shall return to the coast, and we will look for them.”

		Again we shook hands, and then we talked of other things, and at the last, when our ship was anchored off the river mouth, and our three boats were lowered and well stowed with our gear, two boats to be rowed, and one towed behind, Sakim suddenly came from below.

		“With your permission,” he said quietly, “I shall go with you. You will need a doctor where you go, and your wife will need one. I would like to come.”

		For a moment I could not speak. I simply held out my hand and he took it, so our party was thus the stronger, and stronger by as able a man as I had known.

		———

		In the first boat were Wa-ga-su, as our guide and interpreter, Abby, Lila, Sakim, Pim Burke, Black Tom, and myself.

		In the second boat were: Tim Glasco, a square-built, strong young man, blond and cheerful, who was a journeyman blacksmith; John Quill, who had been a farm boy on a great estate in England; Kane O’Hara, who had been a mercenary soldier; Peter Fitch, a slender, wiry, tireless man who had been a shipwright and a ship’s carpenter; Matthew Slater, a farmer; and Barry Magill, who had been a cooper and a weaver; and Jeremy Ring.

		Abby kept her eyes firmly set on the river before us, her face slightly pale, her eyes large and solemn. Lila gave never a backward glance, nor had she ever, I think, once her mind was set upon a way to go.

		As we moved upriver, I assayed again the strengths and weaknesses of our party. We were strong in body and spirit, I knew, but we faced our first winter in the wilderness, yet winter on the coast might be even fiercer.

		We saw no Indians, we saw no wild game. The boats moved slowly and steadily upstream, holding well to the center of the river except when we could escape the direct current and move in shallower, quieter water, near one shore or the other.

		Each man pulled an oar, myself not excepted. Only Wa-ga-su, who sat in the bow, was free of that labor, because we wished his eyes and attention solely for the river and its banks.

		On that first day we made what I felt was ten miles. Toward dusk, Kane O’Hara killed a deer, and Sakim speared a large fish. We moved to an island and made a small camp with a carefully screened fire.

		The river flowed softly seaward, a faint wind rustled the leaves, then was still. Our driftwood fires threw a warm glow upon the faces of the men as they gathered about, eating and talking. Our boats had been drawn into a small cove, sheltered by trees and moss hanging from their branches. Peter Fitch had remained aboard, and I walked down from the fire to talk with him, and to listen to the night.

		An owl flew by on slow, prowling wings. “Big one,” Fitch said.

		“Yes, it was.” I hesitated. “Why did you come, Fitch?”

		He looked around at me, and seemed a little embarrassed. “I did na wish to go home wi’ empty hands,” he said, “for I made big talk of what I’d do when away upon the sea. Back yon in the village, I had dreamed dreams of going to battle and winning a princess, maybe, or a lot of gold.

		“Well, I’ve been four years gone and nothing to show for it but scars and the memories of bad times.

		“Bad times were never in the dreams. Oh, I kenned enough to know there’s many a slip, but I had high hopes, and they laughed at me for big expectations.

		“Maybe it come of a-settin’ in the chapel listening to the sermon, and thinkin’ more on that chap buried in the stone box beside the altar. They had his figure carved in stone atop it, although I knew little enough about him who was buried there. He’d built the church himself, there at Acaster Malbis … that was our village … back in 1306 or some such time. He came of a Norman family who’d come with William the Conqueror, and they had lands from him.

		“The name of the first one was Sir Hugh de Malebisse, which somehow became Malbys or Malbis, and they do say that when he came over he had little but a name and a sword, although there may be no truth in that.

		“But I’d set there thinking of what he won with a sword, and it seemed to me that what one could do another might. Captain Sackett, I talked big. I can’t go home with empty hands.”

		“Why should you?” I said. “There will be land here for all, and once located, we shall scout each his piece, and all adjoining they’ll be.”

		“I’d like that. Will there be a stream on it? And trees?”

		“Aye. We’ll see to it.”

		Turning away, I added, “Keep a sharp eye and a listening ear or you’ll not make it. The savages don’t even need to see the color of your hair to want it.”

		There was a good smell of food in the air, pleasing because it was of the country. The cooks had boiled venison and wild turkey together, which all relished.

		Seated, Abby and I ate and talked of our son to be … or daughter. And with our food we drank the water of the Roanokes, as fresh and clear as water could be. We talked of our home in the blue mountains, the home that was to be, and they were fine, bold dreams we had.

		Wa-ga-su came suddenly from the darkness and spoke softly to me, and I did not move, but reached out with my sword-case and touched Jeremy upon the shoulder. He glanced from me to Wa-ga-su and got up slowly, walking to the pot for another helping, then back to us.

		“Three canoes,” Wa-ga-su said, “twenty, thirty men. They are on warpath.”

		“Jeremy,” I said, “as quietly as can be, send Slater, Magill, and Black Tom Watkins to the boats to join Fitch, and do the rest move one by one to the shadows and to the fallen trees near the boats. Leave the fires burning.”

		“What is it, Barnabas?” Abby asked.

		“There will be a fight. Get to the boats, you and Lila.”

		No sound disturbed the quiet night. Men walked away and darkness remained. The men looked to their muskets. As for myself, I put three pistols in my belt and carried a musket also.

		The night was still. Somewhere a night-bird called.

		They came with a rush.

		They came with savage yells, intending to strike terror to our hearts, and had they found us unawares or sleeping, the yells and the sudden attack might have done so. Nor was the attack so well planned as I thought them usually to be. They had seen our fires, and without closer inspection, decided we must be gathered around them. They must have waited some time.

		When they finally charged toward the firelight, spears and tomahawks poised to strike, they came upon emptiness. One warrior, quick to perceive, had turned sharply back when Slater shot him.

		It was taken as a signal, and all of us fired. And in an instant they were gone … vanished.

		Three bodies lay upon the earth, two obviously dead, the third only wounded. Yet he lay still.

		I could see his eyes. They were open and alert, although he had been hit hard.

		We reloaded our guns. The night was so still I could hear the rustling water among the reeds at the shore. Pim was beside me and I whispered to him, telling him to get the boats afloat and all aboard.

		He slipped away. There was still the faint smell of powder smoke mingled with the dampness of mud, wet foliage, and the smoke from our now dying fires. Behind me I heard faint movements, and Glasco came up to my side. “I don’t like it,” he muttered. “It was too easy.”

		“You’re right. We’re going to pull out. I’d rather row all night than lose a single man.”

		From down the shore we heard a splintering crash, then another, and then a third.

		Then all was silent again.

		At the last moment, with all aboard, I waited … listening. There were faint, whispering movements, then silence. Overhead there were stars.

		My hands touched the rough bulwark, and in utter silence we moved away. So silently that I heard but once the sound of a paddle.

		“Will they follow?” I asked Wa-ga-su.

		“No canoe,” he replied.

		“But they must have canoes.”

		“No canoe,” he replied, and I detected a smug satisfaction in his tone. “I fix.”

		The oars dipped deep, and we moved off into the night. Abby was close beside me. I put my hand over hers and she leaned her head against my shoulder.

		“Tired?” I asked her.

		“Yes …”

		“You’ve a right to be tired. We’ll find a good place and rest.”

		“No, it’s all right, Barnabas. I’ll be all right.” She paused a moment. “There is so little time before winter comes.”

		It was in all our thoughts. We were alone in an unknown land, with danger all about, and no hope of rescue if aught went wrong. We had cut all ties, but we floated together in the vast interior of this green strange land.

		We were moving toward the mountains where it would be cold during the winter, and we had meat to kill, fuel to gather, shelters to build. Our only security lay in ourselves, in what we were, and what we would become. But had I chosen from thousands those who were with me, I could not have chosen better.

		Leaving the bow, I went back to take the place of Tim Glasco at an oar, and after a half hour I shifted across the boat to give Kane O’Hara some rest.

		When I returned to the bow, Abby was asleep, as was Lila. I moved alongside Wa-ga-su. “Tell me about the river,” I suggested.

		“There are villages,” he replied. “One of them we will see tomorrow or the day after.”

		“Are the Catawbas a strong people?” I asked.

		He shook his head somberly. “We are strong, but we have lost many men in war with the Iroquois, and we have been driven from our country in the north. The Iroquois fight everybody, kill everybody. Very savage, those people.”

		He spoke English well enough, after his months with us, and I spoke a good deal of his language.

		“Then the Cherokee attacked us and we were driven to the place we live now. We will go no farther. We will fight them again and again, but we will not leave.”

		“Are all of your people here?”

		“No … some are still in the north, but they will come.”

		“Wa-ga-su, we have told you how many are the English. Soon they will come here. Many will come. Some will return, some will die, but more will come. We would be friends to your people. Think on this, and say what you think to your people.”

		“You wish me to say it is good for Catawba to join with the Queen’s men?”

		“I cannot advise you, Wa-ga-su. Much harm may come from it. What is right for us is not always right for you, and those of us who come are hungry for land—”

		“There is enough for all.”

		“That may be. I do not know if there is ever enough. And there will be trouble with the English and the French and the Spanish even as there was trouble with the Iroquois.”

		Wa-ga-su was silent.

		We continued to row.

		The first light of dawn was upon the water, vaguely yet, but swirls of water could be seen and ripples, and the trees began to outline themselves against the morning sky. One last star hung in the sky like a far-off lamp.

		Turning, I spoke to Jeremy, who was at the tiller. “There!” I pointed. “We will eat and rest.”

		We went up to the shore in the dawning, and beached our boats on the water, not too firmly, and tied them with slipknots, and a man remained armed with a musket in each boat. The rest stepped ashore and I walked along, gathering bits of brush and bark as I went. Others picked up driftwood, and behind some of the logs and rocks we found a smooth place some twenty feet across. Pulling some rocks together for a crude fireplace, I shredded some bark in my hands, put it down, and added twigs. Spilling a thumbnail of powder on the flattest piece of bark, I removed the charge from my pistol and, cocking it, pulled the trigger. A spark leaped into the powder and in an instant the fire was going.

		Wa-ga-su had disappeared into the brush. I warned the others, so that a hasty shot might not kill him, and walked back to the boats.

		“Keep down,” I said, “and keep your eyes open. They can be all around before you see them.”

		Matt Slater went down to the stream to fish. There was a deep pool just below where the boats lay and he cast his hook there.

		We ate and then slept on the grass with two men guarding; then those men slept and two more took over. Wa-ga-su returned. He had seen many deer and turkey tracks.

		Shortly after noon we started upstream again, this time using sails, as there was better wind. It was not much, but it saved us all the labor of rowing or poling against the current. We moved up slowly. When we camped at dusk we were more than twenty miles from the scene of the fight.

		Day after day, we pushed on. The stream grew narrower, the water, if possible, clearer. We hunted with our bows and arrows, killing turkeys aplenty and an occasional deer.

		And all of us were changing. We were better hunters. We had become stronger and more confident. Traveling along a stream as we were, there was always game, and there were many fish. If the Indians fished with bait, they did so rarely, and the fish were easily taken.

		At sundown on the tenth day, Lila came to me. “We must rest soon,” she said. “I think we have not much longer to wait.”

		“She is right,” Sakim said. “I think within the week.”

		Glancing west, toward where the blue mountains lay, I tried to calculate. If it was smooth water, not too many curves … and if there were no waterfalls, could we reach the mountains in two weeks?

		Sakim shrugged. “We will see.”

		Lila turned and walked back to Abigail, and I made a round of our camp.

		I mentioned two weeks to Wa-ga-su, and he shook his head no. “More far away,” he told me.

		He waved ahead and to the south. “The cold will come. Sometimes snow. Much ice on rivers. I think it is best you stay with my people. The Catawba is good farmer. Much grain. You stay.”

		There was hypnotic fascination in the journey by river. We moved along one bank or the other, choosing where the current was least strong, and often our way was overhung with the branches of huge old trees. At other times we were far from the banks, moving along in the brightest sunlight.

		It was already cold at night.

		Several times we saw deer swim across the stream ahead of us, and once we killed one for meat. Several times we killed turkeys, and once a bear.

		We saw few Indians but were quite sure they saw us, and looked upon us with wonderment and curiosity. Yet as the distance grew we became more confident, more excited by what lay before and around us.

		By night our flickering campfires lighted the wilderness, and sometimes we sang the old songs from home. Kane O’Hara had a fine voice, as did Jeremy. Of my own singing the least said the better. I liked to sing, and would have sung always, but my voice had no quality.

		Much was I learning, for Wa-ga-su pointed out trees and plants used by the Indian for medicine or food, and also much about Indians themselves. The Catawba and the Cherokee were ancient enemies, and the legends among the tribes were that both had come from the north, although long, long ago and before any white man had been seen, even before de Soto or Juan Pardo.

		There were mornings when the sunlight sparkled on every ripple, and shadows dappled the banks, and there were days when the rain fell in sheets and we could see only a few yards before us. Sometimes we were hard put to avoid huge drift logs that came down upon us, but each day we moved farther, each day we progressed some little bit.

		“It takes a long time,” Peter Fitch mumbled, one day. “I would na have believed ’twas any so far, or there was so much empty land in the world.”

		“ ’Tis a miracle,” Slater agreed, “and they do say there’s more beyond the mountains.”

		Suddenly, Fitch caught my arm. “Captain, would you look now? What is that yonder?”

		We had camped that morning under some great old trees on a broad flat bank of the river. Beyond the trees there was a wide savanna or plain, and out upon it lay a huge beast, a great, hairy black monster of a thing. As we watched, he got up suddenly, lunging to his feet and staring at us. His broad flat face, thickly matted with hair, was toward us, and his beard almost touched the ground.

		Suddenly others like him began to appear.

		Wa-ga-su came up beside me. “Good meat,” he said. “Good hide also. You kill?”

		I had to think twice about that. I’d seen some bulls in my time, but nothing quite like this one, nor nearly so big. And there was wonder in me if a bullet could bring him down, but Wa-ga-su assured me the Indians often killed them, sometimes with arrows, but occasionally with spears.

		At his urging I rested my musket on its wiping-stick, aimed, and fired.

		The huge beast moved not a whit, but continued to stare at me, finally jerking his big head up and down as if irritated by me or perhaps the bullet. I had begun at once to recharge my gun, and at the shot, O’Hara and Pim had come quickly from the trees, they being closer.

		The beast then took a step toward me and suddenly bent at the knees and went down, then rolled over. The others did not run off or even seem to notice, not having heard such a sound before, and not connecting it with any danger to them.

		Wa-ga-su was now pointing at the nearest cow, and truth to tell she had turned partly away from me so I had an excellent shot at the space behind her left shoulder. Knowing full well that I had many mouths to feed, I took rest and fired again, with equal good fortune. It must be admitted that neither beast was as much as fifty yards away and in plain sight, nor were they moving. But he was standing and looking, she grazing. Now, seeming to scent blood, the others moved off a little, looked back, then walked on across the savanna, and calling the others, we moved out to butcher our beasts.

		Quill and Slater were expert at butchering, so leaving them to the task—with Wa-ga-su to advise and Fitch to help—-I put Barry Magill at the edge of the woods to keep an eye out for trouble from inland while the others worked.

		Abby was lying on a pallet near the fire and I went and sat down near her, holding her hand. She looked very pale this morning and I was frightened to see her so, and guessing how I felt, she squeezed my hand. It was getting very close to her time.

		Watkins and Glasco were fishing, Pim putting a splice in a rope we had broken negotiating a falls, where we had to remove our boats from the water and take them overland, tugging and hauling them, then returning for our baggage and carrying that on our shoulders.

		Suddenly there was a low whistle from Magill, and instantly, Glasco and Watkins took up their muskets. Pim stepped to shelter behind the bole of a huge tree while Black Tom and I went through the woods.

		Our butchers had stopped cutting meat and were standing erect. Magill had his musket leveled, and Fitch was kneeling behind the carcass of the bull, holding his own musket.

		On the crest of the low rise where we had first seen the buffalo stood several Indians. Each carried a bow and a spear as well, with a quiver of arrows behind each left shoulder. As we watched, another Indian appeared, then another, and another.

		My musket was in my hands, and I waited, watching.

		When at last they ceased to appear, at least thirty warriors lined the crest.

		Against them we could fire three shots before they would be upon us.
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		They stared upon us, and we upon them, and then Wa-ga-su stepped suddenly forward and called out to them in his own tongue.

		Instantly they were alert. One of them came a few steps forward, peering at him. Wa-ga-su spoke again, and motioned them back, wisely guessing that any sudden advance might bring gunfire.

		He walked toward them, speaking the while, and they waited for him. Suddenly they were all about him, showing great excitement. They seemed to know him, and yet I could not be sure.

		He turned then and came to me. “They are my people,” he said. “They are Catawba.” Then he added, “They hunt for meat, but they have killed nothing.”

		“Wa-ga-su, the cow we must have, and the hides of both, but I would not see your people hungry. They may have the bull.”

		Walking out to the butchering, I explained to Quill, Slater, and Fitch. “Skin out the cow,” I said, “and get the meat and hide. I think we will make some friends here.”

		At Wa-ga-su’s invitation, they descended upon the bull, and in no time at all fires were going and meat was roasted.

		Lila met me at the edge of the clearing. “I think we must stay here,” she said. “Her time is upon us.”

		Thoughtfully, I looked around. The grove of trees where the boats were drawn up was lovely, a peaceful place, open to the sky and with a good clear lookout in all directions, as well as a good field of fire.

		There was water, fuel, and as evidenced by the buffalo, there would be game. If my son was to be born, it would be better here.

		“Is this your country?” I asked Wa-ga-su.

		“No … but my people are great hunters and wanderers. They travel far.”

		“They have women and child with them?”

		“Many.” He motioned toward the southwest. “Over there.” Then he added, “You have given them much meat. They are pleased.”

		“If they are your people,” I said, “they are our people.”

		The remark pleased him, and he repeated what he had said before, that it would be well for us to live with his people until the winter had come and gone.

		“It may be,” I said, “if it pleases your people. But we must try to find a place near the mountains … in a small valley, with water and timber.”

		“There are many, and many more over the mountains.”

		“What people live over the mountains?”

		He shrugged. “All people hunt there, no people live.”

		Together we went back to our camp. The fire was burning, the boats tied along the bank now, and an awning of sailcloth had been raised, under which Abby was lying.

		Sitting down beside her, I told her we would remain where we were until our child was born, and I told her of the Indians, whom she had not yet seen, and of the buffalo I had killed.

		“It is a good place,” I said, “and we can hunt nearby and gather fruit and nuts to help our eating. It is such another place as this that we will find.”

		“Why not here, Barnabas?” she asked me.

		“No. It is lovely, but it is not the blue mountains. I think in those mountains we will find a place we love, and another place, as well.”

		“Another?”

		“Someday we may wish to move on, or our children. We must think of our children. The land we have passed through is too fair a land to lie empty as it is, and more men will come and settle there.”

		Abigail was listening, a smile on her face.

		“There are mines to be opened here. I have heard much of metals the Spanish found. And the furs we can trade with Peter Tallis.”

		Holding her hand, I talked long of what we must do, of the planting of grain, the saving of seed, the planting of fruit trees and vegetables.

		Sakim came up to join us. “There are many plants here that I know, plants used for medicine in other countries.”

		Around the campfire, we talked. “It would grow whatever we need. Is it not so, John?”

		John Quill nodded. “It is true.” He looked around him and shook his head. “I cannot believe it, Captain. So much land, and so few people, when in our country people long for the land and have none, for it all belongs to the great lords. Even the wild game is theirs.”

		“Aye,” Tom Watkins agreed, “but trust not the red man. Have you seen their eyes when they see what we have? Each of our boats becomes a treasure ship to them, worth as much in their eyes as the richest Spanish galleon is to us.”

		Tim Glasco spoke then. “We have come far, and we follow wherever you go, but what is it you plan?”

		So I told them, talking quietly, of the valley I sought. A place with good water, good land, and timber for fuel and for building. Then to build first, as before, a stockade and shelter, and then to survey for each a square mile of land.

		They stared at me. “A square mile?”

		“Aye, and why not? There is land in plenty, and each should have, if we can arrange it so, some stream frontage, some timber, some meadow. But at first I think we should remain together, inside the stockade at night.

		“During the day we can work our land. Perhaps a piece close by that belongs to all, and which all work, and then each his own, farther out. Within the stockade we must have stores, a granary, and the blacksmith shop, and a shop where Magill can weave and make barrels for us.

		“There, with luck, we can build a small community, a world of our own. We will also trap fur, and when we have sufficient we will go down to the sea and trade, for more ships will come, and colonies will be established.”

		Well I knew that what I said would require doing, and no easy thing it would be, and also now that we had come to a stop … or soon would … there would be more chance of trouble among us. Circumstances had tended to weed out many of those who might cause problems, but being human, there would be differences of opinion, for the ideal situation may exist but not ideal people. Wise I might not be, but I was wise enough to know that I myself would make mistakes. I was subject to anger, to sorrow … I do not think to discouragement.

		If we lived among the Indians we would soon become Indians, and it seemed best that we keep to ourselves, be friendly, exchange gifts and favors, and with the buffalo bull we had begun well, for the bringer of meat is welcome at any fire.

		Up to now we had been fortunate, but now we faced a winter, perhaps not a hard winter, for from what Wa-ga-su had said the winters were not bad … except occasionally. Nonetheless, we would need fuel, food, and shelter, and much hard work to have them.

		All of us would change and I myself had already changed for suddenly I had become a leader of men who depended upon me to lead them well. Now I had to think carefully and to plan. I had to be sure the work was evenly shared, and the food as well. I wished not to interfere with the Indians nor their way of life, but to learn from them. They knew the plants and animals of this country, they knew the seasons and how high up the rivers a man could go by boat. Whatever their thinking they had found a way of life in tune with the country, a way that seemed good with them.

		Abby was not one to lie long upon her bed, and soon she was with Lila, cooking, sewing, and mending garments for the other men as well as myself. Her time was soon, and I walked into the forest alone, worried, thinking of her, and knowing little of such things as births, yet glad of the presence of Lila and Sakim.

		Dark flowed the river past our grassy banks, whispering through the reeds and rustling in eddies near the roots of old trees. Dappled was the water with light and shadow, and above the water the changing leaves, for frost had come and brought autumn colors to the forest. Soon the leaves would be gone, and the trees bare until spring.

		The forest aisles were a place for thinking, for all was still, with only the rustling of small animals and birds. There was little time left to us to find our winter haven and prepare for the cold and storms, so little time. And yet it would be best to wait, to wait just a little longer.

		My thoughts prowled the forest and saw in the mind’s eye the place we might find, and one by one I went through the moves to be made, so many at work on a stockade, so many on shelters, and so many for hunting and gathering. And there must be changing about to give all a taste of each.

		A move well planned is a move half-done, and I tried to think through every phase. We would go, I decided, a little farther by water.

		———

		It was a Catawba who warned us.

		He came suddenly, running from the trees beyond the clearing, screaming “Occaneechee!” And he ran toward us, darting swiftly from side to side. I saw an arrow strike near him and grabbed my musket at a rush from the trees along the shore.

		Turning, I fired from my hip at a charging Indian and saw the bullet strike him, yet his step scarcely faltered. Even in that desperate moment I felt awe at the man’s courage and his strength. He came on, and I dropped my musket and fired a second time, with a pistol.

		He staggered then, but came on, and I killed him with a knife, breast to breast.

		There was firing everywhere, and then a sudden charge from the Catawba, taking the attackers on the flank. Their presence was a total surprise and the Occaneechee attackers broke and fled. Turning sideways, I lifted a pistol, brought it down in line, and shot another as he fled into the trees.

		We moved out then in a rough crescent, those of us who could. I recharged my musket and pistol and sank my knife hilt-deep in the soft, black loam to cleanse it of blood, and we went after them. There was still a bit of fighting here and there. I saw an Indian bending a bow at me and fired quickly … too quickly.

		My shot barked the tree at his head but he was no squirrel and merely sprang away, his arrow wasted into the brush.

		Another came at me with a spear, but I parried the thrust with my musket barrel and sprang close, grasping the musket in two hands, shoulder-high, and driving the butt into his face. He took the full force of it and went back and down, and for a moment there was fierce fighting on all sides, but when the attack broke I called out, “Fall back on the camp! Fall back!”

		Some heard my hail and passed on the call, and slowly we did fall back, for I had no desire to waste our strength by scattering in the woods.

		Quill came from the brush near me, and then O’Hara a bit farther along. Glasco. Peter Fitch, Slater.… Anxiously, I counted them off as they gathered, moving back, pausing here and there to recharge their muskets.

		Barry Magill was the last to come, bleeding from a gash on the face. Now all were present but Jeremy.

		“Ring?” I asked.

		“He did not come,” Pim said. “He stayed in camp.”

		“Jeremy?” I could not believe it.

		“Aye,” Pim said, and there was an odd look to his eyes that puzzled me.

		The Catawba came back, too. Not a few of them with scalps. We had struck the Occaneechee a blow … five men dead, and no losses to us, despite their surprise. But we had been thinking of this for weeks, and were ready. And the Catawba were always ready.

		Two Catawba were wounded, only one seriously. We had come off better than we deserved, but somehow the attackers had not known of the presence of the Catawba, who were old enemies and fierce fighters. It was their sudden attack that had saved us.

		“I want to see Jeremy Ring,” I said, and he heard me speak and came toward me.

		He bowed low, sweeping the ground with his ragged plume. “I regret my absence,” he said with mock seriousness, “and nothing less could have kept me from your side, but I thought it best to stand by your kin,” he said.

		“My kin?” I stared at him, stupidly.

		“Your wife,” he said, “and your son.”
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		So my son was born on a buffalo robe in the heat of an Indian battle, under a tree by the side of a stream in a wild and lonely land, and he was given his name by a chance remark, a name he would carry forever. For we called him Kin, and thought of no other, and kin he was to all of us, to the meadow, the woodland, and the forest.

		Abby was healthy and strong, and came from her labor smiling, proud she had given me a son. For a second name we called him Ring, for the man who had stood above them, sword in hand, musket and pistols hard by, stood there in case any Indian should break through our ranks and come upon them.

		Kin Ring Sackett … the name had a sound, and it was a sound I loved.

		Lila brought him to me, my hands still hot from battle, the smell of powder smoke about me, and I took him carefully, for I’d no knowledge of babies, and held him gently and looked in his face, his eyes squinted and dark, his face still red and pinched, but he looked at me and seemed to laugh and grasped my thumb and tugged strongly. Oh, he was a lad, that one!

		Two days later we left our river camp and moved up the river. For three full days we moved, but the water was becoming less for the season was late and the rains had not yet come. We beached our boats at last in a small bayou, unloaded them upon the shore, then drew them deep into a forest of reeds and hid them there.

		We cached some goods on the spot, and hid them well, then moved out upon the trading trail, carrying the rest, and my own pack the heaviest of all. Yet strong I was to bear it, and the more willing that now I had a son, the first of my name to be born in the new land, a son who would know no civilization, but only the wilds.

		He would grow up on woodland paths, riding rough water in a canoe down lonely streams and hunting his own meat in the wilderness. Looking about me I knew I could wish no better life for any man than that I was giving to him. A lonely life, but a wild, free life.

		“There must be more than that, Barnabas,” Abby said. “He must learn to live with civilized men also, for how can we know who will come to these shores and live upon those hills?”

		The way we went was long, but the Catawbas traveled with us, returning to their country, and I set myself to learn from them, their language, their customs, their knowledge of wood and savanna. Never would I learn all they had to teach, for so much was natural to them that they assumed all would know it, things so obvious in their way of life that they would never think of teaching anyone, presuming knowledge.

		We traveled slowly with them, for they hunted and gathered along the way, and late though the season. I relished the slower travel for the chance it gave to know the country.

		The path we took was an ancient trading path that led across the country with many branches. Traders were usually respected and left to travel unmolested, as trade was desired by all, yet there were always renegades, outlaw Indians or war parties from afar that might not respect the trade route.

		Wa-ga-su was much with us, and I began to notice a certain aloofness toward him by the others of his people. He seemed moody, sometimes puzzled, often downcast.

		“What is it with my friend that he is troubled?” I asked.

		He glanced at me, then shook his head. After a while he said, “When I went away I was a great man among them. They loved and trusted me. No man was greater on the hunt, none brought more meat to the village, and none was greater upon the path of war. Now all is changed.”

		“What is the trouble?”

		“They no longer trust me, Sack-ett. I told them of the great water, and they shook their heads in doubt, then of the great stone cities you have, and of the many people who live without hunting … they think me a liar, Sack-ett.

		“My words are no longer heard in the village. When I speak they turn their backs upon me. They believe me a liar or that the whites have bewitched me.

		“You see, they think you a small people, a weak people, even though your firearms make you great in battle. They say, ‘Why do not they trap their own furs? Hunt their own game? If they do not, it is because they cannot. Therefore they must be a weak people.’ ”

		“I am sorry, Wa-ga-su. It might be the same with my people if I told them of the vast lands here, with so few people, of the great rivers, the tall trees … they might not believe me, either.”

		“Yes, I think it is so, Sack-ett. We grow wise, you and I, but in wisdom there is often pain. No man of my people has traveled so far. None but me has crossed the great water, none but me has seen the great cities and the horses and carriages. But if they will not believe what I have seen, if I am no longer great among my people—then I am an empty man, Sack-ett.

		“Who is it for whom one becomes wise? Is it not for the people? For his people? Do I become wise only for myself? I become wise to advise, to help … but they do not believe and my voice is only an echo in an empty canyon. I speak for my ears only and the sound is hollow, Sack-ett.”

		“You have a place with us, Wa-ga-su, a place as long as you live.”

		“Ah? I thank you. But of course, it is not the same, is it?”

		We walked on together and the great forest was green about us.

		“They believe the horses, do they not?”

		“Horses they have seen, or their fathers or grandfathers have seen. The Espanish men had horses. I have heard it there is a people beyond the mountains have horses, but only a few taken from the white men or left behind by them.”

		“What game lies beyond the mountains, Wa-ga-su?”

		“The buffalo are there, the deer, the mountain cat, a still bigger deer, and there is the animal with the long nose and big white teeth.”

		“What?”

		“It is true. I have not seen it myself. My grandfather told us of them. They were a large animal that men used to hunt. They had great teeth … curving like so, and a long nose like an arm. They were very hairy.”

		The elephant? Here? It was not possible. There were elephants in Africa, and my father told me of the Carthaginians using them in war against the Romans, and the bones of still more ancient ones had been found in Europe. But here?

		“You know of the great sea beyond the mountains?”

		He shook his head. “There is a sea to the north, very far off. There is a sea to the south, also very far, but beyond the mountains there is no sea. There is only land.”

		No great western sea beyond which lay Cathay? No land of Cipango? Wa-ga-su must be mistaken. All the best minds said there was a sea beyond the mountains.

		For days upon end we walked. We carried our burdens and we hunted for game, and somehow we lived, and somehow at last we came to the land of the Catawbas, after fording another great river. We moved into the foothills of the mountains, and Wa-ga-su led us to a small valley, its steep sides heavy with forest, and a stream that ran through the meadow at the bottom.

		Abby came up beside me and stood, looking about. “We will stop here,” I said, “and here we will build our home.”

		“Our home, Barnabas?”

		“For a time, Abby. For a time … there are still the mountains … and the land beyond.”
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		Once again we were at work, felling trees, hewing them into timbers, building a series of cabins and the stockade that would surround them. Tom Watkins and Kane O’Hara went to the woods, a-hunting. Near the slope of yellow mountain, in an open meadow, they killed two buffalo. This meat we dried against the winter’s coming.

		Our skills were the greater for what we had built before, and the houses and stockade went up easier, despite our lesser numbers.

		Kin had filled out amazingly, and was a laughing, energetic little fellow as befitted the first of our name to be born in the new lands. Abby was much with him, and Lila with them both.

		Peter Fitch, who was the best of us all at timber work, having been a shipwright, paused in his work one day. “I think of Jonathan Delve,” he said. “I did not like the man. There was a cross-grain of evil in him, but he was strong.”

		“He was that,” I agreed.

		“And dangerous,” Peter added.

		“Aye. He is well gone.”

		Fitch stooped to take up his broadaxe. “If he is,” he said.

		I had turned away, but at that I stopped. “You do not think he is?”

		“If he finds not what he went after, he will think of you. He will know you had some money from furs and timbers, and he will come to believe the story of King John’s treasure. He will also begin to wonder why you go west into an unknown land.

		“He will not believe you are what you are. He believes all men are evil, that all will steal, connive, do whatever is necessary to obtain wealth. He will think you very shrewd. He will say to himself, ‘He goes to the western sea, there to build a ship and sail away to the Indies or Cathay.’ ”

		I shook my head. “The Indians know of no western sea, and when Hawkins’ men marched up the country, they saw no western sea, nor heard of it. Some say they walked from Mexico to the French lands in the north, some say only from Florida, but they covered a deal of country.”

		“No matter. Let the Indians believe what they wish, and you as well, but Delve will believe what pleases him best. He hates you, Captain, as he hates us all. Mark it down … we have not seen the last of Jonathan Delve.

		“He proposed to us once to leave you and join Bardle, or to open the gates to Bardle when he attacked.”

		Later, talking to Jeremy and Pim, I spoke of Fitch’s words. “Aye,” Jeremy agreed, “I have been thinking of the man. It is far to follow, but who knows?”

		Yet there was little time to think of such things. When men live by hunting it is a constant task with all our mouths to feed, and usually the Indians who came visiting. The amount of fresh meat they could put away was astonishing.

		Often I went with Abby and Lila to the woods, gathering nuts, and whenever we went, Kin was along, carried by one of us.

		We learned to make clothes of buckskin, and moccasins such as Indians wore, and we learned to know the roots and leaves that could be eaten, although with winter coming the leaves were few and no longer tender.

		Barry Magill set up shop in a corner of the yard and went to work at his trade. Barrels were needed for storing nuts and fruit. Yet the barrels were only one of the things he made, for he made several brooms, buckets for carrying water, two rakes for raking hay, and sap buckets for the gathering of sap from the sugar maples.

		Black Tom came in one day with a smooth section of slate about four feet square. “It’s big,” he said, “but I figure you might cut it up to make slates for the young un. I see some chalk rock down the valley a ways, too.”

		He rubbed his palms on the front of his pants. “No use him bein’ without eddication. No tellin’ what will come to pass in his time, and a body should know how to read, write, and do sums.”

		“Thank you, Tom,” I said, and he went away vastly pleased.

		Wa-ga-su was with us much of the time, and he went often to the woods with Sakim.

		Soon the stockade was built and the cabins roofed, a larger stockade than before. Building with logs was a foreign thing to us of England, yet my father had seen it done by men from Sweden, as had Jeremy Ring. The timber was present, and land must be cleared for planting, so we were able to accomplish the two tasks at once. Yet never were we to feel secure.

		The Catawbas were our friends, but they had warred against nearly all the tribes at one time or another, and as we were the friends of the Catawbas we were regarded as the enemies of others, although we had no such feeling or desire. Most to be feared were the Cherokees from the south or southwest, and the Tuscaroras from the north.

		There came a day when I had taken my rifle from the hooks above the door, and with Kane O’Hara and Pim Burke I went far into the mountains.

		“Do not be afeared,” I told Abby, “if we come not back this night. We must look about and find a way into the farthest mountains, as well as to scout the land. We may lay out a night or even two.”

		“Well … have a care,” she said, and went to join Lila, who muttered something about “going gallivanting.”

		We went up the bottom of Muskrat Creek and crossed the southern tip of the Chunky Gal Mountain and over the bald peak known to the Indians as Yunwitsulenunyi, meaning “where the man stood.” Wa-ga-su had told us the story that once a great flying reptile with beady eyes and furry wings had dived down suddenly from the sky and seized a child. This happened several times and the Indians cleared the mountaintops with fire and set up a watch to warn them of the flying beast. Then its den was found in an inaccessible place on the side of the peak and the Indians invoked their gods to strike the monster dead, and the gods responded with crashing thunder and vivid lightning and the monster was set aflame, writhing about in its agony.

		The Indian on watch on that bald peak fled in terror and so for surrendering to his fear the gods turned him to stone, and there he remains to this day, the so-called Standing Indian.

		We killed a brace of wild turkeys and camped that night against the rock face of a cliff in a corner away from the wind, and shielded by several ancient hickories. Our camp was on a river I thought to be the one called Nantahala, but we were high up and in a lonely place.

		“It is far from London,” Jeremy commented.

		“Do you miss it?”

		“Not I … I was nothing there, a soldier without a cause, a sailor without a ship. This … this is grand, beautiful! Had I not come here I should never have known it existed.”

		Dark bent the trees above us, flickering the flames and their shadows; the fire crackled, and a low wind moved through the trees, mourning for a summer gone. We huddled above our fire yet thought how beautiful was fire, how much a companion on the long marches and the lonely nights … even the bright dawns, with meat cooking.

		We slept that night with the stars seen through the branches, with the sound of things that move in the night, and the little sounds the mountains make, the faint creakings and groanings and rattles of changing temperature and wind.

		Before first light Jeremy was gathering dry branches, and Pim had gone to the stream for fish.

		On the morning of the third day we started back. I had brought with me several well-tanned deerskins, and upon these I made a map of the country so far as we had seen it. The route by which we returned was different from the outer route. This was only partly because we wished to see new country, but it was never well to retrace a path where an enemy might lie in wait.

		During the weeks that followed we made several such trips, and upon one of them Abby joined me. She was a good walker, and loved the country as much as I, and we brought Kin with us, carrying him Indian-style. Many of the mountaintops about were bare of trees, and this we could not understand although Pim Burke believed the Indians might have burned them off to offer a better view of the country around. Of this I was not too sure, for over much of it one saw only the tops of trees while enemies could move close under their cover.

		Cold winds blew down from the north. We built our fires higher, and had no trouble finding the chinks in our log walls that had been left when we applied mud to the cracks. The cold wind blew through each of them and made us only too aware.

		Meanwhile we gathered fuel, hunted a little, and cleared ground for spring planting, moving rocks into piles, cutting out the larger roots until we had several acres ready.

		With the onset of colder weather we went into the higher mountains and set out traps.

		“What of the furs?” Slater asked.

		“We will go to the coast,” I said. “Tilly will return with the fluyt, or other ships will come. We will go downstream by boat, sell our furs and what else we have, and then return here.”

		Often, I talked with Wa-ga-su about the lands beyond the mountains, and from his memory he dredged tales told by Catawba wanderers from other eras. Returning to the long-nosed animals, I learned again from him that no Catawba he had heard of had actually seen such an animal, but there were stories of them and he believed they might exist beyond the mountains.

		Yet the stories, he agreed, might be very old, told of a time long ago.

		We had climbed one day high up on Double Mountain, Wa-ga-su, Jeremy Ring, and Tim Glasco. Abby was with us, and we had stopped, enjoying the cold with its freshness and the smell of pines and cedar.

		Suddenly Wa-ga-su said, “We go now. Indian come.”

		Experience had taught me to react quickly. I wasted no time in asking foolish questions. I said not what nor where, but catching Abby by the arm, started off the bald where we were and into the brush.

		Below us was a level stretch of ground and on the far side a huddle of boulders, cast off by the mountain into a jumbled shape. There was a small spring there, as we had lately learned, and Wa-ga-su led us there, at a fast trot.

		We had almost reached it when there was a sudden whoop behind us and a flight of arrows, yet we scrambled into the rocks and I turned at once to look the way we had come.

		Nothing.… Wa-ga-su had retrieved one of the arrows. “Seneca,” he said, “very old enemy of Catawba.”

		There were four muskets amongst us, and Jeremy and I each carried two pistols. “We must not let them catch us unloaded,” I said. “Wa-ga-su, do you fire with me. Let Jeremy and Tim hold their fire while we reload.”

		Several times I glimpsed movement at the forest’s edge, but they were wary. I think they knew not how many we were, but guessed at once where we lay, for the rocks offered a good position, and perhaps they, too, although from far away, knew of the spring.

		Abby put Kin in the shelter of some rocks and we lay still, waiting. A Seneca near the edge of the timber lingered too long in one place, and Wa-ga-su fired.

		We saw the Indian stagger, then fall. A chorus of angry yells sounded again and there was a flight of arrows, and two of them fell within the cluster of rocks.

		It was not a circle, rather a mere cluster perhaps sixty feet long, half again as wide, with some rocks looming up in the center. Kin lay in a narrow crack in one of the largest of these.

		They circled closer, daring us to fire. An Indian darted into the open, then dove back to shelter. Several times they darted out, trying to draw our fire. It was obvious they had encountered guns before, probably from the French or English far up the country from which they had come, for the home of the Senecas was several hundred miles away to the north. Yet Wa-ga-su assured me they often raided the Catawba as well as other peoples of the area.

		The Catawba, he said proudly, were such noted warriors that every Seneca wished to kill one, to have his scalp to boast of.

		Suddenly, they charged. The distance was scarcely twenty yards, and there were at least a dozen. Wa-ga-su had reloaded. He fired first, catching the big Indian in mid-stride. Deliberately, I held my fire, then when they had come on two strides farther, I fired. Passing my musket back to Abby to reload, I drew both my pistols.

		Jeremy fired, then Glasco, and I fired a pistol. Four Senecas were down and the attack broke, the Indians scattered in all directions. Wa-ga-su fired again … missing.

		Yet they had managed to carry off three of their men. Two others lay exposed. One was in plain sight upon the grass, the second lay over a slight rise and we could see only his hand, although the rise was of a few inches only. Yet the hand did not move.

		The cold wind blew, a few spatters of rain fell. “Keep your powder dry,” I said, needlessly, for we all understood the necessity.

		Five Indians down … it had been a costly attack for them.

		“How many were there?” I asked.

		Wa-ga-su shrugged. “I think not many, but they are strong fighters. We must watch. They will try to get others and return.”

		Wa-ga-su lay quiet, watching. I could not but reflect on what our coming had meant to him, and what he had gained in knowledge he had lost in prestige within the tribe. He had no place among them now, for his word was doubted. At the same time, they could see that he stood high with us, as indeed he did.

		He had indeed traveled farther, perhaps, than any member of his people. He spoke English very well, for he had much opportunity. That he was a man of keen, active intelligence was obvious.

		Rain began to fall, a light, misting rain. I took a blanket and covered the crack where Kin lay. He laughed at me and waved his arms, making small noises. In one hand he clutched an arrow that must have fallen near him. When Abby saw it she was frightened and hastily took it from him lest the point be poisoned.

		Suddenly a Seneca darted from the brush. I fired, but he dropped as my musket came up and the shot was a clean miss. The Seneca lay on the grass, nowhere visible, yet there. He lay perfectly still, and we watched, determined to get him when he should rise from the ground.

		Only he didn’t rise. Some minutes later, Ring nudged me and pointed. The hand that we had seen was gone. Somehow the Seneca had succeeded in retrieving that Indian, and had vanished with him.

		The other lay in plain sight. We waited. “Two muskets,” I said. “We must get him.”

		Suddenly, Wa-ga-su darted from the rocks. He ran swiftly forward, dropped flat beside the dead Indian, and with his knife made a quick circular cut, then grasping the hair he jerked off the scalp.

		Rising to full height, he shook the bloody scalp and shouted taunts. Instantly, there was a flight of arrows, but he wheeled and ran, darting this way and that, to the shelter of our rocks.

		I had heard of scalp taking, but had not seen it done before.

		Slowly, the winter passed. The springs which had frozen into crystal cascades over the edges of cliffs—sheets of glistening ice that could be seen from afar—now began to melt. The ice disappeared from the higher courses of the rivers, and the water began to rush with greater speed.

		There were several bales of furs, a few freshwater pearls, and many skins, including four great buffalo hides.

		“We will go to the coast,” I said that night when all were together. “With luck we shall meet Tilly and the Abigail.”

		“Who will go and who will stay?” Fitch asked.

		“All will go who wish it,” I replied. “We should go down very swiftly, but the return will be slower.”

		“I do not know,” John Quill said. “I may stay. I have found land that I like, and I may build my own cabin, plow my own land.” He looked up at me. “I never owned my own land, Captain. I farmed all my life on land owned by others.

		“It is good earth. I like to see it turned by the plow, I like to feel it in my fingers. It is fine soil, and it will grow a fine crop.”

		“Aye,” Slater agreed. “I feel the same. I have laid out a square mile alongside John’s, and I cannot believe it. I walk through the forest, along the banks of the stream, and I see blackberries growing in thickets, and nuts falling from trees, and it is mine.”

		“The Catawbas,” I said, “can teach you much of planting. You are farmers, but they know this land, this climate. It is well to listen. I think you each know more than they, but what they can teach is important, so learn from them.”

		Quill nodded. “I have talked with their head men. I have agreed to give them one-third of my crop for five years and then the land is mine. Slater did the same.”

		“You will go or stay, Slater?”

		“I feel as John does. I will stay. I wish to get in a crop, and to know my land better.”

		The others would come, and we talked much of the going, for there were other streams down which we might go to the coast, others that called for a shorter trip overland, and we could build boats or rafts for the trip.

		In the end it was decided to go back the way we had come, but then to sail down the coast, and return up one of the nearer rivers.

		Lying abed, and before sleep came, Abby and I talked of this. “I want to go,” she said, “but so much can happen. I worry about Kin.”

		“He will travel well,” I said, “and it is our way. He can learn no younger.”

		The wind whispered around the eaves, a soft wind, a spring wind. I stirred uneasily. Was I doing the right thing? Should I dare such a long trip?

		Yet we all needed a change, we all looked forward to seeing a ship from home.

		Three days later, at the break of dawn, we started our trek to the boats.
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		The water was a mirror, polished and perfect. Only our oars made a ripple, only our oarlocks a sound. A gull sailed by above, no wing moving, and our boats moved slowly outward from the land, moved toward the Outer Banks lying warm in the midday sun.

		There was no ship upon the water, no sign of sail against the sky. Here all was quiet, and we watched, straining our ears for something beyond silence.

		How many ships had come this way in times past? How many an eye had looked across this empty water? For no man may know the history of the sea, nor does the sea have a memory, or leave a record, save its wrecks.

		To cross the wide ocean must never have been a problem. All that was needed was the courage, the desire, for men had sailed farther, long before. The Malays had sailed from their islands south of the equator, from Java and Sumatra to Madagascar. And Cheng Ho, the eunuch from the court of Imperial China, had sailed five times to Africa before Columbus or Vasco da Gama.

		What wrecks might be buried in the sand out there where the warm Gulf current from the south came up to meet the cold Arctic current from the north? What unknown ships might here have ended their days?

		Hanno had sailed around Africa … and where else? For long the Phoenicians and the Carthaginians had kept the Straits of Gibraltar guarded so that no other ships but theirs might sail to the seas beyond, and thus to the markets they wished to keep for themselves. In later times men had begun to call the Straits the Pillars of Hercules, whereas, in truly ancient times, the Pillars had been far to the east, on the coast of Greece. But this men had forgotten, and names are easily transferred, one place to another.

		Of these things I had learned much from Sakim, who was a scholar, a wise man in his own land, and versed in many sciences.

		The Philistines, he told me, were a sea people who came to the shores of what they call the Holy Land from somewhere to the west. They sailed over the seas in their high-prowed boats to attack the shores of the Levant and of Egypt, and they settled there and brought the first iron known to that coast.

		Many nations had sailed far upon deep water before them, and even before the sailors of Crete and Thera, called Atlantis by some, had gone west of Africa.

		The idea that the world was flat was never put forth by a seafaring man. It was a tale told to landsmen, or to merchants who might be inclined to compete for markets, for in those days the source of raw material was closely guarded.

		Coming up to the inner shores of the Outer Banks, I remembered the sunken ship and the alligator, and wondered idly what had become of Jonathan Delve … and of Bardle, too, for that matter.

		The thought of Bardle was worrying. If he should appear now, with a ship, we would be helpless before his guns. Yet it was unlikely he would spend much time along these shores, and after months of absence he would not expect to see us again.

		A low, sandy shore lay before us, topped with brush and some scattered groves of trees. These Outer Banks stretched along the coast for a great distance … nearly two hundred miles, I had heard, but I suspected it was not quite so far.

		We took shelter in a deeply notched bay of fair extent almost exactly opposite the tip of the mainland that extended down from the north into the smaller sound. The Bank was at that place scarcely more than a mile wide, and we had drawn our boats close in shore. We waded to the beach.

		We made camp there.

		For days we camped on the beach, keeping always a lookout on the farther shore, but we saw no ship. Yet it was a quiet time, enjoyed by all. With Abby I took long walks along the shore where one could see for miles. We searched the shore for whatever the tide might have washed up. Obviously, no Indian had been along for some time for we found a cask of good brandy, and the wreck of a lifeboat still containing a sail and a boat hook. We found several gold coins, the skeleton of a man, half buried in sand, many logs, ships’ timbers, and other debris. We found three boxes, close together on the sand, with water-soaked clothing, all of which we took back to our boat for ourselves or the Catawba. Despite all this, for miles the beach was bare and empty.

		We kept our fires low, used dry and relatively smokeless driftwood, and kept a sharp lookout at all times.

		Each day brought an increase of doubt and worry. Despite the pleasure of camping, it was beginning to pall, and still no ship came.

		Was our voyage downriver all for nothing? Should we wait longer? Or once more return to our fort?

		Then on the twenty-fourth day, while we were gathering driftwood, I looked up and saw the ship.

		She was not more than a mile offshore, and feeling her way south. I looked at her long through my glass, and Jeremy studied her as well.

		“British,” he said, after a bit, “let’s give her a hail.”

		“We shall,” I said, “and then do you, Pim, O’Hara, and Magill stay from sight. Peter and Sakim can stay with the boats, and also keep out of sight. I’ll meet them with Watkins and Glasco.”

		“If it is going aboard a ship there is,” Abby said, “we shall go as well. I want Kin to see a ship, and all of us to have a bite of English food.”

		“All right,” I agreed reluctantly, “come along.”

		Yet I took the time to charge two pistols and conceal them under my buckskin hunting shirt, and my knife as well. My sword and my musket were in plain sight.

		The ship hove to, then dropped her hook and put a boat over the side. We waited, standing on the beach.

		There were seven men in the boat. The man in command was a burly, smiling fellow with a cheerful face. “Well! Isn’t this a pretty sight! English, I’ll wager, and castaways.”

		“We’ve furs to trade,” I said. “And we are here willingly, and do not wish to be picked up.”

		“Ah? Well, of course not. But the master asks that you come aboard … be his guests. Have a meal, and then back to the shore you shall come.” He glanced curiously up and down the empty beach. “Although why you’d like this better than old England, I can’t guess.”

		He looked around. “Furs, you say? Well, the captain’s the man for that. He’ll trade. Come! Supper is waiting, and the captain ordered up the best when he saw you through his glass. ‘Women,’ the captain said, ‘it’s a bit of time since we’ve seen the whisk of a skirt, and two such lovely wenches—women—I’ve never seen!’ ”

		We scrambled up the ladder and over the side, and as I came over, a hand reached out for my musket. I pulled it back, smiling. “I will keep that,” I said. “There’s redskins ashore and there might be pirates as well.”

		A huge man, as large as two of me and fat, came down the deck. “Let it be, Joshua! Let it be! The man’s a guest aboard here, and welcome to his arms if he wishes!”

		He held out a huge hand. “Wilson here! Captain Oldfast Wilson, master of the Lion, out of Portsmouth! How do you do? Your name would be?”

		“Barnes,” I said, “and this is Mrs. Barnes. We are,” I lied, “settlers on this shore. Is this one of Raleigh’s ships?”

		“It is not. It is my own ship.” He glanced from me to Watkins and Glasco. “Settlers, you say? I did not know there were any such, since Grenville’s men were lost and the Raleigh settlers vanished from Roanoke.”

		“Our ship was a Flemish galleon—”

		There was a movement behind me, and then a man stepped around to face me. It was Emmden.

		“He lies! That is Sackett! Barnabas Sackett, and it is the Queen herself who wants him!”

		“Of course, it is!” Wilson was smiling smugly. “I glimpsed you once in London, m’boy! Saw you fair! Even from the glass I was certain sure ’twas you. By all that’s holy, this is a good day! A reward from the Queen herself, and—”

		“Cap’n?” Joshua said. “He said he had furs to trade.”

		“Ah? Furs, is it? Well, a fair trade we’ll have. Do you be telling us where the furs are now. You tell us, and you’ll eat well and sleep well aboard this ship! Otherwise, it’s the blackest corner of the hold and a weight of chains for you, and certain drowning if we sink. What’ll it be, m’boy? Irons or the furs? Treat me right, and I’ll do the same by you!”

		“Well,” I said reluctantly, “do I have your word on that? I have but six bales—”

		“Six?” The greed shone in his eyes. “Why, of course! For six bales you have my word on it, and the best of quarters for you and your lady as well. Even for the wench yonder.” He indicated Lila.

		“There’s no hope for it, Abby,” I said, shrugging. Then I added, “There’s a ship’s boat across the island, and the bales on the shore hard by. If you send a boat, I’d be glad to show them—”

		“Na, na, m’boy! I’d not be troublin’ you.” He pointed a finger at Black Tom Watkins. “We’ll send that one. He’ll know where they are, an’ he’ll lead us right to them. He will if he wants to live without fifty lashes a week until he dies.

		“Do na think I’m a hard man, m’boy, but there’s a world of deceit and evil about us, an’ a man does have to protect himself, now doesn’t he?”

		He glared at Tom. “What’s your name, man?”

		“Watkins, and I’ll gladly show you where the furs lie if you’ll let me become one of your crew or drop me in the nearest port. I’ve had my fill o’ that,” he jerked his head toward the shore. “Savages by night an’ no drop of ale by day. I’ll show you, certain sure I will!”

		“Joshua,” Wilson turned on us, “do you take them below. Keep them together for the non, and if there’s no furs, well, we’ll have a bit of their hide. Hers, too.” His eyes glinted. “No doot ’tis a pretty hide, but will show the better for some blood on it. Do you take them below.”

		They had taken my musket and a hand had jerked away my sword, but there was no further search and I’d the knife handy and two pistols.

		Pistols were not that common thing about and I doubt they gave it a thought, with me so obviously armed with musket and sword. Put us all together, they did, and in a small cabin near the main one, and we stood crowded there, scarce room to turn about.

		“What now?” Lila said. “ ’Tis a brave man I know you are, but what is one against all, and only Glasco aboard to help.”

		“And what of Tom?” Abby asked, holding Kin close. “Is it true that he’s turned upon us?”

		“Of course, the blackg’rd has!” I spoke loudly, and then, ever so softly, “I’d trust him with my life!”

		“You have,” Lila said. “Be sure of that!”

		“Aye,” I said, “and I’m trusting another man as well, a wise and a shrewd one, that Jeremy Ring!”
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		Two pistols I had, but that meant but two shots, and then it was the knife until death.

		Where had they put my sword and musket? In the main cabin, I was sure. That sword had been my father’s, and I wanted it back again. Yet now I would have accepted any sword, any weapon.

		Looking quickly around the small cabin, I saw nothing. Yet they had put us hastily there, not thinking, and there might be something about. Leaning toward Lila, I urged her to look.

		Softly, she began, feeling the man’s bunk, searching the drawers of his small cabinet. A compass, Bible, a small, much-worn booklet on navigation, a sewing kit … nothing more.

		“Lila,” I said, “the pillow.”

		She looked. Pillows were a not often thing aboard ship, but this man loved his comfort, slight as it was, and he had a pillow, a soft, downy pillow with a faint, fishy smell. Gull feathers, no doubt, and made by himself.

		She looked under it, but I shook my head and made a move to indicate holding it over her face. Lila got the idea at once and took up the pillow, placing it on the small stand near her.

		Jeremy Ring was a quick-thinking and shrewd young man, and I was guessing he would at once surmise something wrong when he saw the boat returning without us. Truly, my life and those of my family and Lila were in his hands. His, and those of Tom Watkins.

		Yet I had no wish to trust to any man when so much was at stake, and there was every chance we might ourselves do something. I liked not the look of the man Oldfast Wilson.

		Well, I’d two shots. If the worst came for it, he would get the first one. If we could get a guard to open the door, and I could distract his attention, then Lila and her pillow might well do the rest.

		If a man or woman is inclined to murder or violence, owning a gun is not important. There are always a dozen things about with which a man can be killed. For myself, I’d no wish for any of it. I’d been controlling my temper better these days, with hopes I might someday conquer it altogether. For I’d always been inclined to go into fierce although not unreasoning rage. It was a serious fault, and I’d worked hard at controlling myself, for giving away to anger is a weakness in a man.

		We heard no sound except those made by the ship herself, and occasional movements above deck. Abby clutched my hand. “Barney,” she whispered, “what will happen?”

		“Trust to Jeremy,” I suggested. “If there’s a fight we’ve some likely lads ashore there, and if they fail, then we’ve to do something ourselves.”

		Waiting was a hard thing. Abby put little Kin down on the bunk, and he seemed happy enough, unaware of what was taking place.

		A long time passed, and then we heard steps upon the deck outside, and the door was opened. It was Joshua, and he held a pistol in his hand. “Cap’n Wilson wants to know how far they had to go? They’ve been a long time aboot it.”

		“Well,” I edged to the side of the door away from Lila, “they’d to cross the bank, y’ know. ’Tis maybe a mile, but walking in deep sand is slow. Going and coming, that’s two mile. They’d to unload the furs from the boat and carry them across. Six bales, and each bale a load for two men, I’d say.”

		Deliberately I put my shoulder against the door so he had to turn to face me and turn his shoulder to Lila. The pistol was aimed right at me, and at such range he could not miss. Lila was hesitating, and I said, suddenly, “Whatever they do, they’d best do it!”

		I snapped the last words and slapped the pistol barrel with my right hand just as Lila clapped the pillow over his face. Yet all did not go as I hoped.

		Slapping the pistol barrel, my hand did not make firm contact, knocking it only slightly aside. And as Lila clapped the pillow over Joshua’s face she jerked him back, off balance. The gun blasted and something stung my cheek and brow, and then Lila was holding Joshua tight and I had wrested the gun from him.

		There was a pounding of feet on the deck as someone came running, but I stepped over Joshua. Abby caught Kin up and followed, and we made for the deck. Lila dropped Joshua, now unconscious or dead, but she did not neglect to strip him of the now empty pistol and his cutlass, and well I recalled that with a cutlass she was not one with whom to trifle.

		Abby turned swiftly toward the door of the main cabin at the end of the passage and opened it. I was facing the opposite way, toward the deck. A man lunged into the opening, a bare blade in hand, and thrust hard at me.

		The door was narrow, and as he thrust, I fired. The bullet took him in the chest and smashed him to a dead stop. Then his eyes seemed to glaze over and he fell toward me. I thrust the empty pistol in my belt and caught up the cutlass and went through the door to the deck.

		Facing me were a dozen men, and not one of them was Wilson. I’d the cutlass and one shot. Lila came up beside me, with her own cutlass.

		“Drop it!” He was a burly, black-bearded fellow with a bend in his nose. “You’ll get nowhere with this!”

		There are times to fight and times to talk. The two of us might account for three or four of them before they had us, but behind us were Abby and Kin.

		“Joshua,” I said, “is dead. By this time your crew are dead or prisoners. I’ve two dozen men ashore there, and more than a hundred Indians. Put a boat in the water, and we’ll go. Try to keep us and we’ll leave you for the Indians.”

		“Captain?” The big black-bearded man called out. “Captain Wilson?”

		He was looking over my shoulder. Fear went over me like a dash of icy water on a wild night at sea. Wilson had been behind us, in the main cabin!

		I stood fast, but I was frightened. Abby was back there, Abby and Kin. They were behind me, and Wilson behind them, yet if I turned to look, we all were lost.

		“There’s no use to call him,” I said. “Get the boat in the water if you wish to live, and—” I added—“if any of you wish to cross the blades with Lila, be advised she’s stronger than any two of you, and better with her blade than any four—”

		“Five,” Lila said coolly. “I’ve marked that many for my own. Do you take the rest.”

		It is not good for a man to think too long if he must act, and too many ideas had been thrown at them, each causing doubt and hesitation.

		Joshua dead … where was Captain Wilson? Indians ashore, the boat crew possibly captured or dead, two blades and a pistol facing them—and at such range where at least one man must die before blades could be crossed.

		They hesitated, and in so doing lost their advantage.

		Quickly I stepped forward, Lila beside me, and they backed up, warily. There was no command, each waited for the other to act, and still no word from the cabin behind us.

		Torn with fear, I dared not look around or lose my slight advantage. What was happening ashore I knew not, nor where stood Abby with my child.

		Suddenly there was a shout and a crash behind me, a boat bumped the ship’s side, and the men before me, half started forward at the shout from the cabin, half turned toward the ship’s side.

		Holding my fire, I thrust quickly at the nearest man. He tried to parry the blow, but his reaction time was too slow although he partly parried it. The point of my blade, and a good six inches of it, went into his thigh. Withdrawing quickly, I cut sidewise at a second man, who leaped back and tripped over a third.

		Suddenly men were swarming over the side, and the first over, sword in hand, was Jeremy Ring. None of the ship’s crew were armed with pistols, as was natural, and all of my men were.

		There was a scream behind me and, wheeling, I leaped into the passage and in two steps was at the door of the main cabin. It stood open and beyond the table stood Abby, holding Kin. Her face was very white, her eyes wide and cool, and she was facing Oldfast Wilson.

		His face glistened with sweat, his shirt was wet, and there was a smell of brandy in the room.

		“I’ll kill you, you—!”

		My pistol I had thrust into my waistband, and my point was low. I was deceived by the man’s huge size, and never suspected the quickness with which he moved. He turned like a cat and struck out hard with the telescope he clutched in his hand.

		The blow caught me across the knuckles and my cutlass went to the floor. He leaped at me, and my reaction was the instinctive one of a man with a knowledge of fisticuffs. I struck, left and right, into his face.

		Blood splattered, but the next minute he had me wrapped in those huge arms. “Now!” he gasped, “I break your back!”

		His strength was enormous. He had seemed huge and fat. He was all of that, but he was also a man of unbelievable strength. His huge arms wrapped around me and he began to crush. Desperately, I hooked short, smashing blows at his face, and every blow crushed and split the skin, but oblivious to my blows he tightened his grasp. I felt a streak of agony go through me. I struggled, fought to break his hold and could not. I felt my breath going. He was leaning his huge weight on me now. His mouth was wide and gasping. Blood trickled from lips broken by my punches.

		I thrust a thumb into his cheek and dug my fingers into the flesh below his ear and behind his jaw. With all my strength, I ripped at his cheek. Something broke and began to tear and he screamed. With a tremendous heave I threw him from me and struck hard with my right hand, and the blow caught him on his upraised chin.

		His head went back but, mad with fear, I smashed again and again at his face and body. Hitting his enormous body was useless. I might as well have pounded a huge leather sack filled with wheat. So I struck again and again at his face and he fell back and I staggered, catching myself on the doorjamb.

		Somebody caught my arm and I jerked free, turning to see Jeremy Ring.

		“All is well,” he said. “We have the ship.”
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		“Sail, ho!”

		The call came from the deck, and as one person, we left the smashed and bloody cabin and went to the deck. A fine tall ship was bearing down upon us, flying the flag of Britain. I swore softly, bitterly. I had never thought, as a lad, to look on that flag with anything but respect and affection.

		“Stand by,” I said. “I do not mean to be taken.”

		They were lowering a boat, and in a few minutes it was nearing our side. Six men were pulling at the oars. A stalwart, square-shouldered man sat at the tiller.

		As they came alongside, he asked, “Is it all right to come aboard?”

		“It is,” I said.

		My men were walking about, picking up dropped weapons. There was a splash of blood here and there and the crew of the ship or what remained aboard had been herded into the waist, where O’Hara and Magill stood guard over them.

		As the officer came over the side, I said, “We’ve had a bit of trouble here, gentlemen, but it is all over now. What can I do for you?”

		“We need water,” he said, “and seeing you hove to, we thought you might know where it could be had, or might be watering yourself.”

		“There is fresh water ashore,” I said, “and I’ll gladly guide you to it, and help you with the watering. As you see,” I swept an arm at the deck and the ship’s crew, “we’ve had a spot of trouble here. I am a settler ashore, and came aboard this ship to trade six bales of furs. The master of the ship and his crew attempted to steal my furs and my wife.”

		He looked around, his face grim. “Well, he didn’t, did he?”

		“We had more men ashore than he reckoned with, Captain.”

		“May I see the furs?”

		“You may. They are close to the spring where you will get water.” I indicated a spot on the shore. “If you will go there, I’ll join you.”

		He hesitated. “You’ve come well out of this. I hope there is to be no more violence.”

		Suddenly his head turned sharply, and I looked. Oldfast Wilson leaned against the jamb of the door, his face battered and bloody. His mouth gaped wide where I’d torn his cheek.

		“My God in heaven!” The captain of the ship turned to me.

		“We had a fight, Captain. The man is uncommonly strong.”

		“He beat me, damn his soul. Beat me.” Oldfast Wilson shook his big head in bewilderment. “I thought no man could do it.”

		“We’re going ashore now, Wilson, and we’re taking some powder, shot, and about six hundred pounds of food. If you’ll tell me how much I owe, I’ll pay.”

		“Take them and be damned! I’ll not touch your money!” He turned his head. “He’s Barnabas Sackett, Captain. Wanted by the Queen. I thought to take him back to England.”

		The captain of the new ship shrugged. “I’m not a warship, only a peaceful trader bound for the Indies. I shall buy his furs if the price is right. I do not know that the Queen wants this man, nor have I been asked to search for him. Nor am I aware of his crimes, if any. He has approached me with courtesy, and I shall respond in the same way.”

		———

		Two weeks longer we waited, and saw no sign of the Abigail. There was no more time to be spent, so we took our boats and started up a stream that emptied into the sea somewhat to the south of our former route.

		And it was then that the fever took me, fever and chills. For days I was ill. Sometimes we lay up along shore, often we pushed on, but Abby was ever at my side and ever in command. She who knew much of men and ships, and in this my illness, took over. When there was doubt, she resolved it, when there was a decision to be made, she made it.

		With her father, aboard ship, Abby had learned much of such things, and understood the necessities of command. So it was fever and chills, chills and fever. And no sooner did I start to get better than Tom Watkins was down with it. Sakim understood it well enough, for it was an illness found in many tropical lands, he said.

		For several days we laid up, resting, at a place called Cross Creek. It was a meeting place of many trading paths, but no Indians came while we were there, or if they did, they avoided us.

		Lila made a loblolly that she had learned from the Catawba, a dish made with Indian corn and dried peaches. Kane O’Hara killed a buffalo and Jeremy a deer, one of the largest I have ever seen, with a noble rack of horns.

		Finally we could walk about, although very weak. Each day I tried a few more footsteps. I was constantly worried about our crops, about the fort, and the worry that must beset Slater and Quill, for we had long overstayed the expected time.

		Then there came a day when I determined to wait no longer, but to return to our boats and proceed up the river. We began loading, packing the carrier-boat carefully, then the others.

		We were just pushing off when four Indians came from the forest and stood looking upon us, and something in the looks of one immediately drew my attention.

		“Potaka!” I called.

		He stepped into the water and waded toward me, hand outstretched. “Sack-ett! It is you!”

		The Eno laid hold of the gunwale with both hands. “Where is it you go, my friend?”

		“To the land of the Catawba,” I replied. “We now live there, although we plan to go beyond the blue mountains.”

		“Ah? It is ever beyond the mountains with you, Sackett. But we will come also. The Catawba are our friends.”

		With four more rowers it was no time until we reached a point from which we could leave our boats. Once more we concealed them near the opening of a small creek where there was a reed-choked backwater, drawing them well back into the reeds and covering them with others to hide them well. Into each boat we put some water to keep the bottom boards from shrinking. Once more we shouldered our burdens and began the overland trek to the fort, a much shorter distance now due to the fact that the river we had used had taken us closer to Catawba country.

		On the first night out Potaka came to me, much disturbed. “Many warrior come this way,” he said.

		“Who?”

		“Tuscarora … maybe thirty mans … no woman, no child.”

		A war party then … headed toward the Catawba, toward our fort.

		“When?”

		“Four days … I think. Maybe three days.”

		It was bad news. Traveling at the speed with which a war party could travel they must have arrived in the fort area as much as two days ago.

		The four Eno scattered out and went through the woods. They could fight and would fight, but they were no such warriors as either the Tuscarora or the Catawba. When they returned they reported no sign of Indians.

		We moved on, traveling more swiftly. My strength was returning, and Black Tom Watkins could walk once more, yet neither he nor Fitch were well men, and we had to move warily so as not to be surprised by the returning party.

		Desperately, I wished to forge ahead, but dared not leave my family at such a time. We kept close, with Enos out ahead and behind.

		The months had made me into a woodsman, more so than ever I have been, and Jeremy also. The gay young blade whom I had first met at the down-at-heel inn in London now wore buckskins. The hat with the plume had been put aside for another hat, and he wore moccasins instead of boots. Kane also, had become the complete woodsman, and the others to a degree.

		Suddenly we broke out of the woods and the fort lay before us, charred by fire, but standing.

		“Kane? Barry? Stay with my wife.” Pim, Jeremy, Glasco, and I moved out in a wide skirmish line, our muskets ready.

		Sakim and Peter brought up the rear, and the Indians scattered wide on our flanks.

		There was no sound from the fort.

		No hail from the walls, no welcoming smoke … only silence and the wind.

		The grass bent before it, the leaves stirred upon the trees. Each step I took brought me nearer … to what?

		The gate of the fort stood open, the bar lay on the ground inside. My eyes searched the battlements but nothing moved. We moved toward the gate.

		“Sakim? Fitch? Stay outside. Watch the woods. I am going in.

		“Pim, after a minute, come in … and you, Tom.”

		Musket ready for a sudden shot, I stepped inside. All was still. No sound disturbed the fading afternoon, and then, at the door of our cabin, a body.

		Scalped … and dead. Several days dead, but the weather had been cool.

		It was Matt Slater.

		Matt Slater, who so loved the land, and who had, at last, wide acres of his own. A square mile of forest, meadow and fields traded for a plot, six by three.

		There was no sign of Quill.

		“Scatter out,” I said. “We’ve got to find Quill.”

		“He may be a prisoner.”

		“If he is,” I said, “we’ll go get him. No matter how far we go, or how long it takes.”

		Our cabin had been looted, our few possessions gone or broken. The same was true in every room until we mounted the ladder to the walk. We saw several patches of blood, dark stains now, some visible on the earth below, some upon the walk. The ladder to the blockhouse had been pushed over, and evidently whoever had made the stand within had fired along the walk on either side, keeping the Indians at a distance.

		Pushing gently on the door, I found a timber wedged against it, but managed to get a hand through and moved it enough to open the door.

		John Quill sat facing the doorway, his head on his chest, his musket across his knees. There were eight other muskets within the room, all placed in position near loopholes or the door.

		Kneeling beside him I touched his hand. Turning sharply I said, “Get Sakim up here! He’s alive!”
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		We buried Matt Slater on the land he loved, and buried him deep in the earth. We planted a tree close by his head that its fruit might fall where he lay. His years had been given to raising crops, and seeing the yellow grain bright in the sun, so we put him down where the seasons pass, where his blood could feed the soil. We left him there with a marker, simple and plain.

		HERE LIES
MATTHEW SLATER, A FARMER
A FAITHFUL MAN WHO
LOVED THE EARTH
1570–1602

		John Quill recovered, though wounded sorely, and told us a little of what had transpired.

		They had come suddenly in the dawn, killing a Catawba who had brought meat to the fort, and the gate had been closed against them before they could take his scalp.

		Then began a desperate fight, two men against thirty, and they ran from wall to wall, firing here, firing there. The Catawba warriors were far from the village on a hunt, but the old men fought and the women fought, and John Quill and Matt Slater defended the fort.

		It was after sundown before they came over the wall and Slater went down fighting four men, and John Quill retreated into the blockhouse where they had gathered food and powder for a stand. Alone, he fought them all through the night and another day. They tried to fire the blockhouse but the timbers were damp from recent rains and would not burn.

		“Six men I know I killed,” John Quill said, “and mayhap another went, and finally they gave up and one shouted at me in English and told me to come to them, that the tribe would welcome me. They told me I was a great warrior—” John Quill looked at me. “Captain, I am only a farmer. It was all I ever wished to be, like poor Matt, who had his land only to lose it.”

		“He will never lose it,” I said. “He had it when he died, and he had the memory of it in his soul. Nothing can take that from him.”

		“He was a brave, fine man,” Abby said gently, “as you are, John. Our country needs such men to build it and make it grow. God help us always to have them, men who believe in what they are doing, and who will fight for what they believe.”

		“Aye,” I said, “no man ever raised a monument to a cynic or wrote a poem about a man without faith.”

		So we came back to the fort after our journeying, and with my own hands I carried on the farming of Slater’s crops. He’d planted them well and cultivated them a mite before passing on, and it was no trouble to keep up the work he’d begun.

		We were all of us growing into the land, finding our living from it, and learning where the berries grew thick upon the bushes and where the nuts fell and the pools where the trout loafed in the shadows.

		Man is not long from the wilderness, and it takes him but a short time to go back to living with it, and we had the Catawbas to guide us. Peter Fitch took an Indian girl to wife, a tall well-made girl with four warrior brothers.

		We went often to the far hills that spring, wandering deep into the mountains and living off the country, for there was always fresh meat for a man good with a gun, and there was no need to be belly-empty if you could shoot.

		One day Kane O’Hara asked leave to be gone awhile. He took his musket and went over the mountains, and some said that would be the last of him, but I thought it would not and said so, but the womenfolk worried.

		It was many weeks later when he came back, and when we saw him coming down the mountain, straight and tall as always, we saw he wasn’t alone. Somebody walked beside him, and when he came closer we saw she was a Spanish girl from a Florida settlement.

		“Kane,” I asked, “did she come willing?”

		“She did,” he said, “but you can ask her yourself. I took meat to her town, and I speak her tongue from a time when I was a prisoner there, and I broke some wild horses for them—”

		“Horses?”

		“Aye, they’ve horses. I made to fetch some, but hadn’t nothing to trade for them and they are wary of letting them go. Toward the end they got suspicious of me and did not believe what I said. Only Margarita believed me and said so, and when I left she came with me.”

		He looked at Abby and smiled. “It is all right, Mistress Abby. We stopped at an Indian village where there was a priest, an Irish priest from the Spanish lands who was teaching the Indians the ways of God, and he married us, all fitting and proper.”

		“What of her folks?”

		“We sent them word by the priest. He was stiff about a marriage without her father saying it was proper, him knowing the family and all, but a nudge with a pistol and a reminder that if he did not marry us we’d be wedded Indian fashion, and he came through shining with a proper ceremony.”

		When the year ended we went down the river again, all of us going this time, with Kin doing his own walking and Abby having her hands full with Brian … named for her father … whom she carried when Lila could bear to let go of him.

		Kin walked along with us, and bawled when he was picked up to be carried and insisted he carry his own pack, so we made a small one for him.

		One of our boats was gone when we came to them, but we took the other two and went down the river after a few repairs. There were more of us now but we knew the country better and knew woodland travel.

		We built a raft to tow our load of furs, for it was large, and we’d more pearls, mostly gotten by trade with the Indians, and some by capture. There’d been fights with the Cherokees, the Creeks, and the Tuscarora, and one day a captured Shawnee told us there had long ago been a great bunch of white men who lived on a river across the mountains, but they had fought often with the Shawnee and the Cherokee, too, before the Cherokee came so far south. Finally, the white men had been killed, but some of their women had been kept by Indian men, and a few of the survivors had come to live with the Shawnee.

		It was a long story, but there were many such, and from time to time we heard stories of white men who had been in the country before us.

		We had come down all the way to the Outer Banks again when we saw a canoe coming toward us. It was Potaka again. He had a strange-looking creature with him, a long, thin man with a beard who kept saying over and over, “Barnabas, Barnabas.” And it was Jago, who had sailed with us on the fluyt.

		The Indians had found him, months before, roaming in the woods, and had cared for him as they did all mad men, for so they thought him to be. And truly, he was wandering in his mind.

		“Jago,” I said, “I am Barnabas.”

		“You said to ask for you,” he said simply, and was content.

		That he had been through some terrible ordeal was obvious, and his body bore the scars of torture, most likely by Indians. And from where he had been found and what he could recall it must have been the Tuscarora … but there was no certainty of this.

		After he had rested with us, he slowly began to recover. Always a hard worker, he was no different now. Bit by bit we learned a little. He had been on a ship that somehow had been attacked by Indians when laying off shore. Some of the crew, including himself, had escaped. Some of the Indians had been carried out to sea on the ship, and when his own party ashore had somehow been separated, he had wandered in the forest, subsisting on nuts and roots until captured by the Indians. How he had gotten free of them, we could not learn.

		For three weeks we waited, and saw no sail. Yet once again we enjoyed our sojourn upon the beach, and the change of diet provided by the sea. It was a pleasant, easy time. There was game in the woods and the fish were running well and the only Indians we encountered were friendly and inclined to trade.

		Kin, I think, was the happiest of us all. He ran along the shore … miles of almost straight beach, all open to sun and sky. He was brown as an Indian, tall for his age, and a quiet, serious child.

		On our fourteenth day we saw a sail, but it passed us by. Several days later we saw another. Warily, it came closer, and through our glasses we could see a man studying us through his own spyglass. He took soundings, then anchored and put a boat over.

		Several men took to the boat and, when nearing shore, one of them suddenly stood up and waved.

		It was John Pike.

		When the boat came closer he leaped over the side and came splashing to us, his face lit with pleasure. “Barnabas! And Mistress Abigail! It is good to see you!”

		We welcomed him to our campfire and he sent the boat back for wine and ale.

		“I have done well,” he said after a while. “The fluyt is now part mine and I also own another ship now, which trades abroad.”

		He held Brian on his lap as he talked. “Barnabas, if you’d like the boys to go to school in London, let me have them. I’d treat them like they were my own.”

		That Pike had done well was obvious. He was a man of business, prosperous, yet still adventurous. But he should have known I would not thus part with my sons.

		Later, he took us aboard his ship. He lingered for several days, taking on fresh water, trading with Indians and with us, and catching a supply of fresh fish as well as some game from the forest.

		To Abby and Lila he gave some bales of assorted dress goods, and to me, canvas, tools, and seed for grain and vegetables. He had planned well, and what we might have thought of needing, he could supply.

		On the last day, Jeremy Ring said suddenly, “Captain Pike, I would be pleased if you’d fetch your Bible.”

		Pike looked up, surprised, at Jeremy.

		“I want to get married,” said Jeremy quietly, “to Lila.”

		Astonished, I looked at her. She was blushing, her head hanging.

		“Lila!” Abby exclaimed. “Is this true? Why didn’t you tell me?”

		Blushing furiously, Lila said, “I didn’t know. He didn’t ask me.”

		“You knew how I felt,” Ring said.

		“Yes, yes, I did.” She glanced at him, suddenly shy. “I did.”

		“Well, then?”

		“Yes … I will. Of course, I will.”

		The ceremony was brief, and we all stood on the shore with a light wind blowing, ruffling our hair and blowing the women’s skirts, and Captain Pike read from the Bible.

		When it was over I said to Pike, “You’ll send the news? You know the Icelanders? They will take the word of Lila’s marriage to Anglesey. Tell them she has married a good friend and a good man.”

		“I will that.”

		“And John Tilly? What of him?”

		“Why, we’re partners! I thought I had told you. He commands the fluyt when she’s at sea. We trade in the Spanish Indies. It’s risky, but we’ve some friends who like to profit a bit in the trade themselves, and although we have to avoid Spanish warships we make a good thing of it.”

		“Slaving?”

		“Not us. The Arabs and the Portuguese have that business, and we wish for none of it. They intrigue with the warlike African tribes who sell them their prisoners … the ones they themselves used to enslave or kill.

		“But I am a free man and would see all men free. John Tilly believes as I do, so we have no conflict. Slaves are not an easy cargo. I prefer sugar, rum, or timber … fur if they can be had.”

		He sat on a hummock of sand. “You have been to your mountains? And what lies beyond?”

		“More mountains, and then lowlands again, and lovely timbered valleys and meadows. These I have not seen, but the Catawba tell me they are there.”

		“There is much fighting among the Indians?”

		“An Indian boy is not a man until he is a warrior. To be a warrior he must fight, take scalps, count coup. And they do not forget old enmities.”

		At last he got up. “Now we must sail. This coast makes me nervous, too.” He looked at me with keen, thoughtful eyes. “You will stay here? Raise your boys here?”

		“Now, at least. When they grow older we will see the bent of their minds.”

		He took my hand, then started to leave. He had gone several steps when he stopped and turned.

		“Barnabas? Do you remember Delve? Jonathan Delve? He was with you awhile, I believe?”

		“What of him?”

		“Around a year ago he came down to the coast and was taken aboard a vessel as a castaway, he and several others. He told the ship’s master of a valuable wreck of which he knew. When he got the captain ashore, some more of his men were there and they ambushed and killed the captain and several of his crew. Two escaped.”

		“So?”

		“He took the ship, and since has become a pirate and a dangerous man. It is reported that when drinking he talks often of you. For some reason you are on his mind.”

		“We will be careful.”

		Pike walked away over the sand, and I stood and watched him go. He had ships at sea, a reputation as a successful man, no doubt. Would I trade that for what I had?

		I would not.

		Feeling better, I walked back to Abby. “We will go home now,” I said.
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		Where go the years? Down what tunnel of time are poured the precious days?

		We are young, and the fires within us burn bright. All the world lies before us and nothing is too great to be done, no challenge too awesome.

		Then suddenly the days are no more, the years are gone, and the time that remains is little, indeed.

		Kin has grown tall, as fine a woodsman as I know, and as good a man. Brian is the thoughtful one. Each book I have he has read and reread, and soon, I know, he will go from me to a wider world. Regret is in me that he would leave, yet happiness, too, for he has his own life before him in a bigger world if not a better one.

		Yance? What shall I say of Yance? His heart is pure, his strength the greatest of them all, I think. Yance is strong, he is rough, he is always wrestling, fighting, climbing, doing, changing.

		He is a good son, faithful to his mother and to me. To his brothers, he is loyal. Yet he acts before he thinks. He is a bundle of muscle and impulse, a swift runner, a dead shot with any weapon, and a dangerous man because of it.

		He listens when I speak, and he obeys. Yet sometimes he acts before I have a time to speak.

		And then there is Jublain … named for my old friend but called Jubal.

		He is the truly quiet one. A ghost in the woods, he moves like a shadow, and lives much with the Indians. He is gone for weeks, then comes and squats against the wall and listens to the talk and is gone again.

		To me he gives love and respect, to his mother, adoration, and that is as I would have it.

		We none of us know how far he has gone or what he has seen, for he rarely speaks of it. Sometimes stories come to us … an Indian from the west once came among us, looking for him. Jubal had been gone for weeks, and the Indian told us by sign language that Jubal had been far beyond the great river that divides the country in two … we had not known that.

		Kin has no wife, nor has Brian or Jubal. Yance does, of course. He went far to the north last year and came upon a colony that had settled there several years before. For days he scouted about, watching the people go about their work. He had done the same at Jamestown when he grew old enough to go so far from home, for Raleigh had at last planted his colony and my boys used to go down to the place where they were and lie in the woods and watch them to see how they lived.

		Yance had done the same at the place in the north, the place they were calling “New England.”

		That group landed in 1620 … thirteen years after the Virginia colony was finally established at Jamestown. Yance had been curious, as were all the boys, for the tales they heard from their mother and me, as well as the others of our group, were not enough. Only Yance went so far north.

		He usually went alone or with a Catawba or two. He had gone several times with their war parties against the Iroquois or the Cherokee … with whom, in fact, the Catawba were often friendly.

		Yance found the place called New England, already scattering out from the original settlement. He went into the village bringing meat. My boys always brought meat when they went anywhere, including their home.

		He made friends, for he was genial, agreeable, and a hard worker, but for them he was too filled with good spirits, too energetic, and not God-fearing enough in their way. So one day when he had offended they put him in the stocks. It took nine men to do it, but they did it.

		Only that night a girl stole her father’s key and came down and set him free. He built a careful fire against the stocks and burned them down, but by the time the fire was discovered Yance was in the hills, and being Yance, he took the girl with him, and she, being the kind of a girl he would choose, came willingly.

		Oh, she was a lovely one! Gay, filled with good spirits, singing always … and not always hymns, for she took readily to our wild English ballads of lost loves, highwaymen, and the fairs.

		For we sang much in our hills, the gypsy songs, the Scotch Highland songs, the Irish songs.

		———

		There was always the fighting, for the Indians came against us, and no morning sun arose without its risk, no day in the field without its danger.

		The Catawbas were firmly our friends as they were to be the friends of the white man always. As warriors came from afar, hoping to kill a Catawba and have the scalp to boast of in the villages, so they came to fight us also as our name grew.

		We were fighters all. John Quill, who had made his great defense of the fort after the death of Slater, was remembered by our enemies, for they gloried in the strength of any fighting man, enemy or friend.

		But time has a way of stealing strength from a man, and even before that, his swiftness and agility. One day they came upon Glasco, working at his forge.

		The boys were off hunting. I with my wife and our new daughter was at the river … only Tim Glasco was there. Usually an uncommonly wary man, that time he was not wary enough, and they came very close. He heard them, got off a quick shot and laid about him with his hammer and tongs.

		They got an arrow into him, but he did not drop. They rushed him, and he swept two of them, right and left, into the dust. One went down from the red-hot tongs, another from a freshly sharpened spit for roasting meat.

		Still they came, and they killed him.

		We heard the shot from afar—Wa-ga-su, Pim Burke, and I, leaving Kane O’Hara with the women.

		Too late. Glasco was down and his scalp taken. He was not quite dead, and somewhere he had picked up some Indian thoughts. “Get them,” he whispered hoarsely, “and my hair back. I’ll have my own hair upon my head when I cross the divide.”

		With Jeremy, Pim, and Kane O’Hara we set out after them, and we fled them down the nights and down the days, and across the rivers that men had given names, over the Broad and the Wateree, across Rocky River and Coldwater Creek to a skirmish on Long Creek, and then on to the Yadkin.

		Suddenly, on the Yadkin, they turned to fight, and outnumbered we were, but better shots. And two warriors died and lost their hair before we moved again.

		Through the woods and across the savannas, through blackberry patch and under the hickory trees, and suddenly before us we heard a burst of firing, and then another, and we closed in swiftly to see the Senecas trapped in a bend of Lick Fork of the Dan. We saw one man down in the water, another trying to crawl a bank in a trail of blood, and we closed in swiftly.

		From the bank beyond, a huge warrior suddenly stood up and shouted a challenge, and from the brush leaped Yance. He rushed forward, knife in hand, and the two met there in the open glade in a fierce and desperate fight. The big Indian threw his tomahawk. It caught Yance on the shoulder and the big Indian went in as Yance started to fall. But as the Indian charged, Yance kicked up both feet and boosted the Indian clear over his head. Then, swift as a striking snake, Yance turned on him and buried a knife in his chest.

		The Catawbas, who ran the war trail with us, took many a scalp that day, and evened the score for their own people slain. And when the scalps were taken, we turned our backs and started slowly home.

		My sons had been hunting the Blue Ridge, looking for caves of which we had heard, caves in which white men were said to be buried … men from some long-ago time before the beginning of years.

		An Eno found them there and told of the war party of Senecas heading south upon a raid, and so they had come down from the high-up hills, too late to help defend our settlement, but in time to intercept the Senecas’ return.

		From far away they had heard shooting, then saw the Senecas coming across a savanna, and moved to meet them on Lick Fork.

		Yet when we returned, Glasco was dead, only hours before.

		“I wish he could have known,” I said. “We brought back his hair.”

		“He knew,” Lila said. “I told him. For I saw it as in a dream, saw Yance come charging with a knife in his hand, saw blood upon his shoulder, saw him go down, then come up and turn, and saw his shoulder move.”

		She went to Yance and uncovered his shoulder. There was a deep gash there, the bleeding stopped with moss. “Come,” she said, “we will make it clean.” And he went with her, as he had when a child.

		Abby stood waiting, her face still, her eyes round and serious.

		“Barnabas,” she said, “we must go down to the river. I would speak with you there.”

		I knew it would be a serious talk, for long it had been since she’d called me aught but Barney.

		And when we sat together on the bank, she said, “We have a daughter, Barnabas, and she will be a beautiful girl.”

		“She is your daughter,” I said.

		“It is a wild land here. What will be her future?”

		Uneasiness stirred within me, and for the first time I truly felt fear. “I do not know,” I said, “but by the time she is grown—”

		“It will be too late, Barnabas. Our daughter will not become a hunter or a fighter of Indians. She must have education, she must know another world than this.”

		My fingers felt the grass. I pulled a blade and tasted it and waited, my heart beating slowly.

		“You have your sons, and they will grow your way. I want our daughter to have another choice. If she stays, who will she marry? One of your wild wilderness men? Would you have her curing buffalo hides, growing old before her time?”

		“What else can we do?” I asked, though in my heart I knew the answer.

		“In all things, Barnabas, I have done as you wished, for in all things they were what I wished as well. In this I do not know, and you must help me. I do not know, Barnabas, but I am filled with misgivings.”

		“You would take her from me? Soon Brian will go to England to study law. Already Sakim has taught him mathematics and logic, government and philosophy. I have learned much from Sakim, for I, too, have listened when he taught. Yet I am no scholar, and but a simple man.”

		Abby put her hand over mine. “Not so simple, Barnabas, but so wise, so strong, and yet so gentle. You forget that I have known you for a long time. And a good time,” she added quietly, “a very good time. And I do not want to leave you.”

		It was there. The word had been said.

		“Where would you go?”

		“To London, at first. Perhaps to Paris. I would need time, Barnabas, for I have been long away. I would need to learn again how to behave as an English lady.”

		“You have always been a lady.”

		“You could come with us, Barnabas. You could come. Elizabeth the Queen is dead. A man sits now upon the throne. The old suspicions would be forgot.”

		But even as she spoke, we knew I would not go. I would never leave again for so long the shadow of those mountains I had found at last.

		“After this?” I swept my hand at the mountains, fields, rivers. “No, Abby, our duties divide. Yours will take you to England with our daughter, mine will keep me here.

		“Perhaps the boys no longer need me, but they know I am here. I am an anchor, I am a single, positive thing. I am a focal point, if no more. A balance wheel, a hub about which they may revolve, and I will be here for them to come to if they are hurt. I would not have them without that.

		“They may never need me, but as long as I am here, they are not lost. If I can be no more to them, I will be their Pole Star.”

		“The Senecas will come again, Barnabas, and the Shawnees.”

		“Of course … I know that. I would miss them if they failed to come, and they would miss me if I was not here to greet them.”

		I stood up, slowly. “Abby, we will arrange it. We will go down to the sea once more, and we will find a ship, and you may go to England.

		“When she has seen the world, when she has learned what it holds, then bring her to me again and let me see what my daughter has become.

		“At least … do not let her forget me.”
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		Yet suddenly there came news of such evil portent that new fears beset our colony. On the 22nd of March, the Indians had raised up and killed several hundreds of the colonists in the land called Virginia.

		That particular colony was some distance from us and we had but little knowledge.

		From time to time we had word of them from Indians passing, or the observations of Kin or Yance, and we knew of harsh times they had, with a shortage of food and much illness. The site of the town they had formed, called Jamestown, was not the best one and, as we had discovered to our cost, there was much fever on the coast close to the swamps.

		After some beginning trouble between Powhatan, of whom we often heard but knew little, and these colonists, troubles between them had simmered down, largely to the strong stand taken by a Captain John Smith, a man of Lincolnshire who had fought in wars upon the continent.

		The story as we heard it from the Catawbas was thus: A war captain called Nemattanow, who was called by the colonists “Jack of the Feather,” because of his feather adornment, had persuaded a man named Morgan to go into the woods with him for trade or hunting or something of the kind. Nemattanow had often been in Morgan’s house, and coveted many of the things he saw there. Later, in the woods, he murdered Morgan and returned to the cabin wearing Morgan’s cap. Morgan’s boys suspected what had happened and tried to entice the Indian to the presence of a Master Thorpe.

		An altercation developed and Nemattanow was shot and wounded. The boys put him in a boat to take before the governor. Feeling his death was near, Nemattanow, who the Indians believed could not be hurt by a bullet, pleaded with the boys not to tell how he was killed, and to bury his body in the white man’s cemetery so his death would not become known.

		Oppecancanough, who was king of those Indians, was much angered when he heard of the death of Nemattanow, but made great signs of love and peace to the colonists so that no danger was felt, and due to the fact that no war had been entertained for some time, few of the colonists were armed, there being few swords, and fewer guns except for fowling pieces.

		Yet Oppecancanough informed his people of what was planned, sending presents of venison and fowl to various colonists with much evidence of good will, and sometimes sitting to breakfast with them. Then, suddenly, on the 22nd of March they arose and slaughtered three hundred and forty-seven men, women, and children, striking so quickly that few knew what happened, killing them often with their own tools, then hacking and defacing the bodies.

		One Nathaniel Causie, who had come with John Smith, seized upon an axe when attacked and clove the head of one of his attackers, whereby they fled, and he escaped, though injured, for they hurt none who did stand to fight or were upon their guard, killing only those they caught unawares and unarmed.

		By this time the colonists were established for one hundred and forty miles along the river, on both sides, and the Indians, because of their nature of living off the country, must themselves be in groups of thirty, forty, or sixty. Yet the whole plot had been so carefully arranged that each group of Indians was aware, and many more than the three hundred and forty-seven might have been killed had not one Indian, friendly to a man named Pace, informed him of the plot. Pace had informed the governor, after rowing in haste down the river.

		Six of the council were slain, George Thorpe, Nathaniel Powell, John Berkeley, Samuel Macock, Michael Lapworth, and John Rolfe, this Rolfe having married an Indian named Pocohontas.

		The unrest occasioned by this disaster was sure to put many Indians to flight, and there would be trouble along the paths.

		Yet the news included more than the story of massacre and that was that several ships had arrived, bringing more settlers. It was a chance that could not be missed.

		“We will go, Abby. Peter has two boats finished and a third well along in the building. If we all pitch in to help, that boat should be ready for the river in a few days. We will go down the river … the Cape Fear, I believe they call it now … and go up the coast to Jamestown.

		“Peter wishes to sell his boats, and there should be a market for them there. We can carry our furs, robes, and grain.”

		We were three large boats and one canoe when we started, with Kin, Brian, and Yance in the canoe, Jeremy, Pim, and myself in the first boat with the women, Kane O’Hara and Tom Watkins in the second, Jubal and Wa-ga-su in the last and most heavily loaded.

		We went up the coast from the rivermouth, staying inside the banks when possible, and came finally to the Bay of Chesapeake and the Potomac River.

		We came to the landing at Jamestown to see three ships in the river and much busied they were with lowering cargo to boats—and one ship lying close in alongside a dock, being a craft of such shallow draft.

		A man of some presence watched us come close along and called out, “What have you there?”

		“Corn and hides,” I said, “and some furs. We be seeking out someone who would buy.”

		“Corn? You will be speaking to the governor of that. We have had losses here.”

		“Aye,” I said, “we heard of that and came along to help. We ask but a fair market price. As for that,” I added, “we would sell the boats, too.”

		Climbing up on the dock, I was followed by Brian and Kane O’Hara. He glanced from one to the other of us. “It is that you plan to settle here?”

		“No. We’ve good places yon, and crops put in, but we heard your troubles and had this grain put by.”

		“If you sell your boats, how then will you get home?”

		“Overland,” Brian said. He was a fine, handsome lad who spoke well, indeed. “That is, some of us would, sir. My mother, sister, and I would ship for England.”

		“I am Captain Powell,” he said, “William Powell. We are on short rations here, and the governor will be pleased to see you.”

		He bade me come with him to meet the governor, Sir Francis Wyatt, an uncommonly shrewd man, and intelligent enough to ask few questions. I spoke him fair, using my own name, and hoping the years would have erased it from memory, as it seemed to have done.

		“We are obliged, Captain,” he said to me. “You could have come at no better time. Now what are you asking per bushel?”

		“As I told Captain Powell,” I said, “we came to help, not to profit by your troubles. We will take the fair market price and no more.”

		“Commendable,” Wyatt said dryly, “and unusual.” He turned to Powell. “Will you see they are put up properly?” Then he smiled at me. “If you would wait outside? I wish to speak to Captain Powell.”

		Here it comes, I thought. The next thing is an order for my arrest. We went outside, but I did not move from the door. Inside, I could hear Powell say, “Do you believe them, Sir Francis?”

		“Believe them? I have no idea whether they are telling the truth or not, Captain. I have a colony on the verge of starvation, and am not inclined to ask any questions at all. They have grain. We need grain. They will sell it at a reasonable price. I will pay their price. Furthermore, I will let them go back to their homes with thanks, and hope they come to us again. Such men we can use.”

		“I could use them,” Powell said grimly. “Did you look at them, Sir Francis? That’s the strongest, toughest, most able lot of men I’ve seen in many a year. At least two of the older ones have been soldiers or I miss my guess.”

		He shook his head. “I have an idea who they are, Sir Francis. I think it’s that lot we’ve been hearing about, from up at the edge of the mountains.”

		“It well may be.” Sir Francis got to his feet, for I heard his chair shove back. “Make no report on this, Powell. In London they will only want to know that we fed our people. How it was done will not interest them.

		“We will buy their grain. We will house them at the expense of the colony, and we will speed them on their way. Who knows when again we may need help?”

		Powell chuckled, then said, “Sir Francis, if we’ve to fight the Indians again, just let me recruit that lot. I’d ask no more.”

		Powell came out. The cabin he then took us to was well-built and strong, and there was a small tavern, or what passed for one, close by.

		“Captain Sackett,” Powell said, “there are presently three ships in port, two of them loading for the West Indies. The third has just recently come in, but I don’t much like her looks. I’d hesitate, if I were you.”

		“What’s wrong with her?”

		Powell studied his nails thoughtfully, then he said, “She’s too heavily armed for a merchant ship, and if I ever saw a craft with a pack of rascals for crew, that’s it. And that Captain Delve—”

		“Delve, did you say? Jonathan Delve? A kind of a taunting look to his eyes?”

		“You know the man?”

		“I know him,” I said grimly, “and I don’t like him. I’d heard he was a pirate, and I agree with your judgment of him.”

		Powell looked thoughtful. “We’re not heavily armed here, and a ship like that could be a trouble to us, so I want nothing more than to see him gone.”

		When Powell was gone I explained to the boys who Delve was. That he had survived so long was evidence of his cunning.

		“Kin,” I suggested, “the man does not know you or Brian. Go down along the river and see what you can learn, but stay away from him and don’t get into trouble.”

		“He’s an evil man,” Abby said.

		“He is that, and I would like it better if you and he were not on the same sea. He has been a pirate, and probably is yet, and more than likely has come in for supplies while he looks over what ships may be worth the taking.”

		“Did you see his vessel?” Jeremy asked, wryly. “She’s got thirty-six guns, and she’s fast.”

		“Fast she may be,” Yance said quietly, “but she’s at anchor now. They don’t move very fast with an anchor in the mud.”

		“What are you suggesting?” Pim asked.

		Yance grinned slowly, looking up from under his thick brows. “Well? If she worries us, let’s take her, and remove the worry.”

		I shook my head. “That would be piracy on our part. So far as we know he has done nothing.”

		“If you’d have sent me,” Yance said, “I’d have seen to it.”

		“That’s why I didn’t send you, Yance.” I smiled at him.

		Yet but part of my thoughts at this moment were upon Jonathan Delve. The presence of the man and his ship were but a minor irritation compared with the fact … and it was a fact … that Abby and I would soon be apart.

		My mind almost refused to accept it. She had been so much a part of my life that I could scarcely imagine being without her, though I fully understood how she felt.

		Noelle was but ten. Her feminine associations had been good. Yance’s wife, although a gay, fun-loving girl as exuberant as he himself, had come from a sedate, religious upbringing. Kane O’Hara’s wife, of Spanish background, was even more so.

		Peter Fitch’s Catawba wife moved with a grace and conducted herself with a decorum that would have done credit to any great lady. She had taken on European ways easily and naturally while losing none of her own, and it was a rare thing, I thought, who had little experience after all, that so many women could live together … or near to each other, without friction.

		John Quill had been almost a second father to Noelle. A man married to his farm, he thought of little else, yet he was forever bringing her the largest strawberries, birds’ nests, or flowers from the woods or the edges of his fields.

		It had been a good life we lived, and what school we had was conducted by the various wives and by Sakim, whose depths of knowledge none had ever plumbed. Like the boys, Noelle had grown up on stories known to the Catawba and the Cherokee, to the Irish (from Kane O’Hara) and Sakim’s stories of Scheherazade. Sakim read also from the Katha Sarit Sagara, the so-called “Ocean of Story” as gathered together by Somadeva, a court poet to King Ananta of Kashmir, and his queen, Suryavati.

		Often I wondered what their vision of life must be, learning, as they had, from such oddly dissimilar storytellers. They had learned the Catawba story of the beginning of things. Kane O’Hara told them stories of Cuchulainn or of Conn of the Hundred Battles, and of the Irish kings who lived on Tara. From Jeremy they had stories of Achilles and Ulysses and of Xenophon’s retreat of the Ten Thousand. From Sakim, stories of Ali Baba and Sinbad, of Rustum and his fabled horse, Raqsh, who killed a lion to protect his sleeping master.

		From Abigail they had the story of God and of Jesus and Mary, and from Sakim, of Allah and Mohammed, and from Sweet Woman the story of Wakonda the Sky Spirit. From Barry Magill they learned something of weaving, from Peter Fitch a love of good wood and the uses of it, and from John Quill a love of the earth and the magic of making things grow.

		What was left for me? A little of each, and the pointing out of things along the trail, and something of England’s history, of the Normans, the Danes, and the Celts, of the Norsemen and their raids and wanderings.

		Yet there were strange gaps in their knowledge, realized suddenly when after hearing the story of Rustum and Raqsh, Noelle asked me, “Papa, what is a horse?”
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		The cabin with which they provided us was no place for a man, what with all the sewing and stitching, and the talk of the women as they stitched skirts and petticoats, and tried on and fitted, and exclaimed over this and that. For neither Abby nor Noelle had the proper clothes for shipboard nor for landing in England, either.

		Kin returned and we sat against the log wall outside the cabin. “Jonathan Delve has something on his mind,” he said, “but nobody has a notion of what. This much I did learn. He was taken by a British warship and was in Newgate for a time, and somehow bribed his way out.”

		“He is not idling here for nothing,” I said.

		“Aye, that he is not. Brian is just now sitting over ale with a sailor who’s been aboard her, and if I know Brian he will soon have all the man knows.”

		Kin ran his fingers through his long hair. “Pa, we may be late tonight. There’s some looking about we’ll do.”

		“Be easy with it, son. The British are no fools, and are sharp upon the form and manner of things.”

		A thought came to me. “Where’s Yance?”

		“Him?” Kin said, almost absent-mindedly. “He’s helping the blacksmith who is behind in his work. You know Yance. He must be busy all the time.”

		Aye, I knew him. Busy indeed he was, but with what? Yance was never one to be idle but often enough his busy-ness was trouble.

		However, the day was a quiet one, and I enjoyed sitting in the sun and watching what went on about us, for it had been long since I’d seen any settlement but our own. From time to time some of them would stop to pass the time with me, and so I heard much of the story of the early settlement of Jamestown, which had been only a shadow-tale until now.

		Indians had told us a bit here or there. How the colony came near starving, and how many had died. And how at last John Smith was given the command he should have had at the beginning and then all began to come right. They told us also of some of his explorations up the coast, and how he had gone to islands far off the north coast to another settlement for supplies.

		———

		That night, warm, bedded down, I lay awake beside Abby and looked up in darkness at the hand-hewn rafters. A knowing hand had shaped them, a knowing hammer drove the pegs. There is a quiet beauty in such things as these, a beauty more than paint or chisel make, the beauty of quiet men, making strong things for their own use, shaping each piece with loving fingers.

		At last I slept, awakening slightly when the boys came, and wondering in my half-sleeping way why they came so late when the dawn was in the sky.

		Captain Powell came the next morning.

		“If there’s trouble,” he asked, “will you and your lot fight with us? For Captain Delve is with us still and a ship comes in this morning with a thousand weight of powder aboard, and as much of shot and lead. She’ll have clothing aboard, and seed and much for which we’ve waited.”

		“When she leaves, where does she sail?”

		“To London, Captain Sackett, straight to London town.”

		“Will she carry my wife and my daughter and my son Brian?”

		“She will if you help us. For I fear that Delve means to take her. We’ve lately discovered he’s low on powder, and needs all she carries for whatever it is he’s about, and he has put his ship around this morning and his guns aim at the town.”

		“We’ll stand by you,” I said.

		“Aye,” said Kin, “that we will, if needed. But do not worry, Captain Powell. Arm your men and have them stand by, too. But they need fear no cannon fire.”

		“No cannon fire? He has thirty-six guns, man. Can you mean to say no cannon fire and him with thirty-six guns?”

		“Aye.” Kin smiled his slow smile and looked up, his gray-green eyes alight in his lean brown face. “And not a one of them will fire. Last night we went aboard, my brothers and I, with O’Hara and Jeremy Ring and Mr. Burke, and while two of us guarded the doors just in case, we spiked every gun!”

		“Spiked them!” Powell exclaimed. “How could you, with men on watch, and—”

		“We be woodsmen, Captain Powell, who move quietly even among Indians. They heard us not. One man on watch was put quietly to sleep. The other … well, I regret to say it, but one was strong and made a fight and took the blade like a good lad. He’s down in the river now, drifting toward the sound.

		“Some guns we merely spiked and in some we wedged cannonballs tight against the base of the bore, and hammered them home snugly with wooden wedges. Oh, we made a few sounds then, but those aboard were snug asleep after all their rum, and we not too much worried.

		“What’s needed now, Captain, I leave to you, but if it were me I’d draw Delve’s teeth by taking what powder he has left. We’d not want him chasing after a ship that carries our mother and sister, although Brian can care for himself.”

		“Whose idea was it,” I asked, suspiciously, “to go aboard at all?”

		Kin smiled. “Why, Yance’s of course, but it appealed to us, too. Would you have had us done other than what we did?”

		“You might at least have awakened me,” I grumbled.

		Kin chuckled. “It would have worried Ma. Then, too, you older men need your sleep.”

		He ducked when I struck out at him, and laughed at me with tender eyes.

		I thought of my father, of Ivo Sackett. He would have loved them, too.

		“Captain Powell?” It was a soldier at the door. “Captain Delve is coming ashore, and he has twenty men with him.”

		“Summon the company. Muskets charged and ready. I will meet them here.”

		So we took up our muskets then and went down to the water with Captain Powell, and when the men came ashore we moved in around them, with muskets and pistols, sixty men to their twenty, and all armed and ready.

		Jonathan Delve was an older man now and the mark of Satan was on him. He started to bluster and threaten, but I spoke to him quietly.

		“You’ll surely remember me, Delve. You served under me once, and a poor sort of man you were. And by the look of you, you’re no better now.”

		He started to speak but I cut him off.

		“You’ll threaten no man here, nor raise your voice on the streets of the town. You and your men are prisoners, and Captain Powell will provide you with comfortable quarters while they go through your ship. We hear you’ve a spot of powder left, and we’ll be having it.”

		“You’ll be damned if—!” He started to bluster.

		“It is you who’ll be damned, Captain Delve. Don’t threaten us with your guns. By now your men will have discovered that your guns are spiked.”

		“Spiked!” His voice was hoarse with rage. “You’re a liar, Barnabas Sackett! How could—?”

		“My boys are woodsmen, Delve. They were aboard last night.” A movement caught my eye, and turning my head from him I saw a ship coming up the river. “Here comes your quarry now, with cargo for Virginia. You’ll not mind waiting ashore until she’s gone, will you, Delve?”

		Now there was a hint of panic in his eyes. “What are you trying to do, Sackett?”

		“It is not me.” I indicated Captain Powell. “You must speak to this officer, or to the governor.”

		So they were disarmed and taken away to be locked up. We walked to the riverfront, the boys and I, to watch the ship come in, yet there was no joy in me to see her, fine craft though she was, for Abby would be going away, and my little girl with her.

		Would Noelle have the gift? We had never talked of it, although sometimes she looked at me so solemnly, so strangely that I was sure she knew.

		———

		In the better of the several ordinaries that had sprung up, I was invited to a glass of wine with the governor, Sir Francis Wyatt. He gestured to a seat opposite him. “Captain Sackett, I hear you will be leaving us soon?”

		“I will.”

		“Your wife, I hear, is returning to England?”

		“With my son Brian, and my daughter, Noelle. This is not the land to bring up a young woman, and my son wishes to read for the law.”

		“Commendable.” He turned his glass on the table. “Sackett, if you will permit me? I have asked no questions as to your background or your reasons for settling here. You realize, of course, that the land you occupy is the King’s?”

		“I suppose that is the official interpretation,” I replied quietly. “However, I must suggest a thought. The land lies in the realm of the Catawba. So far as I am aware none of that land has to date been purchased, nor has it been yielded. Moreover, the Catawba has been a friend of the white man. At least,” I added, “to the Englishman.”

		“What you say is true, no doubt, yet the grant given stretches to the western ocean. I do not wish to create an issue where none yet exists, Sackett, and certainly you have been most helpful. Most men under the circumstances would have demanded the highest price for their grain.”

		“It is not our nature to take advantage.”

		“You wish no favors in return?”

		“None. If you wish, however, you might write some letters of introduction for my family, and especially for my son. It is not easy for a young man to make his way without friends.”

		“It shall be done. My family home is at Boxley Abbey. A letter will accompany your ship to England. I shall also address several members of the company on your behalf.”

		He leaned back in his chair. “None of us knows what the future holds, and by all appearances I shall be governor here for several years. It may be that we will again need your help.”

		“You have only to ask.”

		“Thank you. I would also take it kindly if you would keep me informed on any exploration you do into the mountains, or beyond them. And perhaps you can help us develop our relationship with the Catawba. I understand they are a strong people.”

		“They are among the most noted fighting men in the country, Sir Francis. And, as it happens, most of their enemies are our enemies, too.”

		I paused. “You understand, Sir Francis, that I left England rather hurriedly.”

		He lifted a hand. “Please! No more of that. You are a settler here. You have proven useful and helpful. I wish to know nothing more. I am a practical man, Sackett, and I am interested only in the interests of the colony.” He glanced at me curiously. “You have been here a long time?”

		“More than twenty years.”

		“You realize that, officially, no one has been here so long?” He refilled his glass. “Of course, for some time there have been stories of white men in the back country. You knew that, I suppose?”

		“There were such rumors when first we came here, Sir Francis. I am sure that we were not the first. We found initials carved upon trees, and stories among the Indians of white men. And such stories were here before the lost colony of Roanoke vanished.

		“Juan Pardo heard such stories. It is likely that Ayllon’s captain, Gordillo, also did. Estevan Gomez was along this coast in 1525, and contributed much to the mapping of it. And I have had access,” I said, “to many maps. No matter how far back you go, you still find rumors of white men. It is obvious the sea was crossed many times, perhaps continually over long periods of time. The Phoenicians never divulged their sources of raw material or trade goods.”

		We talked long, and Sir Francis asked many searching questions about the soil, the game, the minerals. I told him we had found but little gold, but several mines of both iron and lead, and that we cast our own musket balls and manufactured our own powder.

		When I returned to our cabin, Pim Burke was waiting for me. He looked uneasy, and that was unusual.

		“What is it, Pim?”

		He looked shame-faced, then said, “Barnabas, I—” He paused. “Well, I have been offered a post. I shall be clerk and interpreter, and do some trading as well. There’s a grant goes with it, Barnabas, and I’m growing no younger.”

		“None of us are, and I’d advise you to accept.”

		He looked relieved. “I don’t want to seem disloyal—I mean, just when you are losing so much.”

		“Nonsense! If I had heard of it first, I would have suggested it to you. By all means, Pim, take it. You may be of more use to us here than at the colony. Besides, I am thinking of going over the mountains.”

		“Well … if you do not object, Barnabas. My first loyalty is to you.”

		I put a hand on his shoulder. “We have come a long way together, Pim. We are friends, you and I, and where we are you will never find a wife, and you should have one. You deserve one.”

		“Well, to tell the truth—”

		“There’s a girl?”

		“A widow, Barnabas. Young, and with a bit put by, and I’ve a bit, as you know …”

		“By all means! But Pim …?”

		He looked at me. “The emerald? I’ve told only one person.” He suddenly looked shy.

		“So be it, then,” I said. “Let us keep in touch, and wherever I may be, Pim, you have a friend.”

		We shook hands and he went his way, hurrying a little as if he feared he might turn back.

		That night I lay awake, having said nothing to Abby of Pim’s going. She would regret him, regret his being from me, for he had been a good friend and loyal but I had been much put out these past months, seeing no future for him in what we did.

		Land, yes. We had bargained with the Catawba for land, and he had his piece as I had mine, yet it is an empty life for a man alone, although it seems not so when a man is young.

		Yet I wished he had not mentioned the emerald. We had found several … he had one, I had four. Three of these I had given to Abby and one to Brian. They would serve as something in case of need, and any one of the stones was rich enough to buy an estate if need be.

		Pim’s emerald was not a large one, but struck me as exceedingly fine.

		We had heard rumors of a few small diamonds being found in the lower foothills, but of this we had no positive knowledge.

		———

		At last the day came. Several times I had met with the master of the Eagle, a solid man, and by all accounts, a good seaman. I had twice been aboard his ship, and she was finely kept with a competent-appearing crew.

		At dawn I was up and outside, looking at the weather. A fair day … yet a gloomy one for me.

		Abby came out shortly afterward and walked beside me. We stood at the river, saying nothing, my hand touching hers or hers mine. But no words came to us.

		We talked of her returning, yet I think neither of us believed in it. There was still a chance the warrant for my arrest might lie dusty in some drawer to be taken out and used, and both of us knew that a frontier girl of ten does not become a great lady in three years or four.

		At the end, we kissed lightly and she said, “Be careful, Barnabas,” and little Noelle clung to my hand with tears in her eyes.

		Brian stood tall, as I expected him to, and gripped hard my hand. “I will make you proud of me, Father.”

		“I am already proud,” I said quietly. “Take care of your mother and sister.”

		The other boys stood around, looking awkward and feeling worse. Lila kept saying over and over that she should be going with them.

		“You’ve Jeremy to think of,” Abby said quietly, “and your own children.”

		“Come back, Abby,” I said. “Come back.”

		“Wait for me, Barney, for I love you. I do, I always shall, and I always have since that very first night when you came in from out of the storm.”

		I stood on the bank then, and watched the Eagle sail down the river, and suddenly I knew in my heart with an awful desperation that I would not see any of them again.

		Lila took my hand and gripped it hard. “They will be all right. They will be all right. I see a safe voyage and a long life for them.”

		She said nothing of me, or of my life.

	
		CHAPTER 33
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		The place on Shooting Creek was not the same. Time and again I found myself turning suddenly to exclaim over a sunset, the dappled shadow of tree leaves upon the water or the flash of a bird’s wing … and Abby was not there.

		The blue of the mountains seemed to draw closer, and more and more my eyes turned westward.…

		Yet there lay the mountains, vast and mysterious, with unknown valleys and streams that flowed from out of dark, unbelievable distances, and always beyond, the farther heights, the long plateaus, the sudden glimpses of far, far horizons.

		Jubal slipped silently into the cabin as I sat over Maimonides, reading.

		“Pa? There’s talk in the villages. They’re coming after you again.”

		“You’d think they would tire of it.”

		“You’re a challenge, Pa. You don’t realize how much, for their best warriors have tried, and they have been killed or suffered from wounds. You have become a legend, and some say you cannot die, that you will never die, but others believe they must kill you now, it is a matter of honor. They will come soon. Perhaps even tonight.”

		Jubal nodded, then he spoke suddenly, as if with an effort. “Pa? You don’t mind it? That I am not like the rest?”

		“Of course not. You’re a good man, Jubal, one of the very best. I love you as I do them.”

		“Folks crowd me, Pa. I like wild, lonesome country. I like the far-looking places. It ain’t in me to live with folks. It’s the trees, the rivers, the lake and wild animals I need. Maybe I’m one of them … a wild animal myself.”

		“I’m like that, too, Jubal. Almost as much as you. And now that your mother is gone, I could walk out that door and keep going forever.”

		We were silent for a time. The fire crackled on the hearth and I closed my book. The firelight flickered on Jubal’s face, and moved the shadows around in the back of the room, and my eyes wandered restlessly over the stone-flagged floor, over the hide of the bear I had killed in the forest on the edge of the rhododendrons. I remembered I had recharged my musket and then slid down the rugged slope, where flowering sand-myrtle clung to the crevices, to stop beside the carcass of the bear.

		My shot had gone true and the bear had dropped. They were never so difficult to kill if the shot was placed well, and a raven had flown over, looking with a wary eye at me and on a second flyby with a hopeful eye at the bear’s huge size. For that raven well knew I’d take the hide and some choice cuts, but I’d never carry that six hundred pounds over the ridges between myself and home.

		“Pa? Aunt Lila told me once, you had the gift.”

		“We are of the blood of Nial, Jubal.” I glanced at him. “Do you have it, too?”

		“The Indians believe I do.”

		“Do you know about me?”

		“I … think so, Pa.”

		“Do not speak of this, Jubal. It is enough for you and me and Lila. I am not distressed, for there is a time for each of us, and we are rarely ready.

		“One thing I know. I am still too young to rust. When spring comes and my crop is in once more I shall make a pack and walk over to see some of your western lands before I die.”

		“I’ve been beyond the mountains,” said Jubal, “and have ridden the rivers down. I’ve been to a far, far land where the greatest river of all flows south and away toward the sea, sometimes I think I’d like to get a horse and ride off across those plains forever, going on and on just like that river goes.

		“Beyond the bunch-grass levels where the buffalo graze, there are other mountains, or so the Indians say, mountains that tower their icy summits into the sky, and I’ve gone that way, but not yet so far.

		“The Indians there live in tents of buffalo hide, and I’ve fought with them, hunted with them, slept in their lodges, and I could live their way and find happiness, I think. They’ve got horses, the southern Indians do, got them from the ranches down Mexico way.”

		“They do not have horses farther north?” I asked.

		“Not yet, but they’ll have them soon, and Pa, when an Indian gets a horse he becomes a different man. I’ve seen it. The Comanche and the Kiowa have the horses, but the Kiowa haven’t been long upon the western plains, for they have just come from the mountains farther west.

		“The Indian in America is like the people you told us of in Europe and Asia, always at war with one another, always pushing into new lands and pushing off the people who were there, or killing them.”

		“People are much the same the world around, Jubal. We are no better and no worse … nor are they. The Picts were in England and the Celts came, and long after them, the Anglos, Saxons, and Danes. And when they settled nicely down, the Normans came, took all the land from the people of England, and handed it out in parcels to the men who came over with William the Conqueror. It is the old story. To the victor belong the spoils.

		“For the Indian has done the same thing to other Indians. In Mexico the Aztecs were a savage people who conquered an older, more civilized people, and then marched out like the Romans and tried to conquer all about.

		“Cortez found willing allies because many of the Indians of Mexico hated the Aztecs.

		“It was the same in Peru. The people we call the Incas suddenly went on the march and welded together a vast empire of tribes and peoples, and it was done by conquest. Yet it is not only men who do this. Plants do it also. When conditions are right a new type of plant will move in and occupy the ground.”

		“Pa? There’s been white men out yonder. After I crossed the big south-flowing river I went by canoe up a river that flows down from the west, and in wandering the country north of there, I found some great stones with writing on them, writing just like on some of the old, old maps you have from Iceland.”

		“Runes?”

		“Yes. No two ways about it, Pa. They’ve been there.”

		Long we talked while the fire burned down and the coffee turned cold in the cups. It was the most Jubal had ever talked, I think. The sound of his voice was warm in the room, and when at last he stood, he said, “Sleep lightly, Pa, for the Indians will come when their medicine speaks, and those who sleep too soundly may never awaken.”

		He went outdoors then, for he rarely slept inside even in the coldest weather. Taking wood from the bin, I built up the fire, and when the wood caught I went outside and walked over to Jeremy’s.

		Lila was kneading dough. Jeremy was weaving some cloth, for Barry Magill had been teaching him the trade.

		“Sit you,” Lila said. “The pot’s on. It’s sassafras tea, if you’ll have it.”

		“I will,” I said, and then to Ring, “Jubal’s here. He says there’s been a gathering of warriors to the north and the talk in the villages is that they will come again … perhaps tonight.”

		“We will need two men on the walls, then. Barry and Tom for the first watch?”

		“Aye, and Sakim and Kane for the second. We’ll save the last for ourselves.”

		“ ‘Tis then they’ll come, Barnabas. I was thinking back, just now. Do you remember the sailor’s wife who let us rooms? Mag, wasn’t it?”

		“I think so. Aye, I recall her well. I hope her man came back and that she had a dozen sons. She was a good woman.”

		“I’d like to see Jublain again. He was a good man with a blade, Barnabas. The best I ever know … excepting you.”

		“And you.”

		“Well … it was a skill I had. I could ride, too, but how long has it been since I’ve seen a horse?”

		“You’ll be seeing them again. There’s a Spanish man below the Santee who has nine horses to sell or trade. He’s going back to the old country and he wants to live well. He cannot take the horses for the trouble and the expense, and nobody would wish them to go, yet his own people cannot pay the price. He has said he will bargain.”

		“When?”

		“I’ve sent Kin and Yance.”

		Jeremy Ring gathered up his work and put it aside, drinking the last of his tea. “I’ll go over to John Quill’s now, but I do not think he’ll leave his place. He’s built three cabins now, two burned by Indians, and his crop burned three times, so he’s sworn that the next time he will stand them off or die.”

		I went to warn Black Tom. He had been early asleep, and he rolled out and pulled on his clothes, a cutlass, two pistols, and a musket, and climbed the walls. Sakim followed, for he would stand the watch until Barry was up.

		The night was cool. The stars were out but clouds were moving in. It would be a dark, dark night.

		Kane O’Hara and his wife came in from their cabin at the edge of their fields. Kane had taken to smoking tobacco, having been taught by Wa-ga-su, who was still much with us.

		It seemed strange, at such a time, not to have Abby to think of.

		The wind seemed unusually cool off the mountain. Was this to be the night?

		“No … not yet.” I spoke aloud, and Kane O’Hara, who stood near me, glanced over.

		“Just thinking aloud,” I said. He nodded. “I do it, too, when my wife is from the house.”

		We watched the stars disappear beneath the oncoming clouds. The night was dark and velvet with stillness. I moved, and the planks beneath my feet creaked slightly. A vagrant breeze stirred the leaves of the forest, then passed on. We listened to the sounds, for these were our woods and we understood them well. For never are the sounds of the forest quite the same, one place to another, and if the ear is tuned to listening it distinguishes each whisper from others in the night.

		Leaving Barry and Tom on the wall, I walked back to my cabin.

		On the wide bed I lay alone, thinking of Abby, of Abigail. I remembered the things she had said, the lilt of her voice and the quiet, intimate sound of it in the night. I thought of the times when our children had been born, and how frightened I was when the second one came.

		Why it was, I never knew, but upon that night I felt suddenly isolated, terribly alone, and I tried to get someone to stay with me—even a little longer, for Abby had been lying in Lila’s cabin where she could be cared for better and watched over in the night.

		All the terrible aloneness I had ever felt crowded around me then, for this was her time, and there was nothing I could do, I who would have done everything. John Quill had stopped by that night with a piece of venison from a kill and I talked to him until he almost had to pull himself away.

		There was no reason for my fears, for the child came easily, with no complications.

		Sometime I fell asleep, and was awakened by Sakim’s hand on my shoulder. “It is time, I think.”

		“Is there any sign of them?”

		“Perhaps … a little change in the sounds … but very little. Come! I have coffee.”

		Coffee was still a rare thing, but we had acquired a taste for it from our captured cargo, long ago, and when that was gone we had gotten our supplies from slave ships bound for the West Indies. Sometimes we were without, but used ground beans or whatever was available.

		Our kitchen table was scoured white. That had been Abby’s doing and I had done nothing to mar its perfection since she had left. My meals I had taken on a bench outside the door, and used the table only when writing or reading. Which led me to think … I had to see if John had poured candles for us. Mine were getting fewer and fewer.

		Sakim filled our cups. “It is good, old friend, that we are together. I see you have been reading Montaigne. Earlier it was Maimonides … I wish I might introduce you to Khaldoun … Ibn Khaldoun. His Muquaddimah! That you must someday read. He was of the greatest of our thinkers … not the greatest, perhaps, but one of them. A most practical man … like you.”

		“I? Practical? I only wish I were. There is a madness in me at times, Sakim, and much of the time I am the least practical of men.”

		“Drink your coffee. There is bread made from the meal of corn here. Lila would be desolate if she thought you had ignored it.”

		“Not Lila. You forget how she is. She does what needs doing and is not hurt by being ignored. I learned long ago that in her own way our Lila is a philosopher.”

		“Well … I only hope Jeremy realizes. Yet it is easy to philosophize about marriage when one is unmarried. Let us eat our cornbread. If we are to talk nonsense it is better to eat while doing so, “then the time is not entirely wasted.”

		Sakim put down his cup. “Our good Khaldoun has much to say on the subject of eating. He maintains that the evidence shows that those who eat little are superior to those who eat much, in both courage and sensibility.

		“Yet we readily accept the idea that a fat man is wise. Was he not wise enough to provide for himself? But we hesitate to ascribe piety to any but the lean. A fat prophet could never start a new religion, while a lean, ascetic-looking one could do it easily.

		“A prophet should always come down from the mountain or out of the desert. He should never arise from the table.

		“Also, he must have a rich, strong voice, but not one too cultivated. We tend to dislike and be suspicious of too cultivated a voice. A prophet’s voice should have a little roughness in the tones.”

		“We had better get to the walls,” I said, a little roughness in my own voice. “It grows a little thick in here. At least, when I read Montaigne I can close the book when I am tired of listening.”

		“See? I drop my pearls and they are ignored. Well, so be it.”

		We climbed the ladder in darkness, feeling our way from rung to rung. Kane O’Hara loomed beside us. “Nothing,” he said. “But the crickets have stopped.”

		As he left, he added, “If you need me, raise your voice or fire a shot. I shall not sleep, only nod a little over the table.”

		“I’ll remain here,” Sakim said, to Kane. “But don’t eat all the cornbread.”

		The posts that made up the palisade were of uneven lengths and were deliberately left so, as that made it more difficult for attackers by night to recognize a man’s head. The poles averaged between fifteen and sixteen feet above the ground with a walk running around the wall ten feet above the ground except at the gate itself. Two ladders led from the ground to the walk, and there were two blockhouses projecting from the walls to enable defenders to fire along the walls. The second blockhouse had been added sometime after the first, as we were continually trying to improve our situation.

		Jeremy was charging the extra muskets.

		No stars were visible now. The wind was picking up, which made the detection of any approach a doubtful thing. It was intensely dark, yet our eyes were well accustomed to the night. So far as I had been able to learn, no Indian had succeeded in taking a fortified position such as ours, but I knew the dangers of overconfidence, and tried to imagine how they might attempt it.

		A dozen times they had attempted this fort with no success. If they tried again, it must be because they believed they could succeed.

		Something struck the palisade below me.…

		Farther along something else seemed to fall, and something snake-like whisked along the walk and disappeared over the wall.

		Not quite over. It was a knotted rope, and the knot caught in one of the interstices between two posts. Instantly, I heard moccasins scrape against the logs outside, and almost at once a head loomed over.

		His weirdly painted face was just inches away from mine and my reaction was instantaneous: a short, vicious smash in the face with the butt of my musket.

		He had not seen me at all, and had thrust his head forward to look, so he took the full force of my blow and hit the ground with a thud.

		“Ropes!” I shouted. “They’re climbing ropes!”

		Reversing my musket, I fired at a second head that was looming over the wall some twenty feet away, and which I could scarcely make out.

		It was hand to hand then, and a bitter fight it was. Three Senecas, for such they proved to be, actually made it over the wall. One we shot as he dropped to the ground inside, another was killed with a sword thrust.

		What was happening beyond my vision I’d no idea. It was no time for looking about. A big Indian leaped over the wall just before me, a lithe, splendid-looking rascal, although dimly seen. He no sooner lighted on the balls of his feet than he lunged at me, knife in hand.

		My musket was empty and I’d put it down. There was no chance to draw a gun from my belt, and he held the knife low and came in fast. With a slap of the hand I drove the knife-wrist aside and out of line with my body, grasped the wrist, put a leg across in front of him, and spilled him to the walkway.

		He hit hard, but was up with a bounce and came at me again, more warily this time. There was time to draw a pistol, but he had no such weapon. So I drew my own knife, the knife of India given me by my father long since. The Indian thrust well, but I parried and also thrust. He’d some knowledge of knife-fighting but none of fencing, and the point of my blade nicked his wrist.

		He pulled back suddenly, blood upon his hand, then feinted and dove at me, grabbing at my legs. My knee lifted and caught the side of his head as he came in, and the nudge was enough to put him over the edge.

		He fell ten feet but landed standing up. He came back up instantly, and I leaped at him. He sprang back, but not soon enough and I hit him and knocked him back to the ground. I jumped down to continue the fight. I hit him with my fist under the chin.

		He staggered. The force of my fist had hurt him. I hit him twice more. He was totally unused to the boxer’s style and the blow in the wind hurt him anew. Again I hit him and he fell back into the dirt. I grabbed him up by the lot of necklaces at his throat and slammed him hard against the gate.

		He hit with tremendous force, and I thought he was out. I found his knife on the ground.

		The first light of dawn was in the sky and I saw him plain. He had got up and was running away. I took the knife and threw it at him, yelling, “You’ll need that!”

		He turned and caught it from the air as one might catch a ball. “I will bring it back!” he shouted, and was gone.

		For a moment I stood stock-still, staring after him. He had yelled in English!

		“Wait!” I shouted, but he was gone and away.

		My shout was the fight’s end, and I walked slowly around, making a circuit of the walls. Kane had taken an arrow through his upper arm and Black Tom Watkins had a bad knife cut. Jeremy hadn’t a scratch but it developed that I had three—a slight puncture wound and two slight cuts, troublesome if not cared for.

		We believed that three of them had died, but as they had taken the bodies away we could not be sure.

		What had turned the tide was not of our doing. For just at the moment of the hardest fighting, Kin, Yance, and a dozen Catawba, aided by Wa-ga-su, had come storming up and broke the back of the attack upon us.

		Moreover, Kin and Yance were riding horseback!
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		How swiftly roll the years! How lonely keep the nights!

		At last I am westward going, over the blue mountains into the land beyond, and long have I dreamed of this! How many, many times have I looked with longing at those smoky mountains against the sky?

		Pim Burke is back, if only for a little time. His fair lady proved unfair. She took his emerald and what gold he had and fled upon a ship for England, and may no good come to her.

		Yet he is back, and for that I am grateful. He will stay but for a little while, for he returns to the coast to set up an inn in one of the new towns. It is a business at which he will do well.

		John Quill has been to Williamsburg to make a claim for his grant of land. He has spoken for his piece here, and for another on the Chowan, and has persuaded Jeremy to do the same.

		Kin and Yance have again gone beyond the mountains following a path of the Indians, worn by the feet of centuries going yonder. Soon I shall be meeting them, for it is into this land I am going at last.

		Not in two years have we seen Jubal. Somewhere he roams beyond the great river of de Soto, somewhere across the vast plains that lie yonder toward the sun, and I think he will stop no more until he walks the shining western mountains of his dreams, and this I understand, for I have followed my dream of mountains, too. And so must it be for each generation, for they must ever look to the mountains, ever seek to pass over them.

		Their bodies will mark the trails, their blood will feed the grass, yet some will win through and some will build and some will grow.…

		Brian is reading law at the Inns of Court in London, a handsome gentleman, they say. And Noelle is a young English lady now, a beauty and a girl of spirit. A fine horsewoman, an elegant dancer. Does she ever remember our blue mountains? Or long for her father, who remembers her small hands in his hair, the first tears in her eyes, and the laughter never far from her lips? When William dies, the old fenlands will be hers.

		We write, our letters crossing on the Abigail and other ships. And I continue my trade with Peter Tallis.

		And Sakim, our teacher, our physician, our friend … one day word came from his own land, and I know not what it said, but he came to me with a farewell, and between two suns he was gone.

		Now I, Barnabas Sackett, no longer a young man yet not quite an old one, am bound west again. Black Tom Watkins rides with me. My old companion from the fens now rides the high ridges where waits the wind. At the last, when Jeremy would have come, Lila would have none of it, and for once he listened well.

		Now the shadows rise from the valleys, and another night comes creeping. We have all day followed a trail made by buffalo, who wind the contours of the hills and seem ever to find the easiest way.

		The Shawnees speak of this as the dark and bloody ground, and no Indian now lives here, although they come to hunt. Yet there are evidences of ancient habitation … stone walls, earthworks, and some things found in caves. In one of the old forts Tom found a Roman coin.

		Preposterous, you say? I only say he found a coin, lost by someone, not necessarily a Roman, yet perhaps someone who traded with a Roman, for the greatest myth is that of the discovery of any country, for all countries were known in the long ago, and all seas sailed in times gone by.

		We are alone, Tom and I. Soon we will camp. Yet I am restless upon this night and if there were a moon would be for moving on.

		Twice in the past few minutes I have glanced along our back trail, yet have seen nothing … yet something is there, bear, ghost, or man … some thing.

		Ah! A wind-hollowed overhang, a sort of half-cave, with great slabs of broken rock lying about, and some few trees and many fallen ones. “Tom? If there’s water, we should stop here.”

		While he searched about, I sat my saddle. Dusk was upon us and the trails were dim.…

		Tom came from the darkness. “There’s a good spring, Barnabas. This is the place.”

		Ah? This is the place? The words have a sound to them. Tomorrow we will meet the boys in the cove that lies ahead, the cove where grow the crab apples of which they have spoken.

		Swinging down, I stripped the gear from my horse and drove deep the picket-pin to let him graze. While Tom gathered wood for the fire, I staked out his horse.

		Firelight flickered on the bare rock walls. The broiling venison tasted good. Kneeling, I added fuel to the blaze. The warmth was comforting, and suddenly I was glad to be resting, for we had come a far piece since the dawning.

		No sound in the night but the wind, no whisper but the leaves. The higher ranges lay behind us. The crab-apple cove lay just below. Beyond that a long, long valley that ends or seems to end at a river, a strong-flowing river that goes, they say, to the great river of de Soto. Jubal has ridden that river down. He has spoken of it to me.

		Tom handed me a chunk of venison. “Indians say there were white folks here, in the long ago time. Cherokees say they wiped ’em out. The Shawnees say the same. Likely somebody from one tribe married into the other an’ carried the tale, or maybe they came together on the war party.”

		The wind moaned in the pines and the land was dark around us. The fire fluttered in the wind, and I added fuel. I should not be looking into the flames … the eyes adjust too slowly to darkness, and somebody, I think, is out there, waiting.

		Somebody, perhaps, and some … thing.

		This was my land. I breathed deeply of the fresh, cool air from off the mountains. This was what I had come for, this wide land, those tall boys who rode down the mountain paths toward me. It was a land for men. Here they could grow, here they could become, here they could move on to those destinies that await the men who do and are.

		My father had given me much, and I had given them a little of that, I think, and a wide land in which to grow. Had I done nothing else, I left them this birthright … for I knew that out there beyond the great river, beyond the wide plain, beyond the shining mountains … beyond … there would be, for the men of this land, forever a beyond.

		Many would die … do not all die, soon or late? Yet many would die in combat here, many would die in building, yet each in passing on would leave something of himself behind. This land waited long for the hard-bellied men to come, waited, snugged down for destiny. Hard though the years may be, and the moments of doubt, there will always be the beyond.

		I looked again to the stars. Even there … even out there, given time.…

		Black Tom Watkins stirred the fire again. He added sticks. “You got the notion something was behind us out there?”

		“Bring the horses close, Tom. Yes I think there is something out there. Yet even so, I’d like an early start. We are to meet the boys in the cove where the crab-apples are.”

		He looked around at me. “D’ you reckon we’ll make it, Barnabas?”

		“Do you wonder, Tom?”

		He was silent, and the fire crackled. Somewhere out there the wind moved through the trees. “I reckon not, Barnabas. I reckon I knew from the moment we straddled a horse for this ride that we wasn’t goin’ but one way this time.”

		“We’ve ridden a good trail together, Tom, a long ride since that night on the edge of the fens.”

		“Aye, an’ the boys are old enough now to git on without us.” He looked up at me, embarrassed. “Barnabas, I hope you won’t mind, but sometimes I think those boys are my own.”

		“That’s the way I want it, Tom. You’ve been a second father to them, and a fine example.”

		“Example? Me?”

		“You’re a man, Tom Watkins, a man to ride down the warpath with … or any path. You were there when the long guns spoke, and you were beside me when the blades were drawn … and when they were sheathed … and you never shirked a job that needed to be done.”

		“Lila knew, didn’t she? That why she wouldn’t let Jeremy come?”

		“She knew.”

		He brought the horses closer to the fire, and I walked out in the night and listened. Suppose I was wrong? Well, then … we’d meet the boys tomorrow.

		I went to the spring and drank deep of the cold, cold water.

		When I straightened up, I heard the faintest of sounds. My musket lifted and I faded deeper into the shadow of a boulder. A quick glance showed me Tom was gone … the fire flickered alone. Suddenly, off to my left a shadow shifted and I heard the blast of Tom’s musket. The shadow stopped, then fell forward … and then they came swiftly, silently, and there were too many.

		My musket accounted for one. A warrior loomed up from the shadows almost at my feet, and I shot him with a pistol, then ran forward, clubbing my musket to stand over Tom.

		An arrow struck me. I felt the blow, then a stab of pain.

		They were all around me then. The musket wrenched from my hands. My knife was out … that knife from India and a gift to my father, and from him to me.

		It swung up and in. I heard a gasp and an Indian fell from me. Suddenly, with all my strength I swung into them, stabbing, slashing. Fire was kicked into the grass and a great flame went up, crackling and angry.

		A huge warrior loomed before me, striking with a club. I went in quickly, under the blow. I put the knife into his ribs and he fell from me, jerking it from my grip. He fell and I swung a fist and knocked another sprawling, then stooped to withdraw the knife and felt a tremendous blow on the skull.

		I was bleeding, I was hurt. I went down again, got up again. I grabbed a pistol, but the hammer clicked. Tom still had one unfired. I lunged for his body, knocked an Indian sprawling and threw three from me. Coming up with Tom’s pistol, I fired into the Indians who loomed before me, then clubbed the pistol and struck another. I was down. An Indian loomed over me with a lance. I struck it aside and grasped it, pulling myself up. They fell back in a circle, staring at me, and I stood weaving before them, the lance in my grasp.

		They were going to come for me again. I reached down and caught up my powder horn, pulled off the stopper and threw it into the fire. There was an explosion and a puff of fire shot out, and the Indians leaped back.

		Tom, who had evidently been knocked out, came up then, and for a few minutes we stood back to back. I retrieved my knife and we fought, working our way back toward the cave mouth.

		“Barn … I’m goin’, I—”

		He went down again but I caught up his cutlass. For a minute or more I held them off with that swirling, thrusting blade, but I was weaker.

		I was bleeding … I was hurt.

		Suddenly, I was down. There was a thrown lance in my chest. I tried to move, could not.

		I gripped the knife. “Come on, damn you! I can kill another of you!”

		They stared at me, and drew slowly back. I was dying and I knew it.

		They knew it, too.

		Suddenly one of them dropped to his knees and began to sing a death-song.

		My death-song. He was singing it for me.

		Turning my knife, I handed it to him, hilt forward.

		“Th … anks,” I said.

		Or thought I said.

		“Ab—? Abby? I—I wish—”

		In the dust, my finger moved … stirred.

		Kin … Yance … the boys and Noelle. Had they found a path, as I had? Did they know the way to go?

		Who would live to tell the story—our story?

		My finger wrote in the dust. I looked, my gaze blurred.

		I had written: Give them tomorrow.…

		Dead I was, yet not quite dead, for I felt the Indian stoop above me, covering me gently with a blanket.

		There was a whisper of moccasins, withdrawing.…

		The dawn wind stirred the corner of the blanket. One of the horses whinnied … for a long, long time, there was no other sound.

		In the lodges of the Senecas there was silence. And into the darkened lodge of the old chief the four warriors came and they stood tall before him.

		For a long time they stood in silence, arms folded. Then one said, “He is finished.”

		“You have his hair?”

		“We were twelve. Four came away. We left his scalp with him … and the other, also.”

		Another spoke. “We covered them with blankets, for they were brave.”

		“He was ever brave.” The old man was silent. “You have done well.”

		And when they had walked from the lodge the old man took a pinch of tobacco and threw it into the fire.

		Then sadly he said, “Who now is left to test our young men? Who now?”
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		Author’s Note

		The Shawmut, where Diana takes refuge, was, of course, a part of what is now known as Boston. The Reverend Blaxton (sometimes written Blackstone, but in the one signature I have seen, it is Blaxton) was much as he appears here. The same is true of Samuel Maverick, who was helping to establish a family that has contributed much to our history, to say nothing of having added a word to our western vocabulary.

		Contrary to general opinion, slave raids from Africa to the coasts of Europe were not uncommon. The raid on the village of Baltimore, a town in West Cork, Ireland, took place in 1631. More than one hundred people were carried away into slavery.

		The Warrior’s Path led, with many branches and offshoots, from the far south to the towns of the Iroquois and even farther north. The Iroquois used it to attack the Cherokees, Creeks, and so on, and vice versa. The route was also used by traders and other travelers, as it was undoubtedly the best, following the contours of the land through areas in which there were water, fuel, and game.

	
		Chapter I

		What I hoped for was a fat bear, and what I came up with was a skinny Indian.

		It was lonely on the mountain, and I had been watching the sun crest the peaks with light. There was some mist lying in the valleys, and all around me the rhododendrons were in bloom, covering the flanks of the Blue Ridge and the mountains nearby. Seated among them, their petals falling across my shoulders and into my hair, I watched the path below.

		It was an old, old path, old before the coming of the Cherokees, old before the Shawnees hunted these hills, as old as the first men on these mountains.

		All through the afternoon there had been no sound but the twittering of birds, but I knew something was coming up the trail yonder, for I’d seen birds fly up from time to time, marking its progress along the path, which was visible only at intervals.

		What I wanted was a fat bear, for we were needful of grease, and my ribs were showing. When a body lives off the country around, fat is the hardest thing to come by. Fresh meat was no problem, but it was lean, mighty lean.

		An Indian was the last thing I was wishful of seeing. We had good friends among them, but when a body becomes friendly with one nation, he naturally becomes an enemy of their enemies whether he is wishful for it or not. Moreover, a friendly Indian could eat us out of house and home, and we were shy of meat and corn flour.

		Next to a fat bear it was Yance I was most anxious to see, for he was coming across the hills with fur, which we would soon be packing for trade in the settlements.

		This Indian was old, and he was hurt. When I put my glass on him, I could see that. It was pa’s glass, one used by him during his seafaring days and a right handy contrivance.

		Sitting among the blooms of rhododendron, all pink, purple, and white, and scattered among them the pink of mountain laurel, I watched him come. Scrooched down in the brush the way I was, it was unlikely he’d see me.

		The old man was reaching for the end of his rope. He was worn out and in need of help, but I’d had dealings with redskins since I was knee-high to a short duck, and Indians could be mighty sly. That old Indian might be a decoy to get me to show myself so’s I could be bow shot or lanced, and I was wishful for neither.

		He seemed to be in perishing bad shape. Coming to my feet, I must needs take the shortest way, which meant right down the steep cliff through the rhododendrons. It was all of three hundred paces back to where our path turned off, and that old man was hurting.

		This here was our country, leaving out a few Indians who might argue the point, but I’d see no man die whom I had not personally shot.

		He was still a-coming when I slid into the trail before him, but he was weaving a mighty weird path and was ready to drop in his tracks. I was close enough to catch him.

		He wasn’t only worn down from travel, he was gun shot.

		Getting an arm around him to keep him from falling, I took time to slip his knife from its sheath for safety’s sake. Then I walked him to where I could lead him through the brush to our cabin.

		We’d built, Yance and I, well back in a niche among the rocks with a cliff overhanging from above. We had a fine field of fire on three sides in case of attack, which happened whenever a passing war party took the notion. This was the place we built after the Senecas killed pa and Tom Watkins in the mountains above Crab Orchard.

		When I put that Indian down on the bed, he just naturally passed out. Putting water on to boil, I unlaced the top of his hunting shirt and found he’d been shot through the top of the shoulder with a musket ball. The ball was still there, pressed against the skin at the back of his shoulder. Taking my hunting knife, I slit the skin and oozed it out. The wound was several days old but wasn’t in bad shape.

		Sakim often commented on the fact that wounds in high country did not fester as often as they did in crowded cities. Sakim had come to America with pa, but he had been a physician and surgeon in central Asia, a descendant of a long line of scholars from the great age of medicine. Pa had met him after pa was kidnapped aboard Nick Bardle’s ship where Sakim was also a sailor. He’d come aboard Bardle’s pirate craft by shipwreck or capture, and when pa made his escape, Sakim was one of the two who chose to leave with him.

		When we were youngsters at our small settlement on Shooting Creek, he had been our teacher. A noted scholar among his own people, his education far surpassed any available in Europe at the time. He taught us much of the sciences and of history but also of sickness and the treating of wounds, but for all his teaching, I was wishing him with us now.

		The old man opened his eyes while I bathed his wound. “You are Sack-ett?”

		“I am.”

		“I come Penney.”

		The only Penney I knew was Yance’s wife, whose name had been Temperance Penney when he took her to be wed. She was back on Shooting Creek, waiting our return.

		“Miz Penney say me come Sack-ett. Much trouble. Carrie gone.”

		Carrie? That would be Temp’s baby sister, of whom I’d heard her speak.

		“Gone? Gone where?”

		“Pequots take him. Bad Indian. All much afraid of Pequot.”

		Right now I was beginning to regret this old Indian. Had it not been for him, I’d have been shagging it down the Cherokee Path to find ol’ Yance, who was behind time in his coming. There was always the chance that he’d rounded up too many Indians.

		Of course it took a few to be too many for Yance, and I had mercy for anybody who cornered him. I’d done it a couple of times when we were youngsters and was lucky to get away with my hair. Yance was bull strong, bear tough, and he could fight like a cornered catamount.

		Yance was casual about most things, but pa had pressed it upon us to be prompt. It was a rule amongst us to be where we were supposed to be and no nonsense about it. We knew it was often the difference between life and death.

		“Miz Penney say you come. Much bad Indian. Take two girls.”

		Taking up my musket, I moved to the door, standing where I could watch the path to our clearing. If Yance came running and was hard pressed, I might take down at least one of them. I mind the time he came to the door with a big she-bear about two jumps behind him. It was a nip-and-tuck thing getting him in the door and keeping the bear out, and just having freshly mopped the floor, I was almost minded to shut the door and let them fight it out.

		“All we want is the hide and the tallow,” I advised him later, “not the whole bear.”

		“Did you ever tote a fresh-killed bear or even a bear hide and its tallow over three ridges in a boiling hot sun? I figured to let him bring it right to the doorstep.”

		“What happened to your musket?”

		He blushed. “I was fixin’ for a shot when he came for me. I’d no choice but to allow for distance betwixt us, so I taken out running.”

		This time Yance would be a-horseback with pack horses, which would hold him to the trace and no chance to take to the woods. He was an almighty stubborn man and I knew he’d not leave his horses and furs for some Indian.

		“You wife Penney?”

		It took me a minute to realize he’d mistook me for Yance. What had he said before? Two girls gone? Taken by Indians?

		He’d come a far piece if he’d come from Cape Ann or the nearby country, and those girls were long gone now. Still, I’d heard of a swap being made, goods for girls, or whatever. Anyway, she was kin by marriage to Yance. We’d never let them down. Whatever we could do would be done.

		It must have taken that Indian a week to get here. Even more, it was likely. I’d never been up north, for it was Yance who’d gone girlin’ up there to find himself a wife. Only I think he was just looking around when he saw her and took to her first sight.

		Putting my musket close to hand, I put water on and began slicing meat into it for a stew. I added some wild onions and other herbs from the forest, for we did with whatever was to hand.

		There was no question of not going. My corn crop would suffer from lack of cultivation and from varmints, but crops were a chancy thing in this country. There’d have to be grub got ready and packs. Whilst the stew was shaping up, I set to gathering what we’d need.

		The old Warrior’s Path would be the fastest route even though we might encounter war parties along the trail. Yet we must travel fast. Indians were notional about prisoners. They might want them for slaves, for torture, or for trade. They might want them simply to exhibit and then kill, but if they whined and carried on or got weak so they could not travel, the Indians would surely kill them out of hand. It had happened before.

		Temperance Penney had been living in a settlement nigh to Cape Ann when Yance found her. We Sacketts were a free-roving folk, and now and again we boys would take off across the country to see what might be seen. Often one of us went alone, or sometimes two or three would venture together.

		We had visited Jamestown a time or two, and Kane O’Hara from our settlement had gone down to the Spanish villages to the south. It was there he found his wife. We’d heard tell of the Pilgrim folk to the north, but Yance was the first to traipse off thataway.

		Yance was curious as an Indian as to how other folks managed, and he lay up there in the woods watching their village until he had seen Temperance.

		She was sixteen then, pert as a kitten and feisty, with the woman in her beginning to show. Already her good spirits had gotten her into trouble. Her neighbors were good folk but serious minded and with a set way about them and not much time for play or merrymaking.

		Yance had only to look one time to know what he’d come north for, and come night, he’d taken a quarter of venison down, hung it outside her door, and rapped sharply on the door; then he skedaddled and laid low.

		Now few of those northern settlers were hunters. In the England of their time all the game belonged to the king or ran on a few of the great estates, and unless they poached, they got none of it. Nor had they weapons about except during time of war. Fresh meat was hard to come by, and when they reached America where game abounded, they had no skill as hunters and were uneasy about taking game, for here, too, the game was said to belong to the king. A haunch of venison outside the door was a likely treat, so they took it in and were grateful.

		If Temperance herself had any ideas, she wasn’t talking about them, just going about her churning, weaving, and gathering as though she paid no mind to anything. After they were married, she told me she’d seen Yance on the slope and in the woods a time or two from a distance, so she had her own ideas where that venison came from.

		A few nights later Yance came down from the trees bearing another haunch and was made welcome.

		He was a bearer of news and from another colony as well, although, being one of us, I don’t imagine he was too free about saying just where he came from. Yance was a good talker, that being the Welsh in him, for the Welsh are like the Irish in having a feel for the language and a liking for the sound of their own voices. He done a sight of tale telling, but he never once looked at Temperance, but she needed no telling to know whom he was talking to, and for.

		Now a pert and feisty girl like Temp, with a shape like hers, had taken the eye of every man in the settlement, not to mention occasional peddlers and tinkers who passed. Some of the local sprouts had ideas about her, and then here comes this stranger in wide-brimmed hat and buckskins. They liked nothing about him.

		Moreover, Yance had been brought up like all of us, free thinking and free speaking. Pa had believed in us using our minds, and he believed in freedom and in expressing ideas, nor was Yance one to keep his mouth shut. He stayed on, a-courting Temperance, and it wasn’t long until he had crossed the ways of the folk, and he found himself in the stocks.

		It was the way of the time to pitch rotten fruit or clods at whoever was in stocks, and as the boys and men cared little for Yance, and as he was a stranger in buckskins, like an Indian, he caught more than his share, good though he was at ducking. He had taken it, biding his time. He knew he would not be there forever; moreover, he had a good idea what Temp would do, and she did it.

		Somehow or other she contrived to get the keys, unlock the stocks, and set Yance free. Being wise for his years, Yance just naturally left the country; being doubly wise, he had taken Temperance with him.

		He might not have taken her, having respect for her family and all, but she wasn’t to be left behind. Moreover, she had been doing some thinking beforehand and led him down the country where they could rout out a preaching man. He wasn’t of a mind to read over them until she told him she’d go with Yance without it, and he got right to it.

		From time to time after she came to us, she sent word home by traders or travelers, so they knew she was honestly wed and cared for. Now they were in trouble, and they’d sent for Yance.

		This was 1630, and folks had been living in that Massachusetts Bay colony for ten years or so, but most of them were latecomers, innocent as babes about Indians and such.

		Nobody needed to tell us about Pequots. We’d had no doings with them, but word is carried on the wind, and other Indians had told us of them. They were a strong, fierce people, unfriendly to the whites.

		It was in my thoughts that it was Temp’s mother who sent for Yance. She was a righteous, churchgoing woman, but she knew a man with hair on his chest when she saw him.

		“Who took those girls?” I asked the old Indian again.

		“Pequots.”

		Had he hesitated there just a mite? Or was that my imagination? If they were not already dead, trying to get prisoners away from the Pequots would be a hard-bought thing. Yance was suddenly in the yard, astride that big red horse he favored, his pack animals loaded down with fur. It took only a minute or two for me to lay it down to him.

		“I’ll go. No need for you to lose your crop.”

		Well, I just looked at him, and then I said, “Pa always said, ‘I want it understood that no Sackett is ever alone as long as another Sackett lives.’ Besides,” I added, “you will need me to keep those Pilgrim folk off your back whilst you take out after the Indians.”

		“Don’t figure the Pequots will be easy. Any time you take after them, you’ve bought yourself a packet, Sackett.”

		“What about him?” I gestured toward the Indian. “He’s old, and he’s hurt.”

		“I go.” The Indian spoke quickly. “You go, I go. You no go, I go, anyway.”

		“You fall behind,” Yance warned, “and we leave you.”

		“Huh.” He glared at Yance. “You fall behind, I leave you!”

		Yance put up his horses and then went to eating. On horseback, we would make good time up the Warrior’s Path. We had meat, and we had cold flour, so there would be no need to stop for hunting.

		“That other girl,” I asked, “the one with the Penney girl, who was she?”

		It was a full minute before he spoke. “She Macklin girl. She plant woman.”

		Why the hesitation? What had happened up there, anyway? What was wrong with their own men? Of course, few of them were woodsmen, if any at all. In the old country they had been craftsmen, weavers, woodworkers, and their like, and the Penneys knew Yance was a woodsman, knowing the ways of wilderness travel and of Indians.

		A plant woman? What did that imply? That she gathered herbs, perhaps, or was knowing about them. Such a girl would be at home in the forest.

		“We’d better hurry, Kin. I think we’ll have this to do alone. Those folks aren’t going to look for Diana Macklin.”

		Something in his tone made me look up from the packing. “No? Why not?”

		“Because they do be saying she’s a witch woman. They’ll be saying ‘good riddance,’ and they’ll just walk away.”

		“But what about the Penney girl?” I protested.

		“Too bad for her that she was in such company. I tell you, Kin, they will do nothing. Unless it be us, the girls be lost—lost, I say.”

	
		Chapter II

		Come daylight, we had distance behind us. We took a back trail up through the rocks behind our cabin so no chance watcher would know we had gone, winding through the rocks and the rhododendron. We were all mounted, and it was the first time I’d ever seen an Indian a-horseback. The old Indian’s name was Tenaco.

		Horses were scarce in the colonies, and we had bought ours from a Spanish man who wished to return to Spain and had to sell what horses he owned. The Spanish men of Florida were not permitted to trade with the English, but people will be people, and we had much they wished for, so the trading was done. We paid in gold, of which we had found a little, and had more we kept by us from pa’s dealings.

		There was Indian country before, behind, and all about us, and any stranger was fair game for any Indian. Yet some of them were moved by curiosity and the desire for trade, and we were wishful of no trouble.

		It was far we had to go, through terrain wild with strange trees and vines, a country of lonely paths, and the awareness of death rode with us, Tenaco no less than we, for Indian forever killed Indian long before the coming of the white man.

		We rode the Warrior’s Path, three mounted men and a pack horse to carry our necessaries.

		A witch woman, they said! Well, I put no faith in witches, although both Welsh and English had stories enough of witches, elves, gnomes, and haunts and such. Pa had the gift, it was said, and to some it was the same thing, but not to pa or to me or to Lila, who was said to have it, too.

		Yet being thought of as a witch would be held against her, and it was unlikely any would wish to go to the rescue of a witch even if the child with her was liked. It was likely they’d feel the Indians got what they deserved when they took her.

		We saw no fresh track of moccasin or boot. We passed among the dark leaning poles of the pines into the shadows and beyond, wondering what memories these slopes held and what peoples might have been here and gone before our coming.

		Half of our teaching had been from Sakim, the scholar from far-off Asia, and Sakim lived with the awareness of lives he had lived before.

		We carried long bows made English style, for pa and several of the others amongst our lot had understood the bow. It was a saving of lead and powder, which now we mined for ourselves or made. Also, it was silent hunting and left no echo upon the hills for unfriendly ears.

		How lonely were these silent hills! How reaching out for the sounds of men, for I believe a land needs people to nurse its flesh and bring from it the goodness of crops.

		As we looked upon the shadowing hills, I saw a red bird fly up, a bit of the sunset thrown off by a soundless explosion, and then there were a dozen flying, then gone.

		“It is an omen,” Tenaco said. “There will be blood.”

		“Not ours,” Yance replied grimly. “It is Temperance’s sister they have taken.”

		“Do you recall her, then?” I asked.

		“Aye, and a lovely lass. She would be ten now, I think, perhaps eleven. Gentle, sweet, and graceful as the wind. She was the first of them to accept me—after Temperance, of course.”

		“You knew the other girl?”

		“Ah, she is almost a woman, that one! A woman? But of course! She was strong, quiet, remote.” He looked at me. “You would like her, Kin, witch or no.”

		“I put no stock in witches.”

		“You will when you see her. There’s a strangeness about her and a difference. A kind of stillness and poise. She has a way of looking at you that makes you uneasy, as if she could see all you were and were meant to be. Yet there’s a wildness in her, too.”

		He chuckled suddenly. “The young men are afraid of her. She sews well, spins well, does all things well, but she looks on them with no interest, and lovely as she is, they become speechless when with her.”

		At night we left our cooking fire and went on, then bedded down to a cold camp in the woods, not all together so we might not all be taken at once if the worst came.

		Day after day retired behind us, and night after night we gave our smoke to the sky. We left tracks and dead fires behind us, moving on into the days, knowing there was little time and at the end, the Pequots.

		We had fought other Indians, but these had a bloody name, a reputation for fierceness. Yet a man cannot think of death at such a time; he simply tries to do what needs to be done. Women of our kind had been taken, women of our family, since Yance was wed to Temperance.

		I thought of the other one. The silent one who stands alone in the wind. There was something in the way Yance looked at me when he spoke of her.

		We wore buckskins and wide-brimmed hats and Indian moccasins, for they were best for the woods, and we had not been back to Shooting Creek for some time. There was one of us there who could make boots, but we thought them not as well for the forest.

		In a moccasin a man can feel a twig that might crack before he puts his weight upon it; he can feel the rocks with his feet, take a grip with his toes if need be. And each of us was skilled, as were the Indians, in the making of moccasins, which was essential, for they wore out quickly.

		Each night we plied Tenaco with questions about Plymouth, but he knew little of it. He had been there but spent most of his time with white men at Cape Ann or some of the outlying settlements or farms.

		There was peace with his people, the Massachusetts. Before there was any settlement in his country, there had come a terrible sickness, which men called the plague, and it swept away most of his tribe, leaving them helpless before the attacks of their deadly enemies, the Narragansetts. Knowing their lands would be taken from them bit by bit by the Narragansetts and that his people would be destroyed, the chief of Tenaco’s people went to the white men and invited them to come and settle in his land, and he gave them choice land between his people and the Narragansetts.

		It was a cool, clear night when we came at last to the edge of the settlement. There were only a few cabins. “Show me their house,” I said to Tenaco. “I will speak with them.”

		He showed me the house. It looked square, strong. “It’s built of stone,” Yance said. “Her father was a stonemason in England.”

		“Watch for me, but stay out of sight. I don’t want you back in the stocks again.” A thought occurred to me. “Tenaco? Do the others in the settlement know they sent for us?”

		He shrugged.

		We squatted on our heels, watching the houses. Our horses were well back in the forest, picketed on meadow grass.

		All was still. Nobody moved. It was not a good thing to go among such houses at night, particularly wearing buckskins, which Indians wore up here but no white man. It was a risk to be taken.

		“All right,” I said, and was gone.

		The Penney house was the garrison house, built with a slight overhang to fire upon Indians who came to the doors or windows or tried to fire the house. Here was where the others would gather if trouble came.

		A few chinks of light showed where other houses were. Doors were barred now, shutters closed against the night. I saw few corrals, a few fenced gardens. Walking swiftly, I came to the door and stepped lightly on the two boards that did for a stoop. I tapped lightly.

		There had been a murmur within, suddenly stilled. Behind me in the woods an owl hooted. Nothing moved, then a faint rustle of clothing.

		The latchstring was not out, nor had I expected it to be. I waited, then tapped again.

		“Who comes?” A man’s voice, low and a little shaken.

		“Sackett,” I said, and I heard the bar lifted. The door opened a crack, and I stepped quickly in.

		“You be not Yance.” The man was heavyset, not tall but a solid-looking man with an honest, open face.

		“He waits,” I said, “with Tenaco.”

		“Ah!” The man let his breath out, in relief, I thought. “We heard he was dead. Killed by the Pequot.”

		“He was shot,” I said, “I cut out the musket ball myself. Do your Indians have muskets, then?”

		“Not many.” He turned, gesturing toward a bench by the table. “Sit you. Will you have something?”

		“Whatever,” I said.

		“We expected Yance,” the woman said. She was a pleasant-faced woman, but there were lines of worry on her face now.

		“He came, but we suspected all might not make him welcome, so I came down.”

		“There would be risk for you, too, if they knew you were here.”

		“I shall not be long,” I said, “if you will tell me what has happened.”

		“They went to the woods,” the woman said. “Carrie was much with Diana Macklin. Diana was teaching her the herbs for medicine, and they went a-gathering.

		“It is only a little way, a meadow yon. Diana often went to the woods and meadows and was not afeared, and Carrie was much with her.”

		“I never wished it,” Penny said irritably. “That you know.”

		“I don’t care what they say!” Mother Penney replied somewhat sharply. “I like her. It’s just that she is independent and speaks her own mind.”

		“It is not that alone,” Penney said. “There’s the dark look of her, the knowledge of herbs, and the books she reads.”

		“Macklin reads. You do not speak of that!”

		“He’s a man. It is right for a man to read, although I speak no favor of the books he reads. Blasphemous, they are.”

		“Let’s get on with it!” I spoke irritably, for they wasted time. “They went a-gathering, and they did not come back, is that it?”

		“Aye,” Penney said, “and the bloody Pequots have them. Dead they are by now, or worse.”

		“Maybe not,” I replied. “This Diana you speak of sounds to be a shrewd woman. Such a one might find a way to survive, and for your daughter, also … Carrie, is it?”

		“It is.”

		“And Pequots, you say? Were they seen? Or their tracks?”

		“No, but—”

		“Then why Pequots? There are other Indians about and white men, too.”

		He stared at me, aghast. “White men? You wouldn’t for the world suspect—?”

		“I would,” I said. “I know not your people, but there are ships along the shore, and all of their sailors be not angels from heaven. It may be Pequots, but if we are to find them, we must know.”

		“Pittingel was sure. He said it had to be Pequots. He is a man with much knowledge of the world.”

		“Good!” I replied. “Does he also know Indians?”

		Penney looked uncomfortable. “He is a very important man. A trader,” he said, “a man with ships of his own and a place on the council.”

		“Good!” I said. “Why haven’t you gone to him?”

		“Well, we did. He tried to help. He looked, and he had his men out in the woods, searching high and low. They found nothing.”

		And tramped over every track or bit of sign, I told myself, but then I said, “There was an organized search, then? The village turned out?”

		Penney flushed. “Well—”

		“Tell him the truth!” Mother Penney spoke sharply. “Nary a bit would they do but talk, talk, talk! And all they would say was ‘good riddance,’ and not for my Carrie, mind you, but for Diana Macklin!”

		“We had better know each other,” I said. “I am Kin Ring Sackett, brother to Yance.”

		“I am Tom Penney—my wife Anna.” He paused, looking uneasy. “Others are coming.”

		“Others?”

		“Joseph Pittingel will come here himself. And Robert Macklin.”

		Anna Penney looked at me. “Carrie has been gone for days upon days. We know not if she be alive or dead.”

		“If she is alive,” I said, “we will bring her home. If she be dead, we will find where she lies.”

		“I believe you will. When Carrie disappeared, it was Yance Sackett of whom I thought.”

		Tom Penney interrupted, a shade of irritation in his voice, which led me to believe this had been much discussed and that he had not approved. “No doubt he is a hunter. But he is only a man. What can he do that we have not done?”

		Ignoring him, I said to her, “You have had Indian trouble?”

		“No, not recently. You see, Joseph Pittingel has much influence with the savages, and he has kept them from us.”

		“Then he is the man to get them back, and by peaceful means. A voice lifted in their councils might be all that is needed. Or, failing that, a ransom of goods.”

		“We would pay,” Penney said, “although we have little to offer.”

		“Oh!” Anna Penney put a hand to her mouth. “How awful of me! You have not eaten!”

		“I am hungry,” I replied, “and the others are, also. If you could put something up, I’d carry it to them.”

		She began putting dishes on the table. A bowl of hot stew and a mug of cider with fresh-made bread. I fell to, listening to Penney as he grumbled. Even as he talked, I could sense the fear in the man, fear for his daughter coupled with the helplessness of a man who knows not which way to turn.

		There was a sharp rap at the door and an exchange of words, and the door opened. I felt the draught but did not look up.

		Two men had come in, and I identified them at once by their voices. Pittingel’s was that of authority, of a man assured of his position and a little contemptuous of those about him of lesser station or what he conceived to be so. The other man’s voice was quiet, his accents those of an educated man.

		“Sackett?” I looked up, then stood up. “This is Joseph Pittingel—and Robert Macklin.”

		“Kin Sackett,” I said, “up from Carolina.”

		“A brother to Yance Sackett, I believe,” Pittingel said. “A difficult man, your brother.”

		“A very able man,” I replied coolly, “with perhaps ways that are different than yours.”

		“It is regrettable,” Pittingel said, “that you have had your long march for nothing. All that could be done has been done. We made every effort, but by now they are far, far away, and the Pequots, well, they are a hard and bloody people.”

		“I hear much talk of Pequots,” I said, sitting down again, “but nobody seems to have seen them.”

		“Of course, they were here. I am told one does not often see Indians.”

		“Too true,” I agreed. “And it might have been them.”

		“A frightful people!” Pittingel said. “A vicious, murderous lot!”

		“Nothing seems to prevail,” Macklin said quietly. “I am afraid our daughters will never be found, as the others were not.”

		“There have been others?”

		“I see no connection.” Pittingel dismissed the idea with a gesture. “No doubt they wandered off into the woods and were lost. There are swamps. Even hunters have been lost. And the last one was almost a year ago.”

		“How many others?” I insisted.

		“Three,” Macklin replied.

		“All were maids?”

		“True,” Penney said, “although I had not thought of it so. I thought of them as children—”

		“Tomorrow,” I said, “I would like to be taken to where they were last seen.”

		“They were gathering herbs,” Macklin said. “Diana knew much of herbs and their worth as food, medicine, or dyes. She was teaching the young miss—”

		“It was a mistake,” Pittingel said sharply, “for which you have yourself to blame. You were warned. The Macklin girl was not fit company.”

		Robert Macklin turned sharply around. “Joseph,” he said quietly, “you speak of my daughter.”

		Pittingel flushed angrily. “Aye! Your daughter, Macklin, yours by birth, but whose in reality? The devil’s own, I say, spawned in your wife’s womb, but the devil’s own!”

		Macklin’s features had stiffened. “Pittingel, you have no right—”

		“Here, here!” Penney interrupted. “Let’s not become heated over this. Argument will not get our girls back, and Joseph Pittingel turned out his whole lot, every mother’s son of them to search! We owe him that, Macklin.”

		“You are right, of course,” Macklin said quietly. “If you will excuse me—”

		“No, it is I who must leave,” Pittingel interrupted. “I have business elsewhere.”

		“Sackett, if there’s aught I can do, call on me. I have many men here and a ship due in any day now with her full crew. Anything I can do for my good friend Penney will be done.”

		He went out, and the door closed behind him. For a moment there was silence.

		“You should not incur his anger, Robert,” Penney warned. “He is a man of much influence with both the church and the council. It was only he who prevented them from having Diana up before the assizes. And with the evidence they have against her, it would mean burning.”

		“Evidence!” Macklin scoffed. “They have not a paltry bit of evidence. Diana is a good girl, and a God-fearing one.”

		“She was seen gathering mandrake,” Penney reminded, “and she walks alone by night. How much do they need? Did not Brother Gardner’s cow go dry after he spoke angrily to Diana? Did not—?”

		“Nonsense!” Macklin said. “Purely nonsense!”

		“Nevertheless,” Penney said sharply, “that is why they will not look, Macklin, and you know it! They do not wish to find Diana, and my Carrie must suffer because of it! I was a fool to—!”

		“Talk will not bring her back,” Anna Penney interrupted.

		Pushing back my empty bowl, I got to my feet and drank off the last of the cider.

		“If they can be found, Mistress Penney,” I said, “I shall bring them back, with Yance’s help.” I put down the mug. “One more thing. Do the Pequots have muskets?”

		Penney looked around. “Muskets? I think not, although there was talk of some selling of arms to them. Why do you ask?”

		“Tenaco,” I said, “the messenger Mistress Penney sent for us, was shot. He was shot only just after he left here, shot by someone who both had a musket and who did not want him bringing help.”

		I lifted the latch. “Now who do you suppose would do that?”

		I stepped out into the night and pulled the door shut quickly behind me. Instantly I rounded the edge of the house and stood quiet to let my eyes grow accustomed to the darkness.

		A moment I listened. Someone, something was out there. Out there in the darkness, waiting.

	
		Chapter III

		Waiting or watching. The night was a secret place, but the keys to the secrets were the senses. Edging a little along the cabin wall, feeling the rough stone at my back, I listened.

		There was a pile of cut wood stacked in cords nearby; beyond it was a lean-to. Crossing swiftly to the stack of cordwood, I waited an instant, then moved to the lean-to and around it. Nothing.

		In a moment I was at the edge of the woods, and there I waited, listening. Whoever was watching, and I was sure someone had been, was back along the path to the woods down which I’d come. Somebody had laid out in the woods, watching for me.

		The night would be none too long, and I was wearied with travel, so I made out to pass through the woods, stepping light and easy. We boys had played so much in the woods and hunted with Indians back yonder that we’d become like ghosts when in the forest.

		It had taken an hour, but I was back in the woods, and Yance came out from nowhere.

		“Tenaco’s gone.”

		“Gone?”

		“I was rustling cooking wood, and next thing I knew he had disappeared.”

		“He’d done his job. He found us, brought us here. It’s no fight of his.”

		We moved off together to where the horses were. The moment Tenaco was gone, Yance had shifted camp. Not far, but far enough for safety, or whatever safety there was in a hostile land where even the white people would be against us.

		We slept, trusting to our horses to warn us and to our own senses. At dawn we ate some of the meat I’d brought from the Penneys’ and drank some of their cider. Then we moved the horses to a hidden meadow, a small place cozied down among the oaks; then I went back to watch for Penney.

		When they came, Penney and Macklin, there were two other men with them. I looked to my priming.

		One of them was a powerful big man, and it was not a thing that pleased me, for I’d expected them to come alone.

		The night before there had been much talk while I was at table, and taking no part in it, I listened nonetheless, for a trail is followed not only upon the earth but in the minds of those one pursues or the minds of those whose thinking is similar.

		It had been talk of local affairs and happenings, events or persons of which I had no knowledge. There was much talk of sermons, also, and I gathered from this, as well as what Yance had told me, that sermons had much to do with shaping of thinking. These were a stiff-necked, proud folk, not easily persuaded to any course not dictated by conscience, yet conscience could be a poor guide if accompanied by lack of knowledge.

		Yet now I thought of what must be done. Lack of knowledge of the Pequots was my greatest problem, for little as I knew of Indians, I had learned from dealings with those I knew that there were great differences in them, and to speak of a redskin as being Indian was like speaking of a Frenchman or an Italian as a European.

		If I knew little, I at least knew that I knew little. My experience had been largely with the Eno, Catawba, Occaneechi, Seneca, and Cherokee. There were differences, and the differences were important.

		They came up the path together, Penney and Macklin in the lead.

		The house Tom Penney built indicated much of his character: solid, built for security and comfort, not a hasty habitation thrown together for mere shelter. It had two rooms, the large kitchen–living room and a bedroom adjoining. There was a loft where the girls slept, warmer because of the rising heat. Everything in the house showed the hand of a man with a love for work and for his materials.

		Diana Macklin, seventeen and unmarried, was obviously a maid of independent mind, accustomed to the woods and the search for herbs. Not likely that she would wander off with a child and become lost, although even woods-wise men occasionally did.

		When they were near, I stepped into their path. “You can take me to where they were last seen?”

		“I can.” Penney pointed. “It is ten minutes. No farther.”

		Macklin said, “Diana would not become lost. She had played in the forest as a child.”

		“This knowledge of herbs? She had it from Indians?”

		He hesitated ever so slightly, and I wondered why. “She learned it in England, and more from a woman here, and some from the Indians, also.”

		“She spoke their tongue?”

		“She did. She had a gift for languages.”

		Surely an unusual girl and one who, if she kept her wits about her, might make a place for herself even among Indians and could protect herself and Carrie.

		The big man was Max Bauer, and he was both wide and thick. There was about him an air of command that surprised me. He did not appear to be a man who would be second to Joseph Pittingel, which had me wondering if I had not underestimated Pittingel himself.

		“Ho!” Bauer thrust out a huge hand. “So this is the woodsman!”

		The instant our hands met I knew he meant to crush mine to show me who was master, so I met him grip for grip and saw his confidence fade to irritation, then to anger.

		“You have come far? From Virginia, mayhap?”

		“Far,” I said.

		“You will find nothing! The earth has been trampled so that no tracks are left!”

		“Not even on the first day?”

		He brushed off the suggestion. “I was not here the first day. When my boat came in, I went to study the ground. It was hopeless.”

		The hollow where the girls had come to gather herbs was a pleasant little place, a meadow beside a small pool with reeds all about the pool’s edge and forest encircling the hollow itself. There was a wide variety of plant life and a well-chosen place in which to look for herbs.

		The earth had been badly trampled, the grass pressed down, reeds parted where men had gone to the water’s edge. Any sign one might have found had long since been destroyed.

		“There’s nothing here,” I said.

		“Agreed!” Bauer spoke loudly. “It is a waste of time! In any event, by now the Pequots are far from here.”

		“Pequots? You saw them?”

		“I did not. But they were here. I have a feel for them. They were here.”

		We had seen nothing of Yance, nor did I expect him, but I knew he was out there, watching and listening. We had been so much together that each knew the other and his thinking, and right now he was beginning to do what I would have done in his place. He was casting about in a wide circle to pick up sign farther out, where the grass had not been trampled.

		Now we had to place ourselves in the minds of the maids or their captors and try to decide what they must have done. The search would not have progressed far on that first attempt, for undoubtedly few of them were armed; fewer still would know anything about tracking.

		These people were city folk or from good-sized towns. In England they had been craftsmen for the most part, gentry some of them, and the parks or woodlands of England were vastly different from these primeval forests, or so I heard from my father, Jeremy Ring, and the others at our settlement on Shooting Creek.

		We went back to the settlement. The man with Max Bauer was a small, quick-moving man with sandy, tufted eyebrows and a quick, ratlike way about him. His name was not mentioned, and I deemed him judged of no consequence, yet I did not feel so myself. It is such men of whom one must be forever wary, for they live in the shadow of greater or seemingly greater men, often eaten by jealousy or hatred, not necessarily of those whom they serve.

		We stopped at the Penney’s, and the rest went on, but Macklin and I went in and sat down to a glass of cider, cold from hanging in the well.

		Anna Penney was filled with questions about Temperance, so I told her much of our life at Shooting Creek. “Our settlement is at the foot of the mountains. The water is very clear, cold, and good there. We have a dozen cabins, a stockade, and several of us are good farmers. So far the crops have been good, and there are berries in the forest and many roots. All of our men are hunters, and there is much game.”

		“Your family is there?”

		“My father was killed by the Senecas, and my mother is in England. She was wishful that my sister not grow up in the wilderness, and my brother Brian wished to read for the law.

		“You must not worry about Temperance. She is much loved and is one of us. We do not have a church, for services have always been conducted in our homes. I fear by your standards ours are not much. Rarely do they last longer than half an hour.

		“She has good friends amongst us. Jeremy and Lila Ring are there. They came with my family. Jeremy was a soldier and a gentleman.”

		“I have heard of Jamestown. It was to Virginia the first settlers here were going, but they came ashore sooner than expected.”

		“Jamestown is far from us. We came up the rivers through Carolina.”

		She left the house, and Macklin and I sat alone. He seemed uneasy. Several times he cleared his throat as if to speak. He was a tall, quiet, scholarly-looking man.

		Putting down my glass, I said, “Tell me about your daughter.”

		He looked at me strangely, but he did not speak for a moment. Then he said, “Why? What is it you wish to know?”

		“To find them I must understand them. A track is not only marks upon the earth. If she is a prisoner, she must do what she is told, but if she is not, or if she gets away, I must understand her thinking. She may have been taken. We know nothing.”

		“Do you doubt it?”

		“All is surmise. Nobody saw Indians take her.”

		He took a swallow from his mug, then wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. “She is a fine girl,” he said, “a fine, honest girl.”

		“Most maids of her years are already wed,” I commented.

		He looked straight at me, his eyes hard. “She had many offers. Why Joseph Pittingel himself—”

		“He wished to marry her?”

		“He spoke of it. Joseph Pittingel is a wealthy man.”

		“She refused him?”

		“She did, in a way. She just, well, she just looked at him and walked away.”

		I decided I liked Diana Macklin.

		“Yet there was little search made for them. Was something wrong?”

		He sat silent, his lips firming in a stubborn line. He liked not the trend of the conversation but seemed to realize my need to know. “After all, you will hear it soon or late.” He looked around at me. “There is always talk in these small settlements when someone is different. She liked none of the young men, although she was gracious and sweet to the older ones. I suspect it was that only which saved her from being called up. Some said she was a witch! My daughter, a witch!”

		“I have no faith in witches,” I replied, “nor in the devil, for that matter.”

		“Be careful of what you say,” Macklin warned. “It is well nigh as sinful not to believe in the devil as not to believe in God!”

		“Could she have gone away of her own free will? Seeing the attitude around her—and she seems a girl of uncommon intelligence—could she have decided to go and simply not return?”

		He considered that, then shook his head. “No. Had she been alone, she might have gone away, but she would not take Carrie with her.

		“Carrie loved her like a sister, and they were much together, but Diana would never have taken her from her family. Also,” he added, “Diana would have waited until spring. Midsummer is not a good time to begin such a journey, and Diana is a girl to think of such things. She was never impulsive but very cool. She thought things through to their conclusion.”

		“What of Diana’s mother?”

		“Diana’s mother is dead. She died in England when Diana was a small child.”

		Someone approached the door. Anna Penney returning from wherever she had been. I got up. “Shall we go to your place? We must talk more of this.”

		Reluctantly, he got to his feet as Anna entered. She came at once to me. “You will find my Carrie for me? You and Yance? When she was gone, the others would not look, and I knew what they believed, yet I have always loved Diana. I never believed any of the things they said. It was just that she—”

		“She what?”

		“She loved the night. Our parson has said that witches love the night, that they meet in the forest in old caves, ruined buildings, and that they keep to darkness and the shadows.”

		We crossed the lane to Macklin’s cabin, spotless in its neatness. We sat at the table, and he looked out the open door.

		“Our house is empty without her,” he said. “I have been much alone, and she cared for me. I—have some small skill with tools, but I am happier with my books. She read them, also, and we talked—long hours.”

		My eyes went to the small row of books. The Compleat Gentleman, by Peacham, stood beside Barrough’s Method of Physic and Michael Dalton’s Country Justice. Although I knew them by name only, I had seen them in Jamestown. Bacon’s Essays and his Advancement of Learning I knew well. They had been among the last batch of books brought up from the coast. “I see some old friends yonder,” I said.

		His expression changed. “You have read them?”

		“Bacon,” I said, “and much else. My father was a reader of books, and our teacher was a very great scholar. He was Sakim.”

		“An infidel?”

		“Some would call him so. I would not.”

		“How can you hope to find them? Not even Max Bauer could, and he is our best in the woods.”

		Slowly I got to my feet. I knew much that I had wished to know. If Pequots had the girls, they might be dead by now, but I did not believe it.

		“Those others who disappeared? All were girls?”

		“Yes, but that means nothing. A lad would have found his way back. But a girl?” He shrugged.

		“Diana, they say, was very much at home in the woods.”

		“She was different.”

		I walked to the door. “I will find them, Macklin, but what of you? Should you stay on here? There is suspicion, and if what I hear of your people is true, she would be risking much to return.”

		He looked at me, then shook his head. “How far can one go? And where can one stop? Is there no place in which to rest?”

		“You’ve been through this before?”

		He shrugged. “It is ever the same. And it is my fault. She was reared by me. I could have made her another way, and she would have been like other girls.” He frowned suddenly. “But I was a fool. I did not want her like others. I wanted her to be like herself.”

		“And like her mother?” I asked.

		The eyes he turned toward me were the eyes of a man who had been through hell. There was pain there and fear, anger, resignation—I knew not what, only that he was a man suddenly without hope.

		“So you know? I guess I always knew there would be a time. I knew someone would come who knew.”

		He stared at me, then the floor. “My God, what will we do now?”

	
		Chapter IV

		A thunderous knocking on the door interrupted whatever might have been said. Macklin went to the door, and I stood back, expecting anything.

		There were four men, and they brushed by Macklin to face me. “You are Sackett?”

		“I am.”

		“You are to leave—now. We do not need your godless kind in this place. You are to go, and you are not to return.”

		“I have come only to help,” I said coolly.

		“We do not need your help. You must go—or suffer the consequences.”

		“It seems that help is needed whether you believe it or not. Two girls have disappeared. Perhaps they have been taken by Indians, and you do nothing to find them.”

		“That is our affair. It is none of yours. One of you was here and ended in the stocks. Make sure that does not happen to you.”

		I smiled at them. My musket was in my hand, and in my belt were two pistols. “I must ask your pardon, gentlemen, but be sure I do not end there. If I should be put in your stocks for no more than coming to your town, I can promise it would cost you much.

		“I have come only to do what you yourselves should have done. I shall not leave until I have accomplished what I have begun. You are, no doubt, good enough men in your ways, but those ways are not mine.

		“Two girls are missing. I understand others have disappeared before this.”

		“Others?” They looked startled. “But that was long ago. It was—”

		“Last year,” I answered. “Are you so careless, then? Have you not asked yourself why it is girls who vanish?” I knew nothing myself. I was but giving them that on which to think. “The forests are wide and deep, but are they selective?”

		“I do not know what you mean,” the speaker said. Yet he was disturbed. Had he, perhaps, thought of this, also? “It is true—”

		“You have suggested I leave. Very well, I go. But I shall not leave until I know what has happened here. You no doubt think of yourselves as Christians, as God-fearing men, yet you call off a search and condemn those girls to death in the wilds, perhaps, just because of your foolish superstition.”

		“Be careful!” The spokesman’s face lost its look of indecision. “You do not speak of superstition here! What we have seen is the work of the devil!”

		I shrugged. “I go now.” I stepped around them but did not put my back to them. “I shall do what I can do and what you did not do.”

		“We could not.” One of the others spoke for the first time. “There were no tracks.”

		“There were tracks, but badly trampled tracks, yet any Indian could have found the trail. Any tracker could find it.”

		“We have one of the best. He could not!”

		“Could not? Or did not?”

		Stepping through the door, I closed it behind me. I was angry, and I knew the folly of that. Anger can blind one too easily, and thoughtlessly and foolishly I stepped away from the wall. There was a sudden whoosh in the night and a thud. A knife quivered in the log wall behind me.

		I lay on the ground. I had dropped a moment too late, for I had been narrowly missed by a thrown knife but in time to avoid a second. I had not merely hit the ground but had moved swiftly off to one side, then farther. I could see nothing.

		The night was dark, but there was starlight, and already my eyes were growing accustomed to it. An attempt to kill me because I was here? Or had somebody listened to what was said inside?

		Ghosting away, I reached the forest and slid into its dark accepting depths. In less than an hour I was near where our camp had been; it was there no longer.

		Yance was there.

		“Had trouble?” At my assent he added, “I figured so. There was some coming an’ going in the woods about, but I moved my camp yonder.

		“I found tracks,” he added, “far out where nobody took time to look.”

		“Indians?”

		“White men, wearin’ moccasins, like you an’ me.” We moved off into the darkness, traveling swiftly for some minutes. When we slowed down again to listen, he said, “You see that Pittingel again?”

		“Others.”

		“When I was in the stocks, there was a sailor man in them right beside me. He’d been drunk and roisterin’ about, but he was sober enough in the night, and we talked some.

		“I’ve been recallin’ things he said, like this Pittingel now. He owns a couple of ships, sends timber to England, corn to the West Indies, and he brings back sugar, rum, and coffee, but that wasn’t all.

		“After everybody was asleep, we talked a good deal. It wasn’t very nice, settin’ in those stocks, unable to move more than a mite. He told me Pittingel was a trickster. He said Pittingel had some of his ships lay off the coast until they were all scrubbed down and aired out, but that wouldn’t fool him. He knew a slaver when he smelled it.”

		“Slaver?”

		“Blackamoors. From Africa. They buy them from the Arabs. Most of the slave dealers are Arabs and some Portuguese. He sells them in the Indies.

		“Folks here don’t take to slaving, so Pittingel lets nobody hereabouts guess, but he’s slaving, all right.”

		We were quiet, each thinking his own thoughts. Yance said suddenly, “Macklin will miss her. According to what Temp had to say and from what I saw, Diana spent most of her time with her pa. She read from his books, and they talked about what they read.”

		Anna Penney had put by a little food for us, and Yance ate, taking time out, here and there, for the cider. We talked a little in low voices about the country around, and then we moved off to a place he’d found, and there we bedded down for the night. Yance was soon asleep.

		A long time after he slept, I lay awake, looking up at the stars through the leaves and listening to the horses tugging at the grass. The woods were quiet, and the town, if such it could be called, was far enough away that we heard nothing. Yet the settlement would be quiet after dark; anyone out after dark would be suspect.

		It was but ten minutes’ walk to the hollow from which the girls had vanished. It was plain enough that many men had been here, for the grass was trampled. It was no more than we expected.

		It was a pleasant enough place, a small meadow surrounded by woods, and on the edge of the woods a small pond of an acre or more. Reeds grew about, and a few marsh marigolds grew here and there. On the pond floated lily pads. On the shore, back at the edge of the trees, there were violets. It must have been an idyllic spot before the searching parties trampled it out of shape.

		The east side of the hollow I dismissed at once, for there was a dense thicket of blackberries there. No man in his right mind would have attempted to get through that mass of thorns when other ways remained.

		We stood still, looking all around, trying to take in the complete scene, trying to picture what must have happened here. Yet as we stood looking and listening, there was a sound of men coming along the path from the settlement. Yance vanished.

		The first I saw was Max Bauer. “Miles away by now,” he was saying. “An army would be needed for the searching, and it is sad, for they were so young. Yet we can try an approach to the Pequots. I am sure that Joseph Pittingel …”

		Deep within the forest, an owl hooted. My eyes were on Bauer, and I saw him pause, head turning slightly toward the sound. It was no owl, and I believed he guessed as much, although the difference was subtle.

		Yance, telling me he had found something.

		Penney left Bauer’s side and crossed the meadow to me. “You will seek them, then?”

		“I will. You go home now, and leave it to Yance and to me. Remember, Yance is wed to Temperance, and although we are not of one blood, their children will be. Kinship is a strong thing between us, Penney.”

		“Sackett, we, Anna and I, we thank you. We—” He choked up, and I turned my eyes from his embarrassment.

		My hand touched his shoulder. “Go, man, go home to your Anna, and trust in us. If she be alive, we will find her.”

		He turned back to them. Macklin hesitated as if he would speak, then turned away with Penney. Bauer lingered. “if there is aught I can do, call upon me, but I fear you waste your time.”

		“It is only a trail,” I said, looking straight at him, “and we have followed many such from boyhood. Where a hound can follow, or an Indian, there we can follow, too.”

		There was a dark look upon him, and I liked it not, but the man nettled me with his assurance. Of Max Bauer I knew nothing but that he was employed by, or seemed to be employed by Pittingel, but I trusted him none at all. There was power in the man but evil, also. I knew a little of fear as I watched him go, and it angered me. Why should I fear? Or Yance? Who had ever defeated us?

		Yet all men can fail, and each man must somewhere find his master, with whatever strength, whatever weapon. So we must be wary, we must use what guile we had, for it was upon my shoulders that nothing we had ever attempted or done was so fearsome a thing as this we now would try.

		I knew not why I believed so, yet believe it I did.

		Through the dappled light and shadow of the forest I walked on gentle feet, knowing only that Yance had come upon something.

		Of course, it would be no great thing. If the ground is trampled, one has only to cast about in a great circle, an ever-widening circle, for when those who were here left this place, they did not make tracks only in the meadow but in the leaving of it.

		Yance was squatted at the foot of a huge old chestnut awaiting me. When I squatted beside him, he said, “Old tracks.” He paused. “Five or six men … two of them barefooted.”

		“Barefooted?”

		“Aye, an’ they’ve gone barefooted a lot. Feet spread wide.” He paused again, throwing down the twig on which he was chewing. “Looked to be carrying heavy. Deep prints.”

		We were silent together, each thinking it over. “It ain’t likely,” Yance said, “that any folks native to this country would go barefoot. The Indians didn’t, and certainly those Puritan folk or Separatists or whatever they are, they hold to boots.”

		We straightened up, looked carefully about, and listened; then we moved off. He pointed the trail, and it was as he said. Five men, two of them barefoot.

		The trail was not an easy one, but we hung to it. At times, rains had washed it away entirely, but we were helped by the fact that these folks did little hunting, and most were afeared to go into the woods alone, so after the meadow nobody had messed up what tracks there were.

		We saw deer tracks, too. There was game here if a man were to hunt it down.

		We lost the trail.

		In the morning we found it again, just a few tracks where they had crossed a stream and one of the barefooted men had slipped. A few hours later we found what we both had been watching for. A camp.

		We studied it carefully before we moved in, and then it was only I who went in, and Yance began hunting the tracks made when they left.

		He came up to the edge of camp. “Still going north,” he said. “Find anything?”

		“All three have muskets,” I said.

		“Three?”

		“Two of them, the barefooted ones, are not armed.”

		“Slaves,” he said.

		“Maybe … likely,” I added.

		“That Pittingel now … that man I was in the stocks with … he thought Pittingel was a slaver.”

		“He thought. We know nothing, Yance, and it doesn’t pay to decide anything without we’ve evidence for it. The man may be a fine Christian gentleman.”

		Yance snorted.

		Then I said, “What else?”

		“It’s the girls, all right. I found their tracks, only a couple of them, for they weren’t allowed to walk about. One set of smaller tracks, the others a shade larger. Then they were tied up and dumped on the ground. There was some cooking done.”

		“Slave?”

		“No, one of the others.” We sat together in the dappled shade of a tree, alert for sound. “It’s an old camp, Yance. Been used two, three times before. Several times, I think.

		“They had more than one fire, some old smoke-blackened stones, some fresh. Found where ashes had been beaten down by rain, then a fire laid atop that. Not so large a fire.”

		We rested, chewing on venison jerky. “No Indians made this trail, an’ those girls were carried in a litter, looks like. No Indian ever done that.”

		Yance looked across his shoulder at me. “What do you make of it, Kin?”

		“Same as you do. Somebody else has taken those girls and blamed it on Indians.”

		“Slaves?”

		“Why not? Read the Bible. There’d been whites held as slaves for several thousand years before the blacks were enslaved. The Egyptians had Hebrew slaves as well as others. The Romans had Greek slaves as well as slaves from England and Gaul.

		“Jeremy told me about raids on the coast of England and Ireland by slavers from Africa. One whole village, Baltimore, on the Irish coast, was carried off in one raid.”

		After a moment I said, “Young, pretty girls, they’d bring a price in Africa or to some planter in the West Indies.”

		“They’d have to have a way, a ship. They’d need a ship.”

		“And the ship would need a cove or a bay, somewhere to come in either to tie up or lie at anchor.”

		Yance got to his feet suddenly. “Let’s get away from here!”

		We had no need to talk of it, for each had the same realization. If the men who had taken the girls were slavers, then they must be careful not to be found, and we were searching for them. That meant they must find us, and that meant we must be killed.

		Once within the woods, we moved swiftly, keeping a few yards apart to leave a less distinct trail. We found an open meadow and skirted it, running swiftly. We had left our horses, and we had to approach them now with care. We would have been better served had we left them with Penney, for in these woods and along the shore that lay not far off upon our right there was little need of them.

		We found the horses alone and safe, and we moved, riding swiftly away and putting miles behind us, turning away from the shore and into the deepest forest. When we slept that night, I lay long awake, listening to Yance’s easy breathing.

		I thought of my sister Noelle, far away now, in England, and I thought of her being a prisoner, as they were, hoping but scarcely daring to hope.

		Frightened they would be, and Diana Macklin trying to give courage to little Carrie, and those strange men close by. As they lay bound, they could look into the future only with dark, trembling fear. They could not believe they would be found.

		“Yance?” I whispered.

		He was suddenly awake. “Aye?”

		“We’ve got to find them, Yance.”

		“We will.” He turned on his back. “You think of something, Kin? That Joseph Pittingel? He had a ship. It was overdue.”

	
		Chapter V

		Diana Macklin opened her eyes and looked up into the leafy pattern above. It was not yet day, but already she heard one of the slaves stirring about. They were the first black Africans she had seen, and at first she had not known how to think of them or speak to them. Indians she had known, but these were different.

		So far there had been little opportunity, for the three white men were always about, always suspicious, trusting nobody, yet one of the slaves, she sensed, was at least sympathetic. The two slaves, although both were black, were utterly different in nature and appearance.

		She had no illusions. Nobody at the Cove would try very hard to find her. Carrie was another question, for the Penneys would try. Her father would do what he could, but he knew less of the woods than she, and the people of the Cove would promise, but they would not carry out much of a search. If she and Carrie were to escape, they must do so themselves, and there was little time left.

		Her captors were irritable and frightened. She had sensed that as the days went by they grew more and more worried. Obviously they were frightened at the prospect of holding two white girls prisoner on this shore. Although few of the Puritan folk of Plymouth, Cape Ann, or the scattering of small settlements in their vicinity were given to wandering in the forest, there were a few who were looking for new sites with commercial advantages, and that meant somewhere along the shore. And the ship that was to have picked up the girls and themselves was already overdue.

		Lying quietly, Diana thought of what she must do. Her only hope was the slave they called Henry.

		He was a tall, strongly built young man with regular features. That he had been a warrior was obvious both in the way he carried himself and in a few scars she had noticed. The other slave was shorter, stockier, more subservient, but she had gathered from talk among the others that he was an excellent fisherman and boatman.

		She sat up and began brushing herself off and arranging her hair. Henry passed near her, gathering twigs. “Soon,” she said softly, “it must be soon.”

		He made no reply. Had he heard? Had he understood? If he had understood, would he help? Or would she fall into even worse hands? She thought not, but was that only hopeful thinking?

		No matter where they went, what they did, one of the three white men was always present, always watchful.

		Henry, she was sure, planned to escape. Yet in all the time they had traveled together, she had heard him use but one or two English words. He usually spoke in Portuguese to one of the white men, the tall, thin one, who spoke it well.

		“If you helped us,” she spoke softly again as he came to her side of the fire, “you would be welcomed.”

		The fat, dirty-looking white man sat up, staring at her. “You talkin’ to him?” he demanded.

		“What?” Her face was innocent. “If you must know, I was complaining. I am tired of sleeping on this dusty earth.”

		He leered at her. “Aye, but ye’ll be sleepin’ elsewhere soon, y’ can bank on that.”

		The camp stirred to life, yet within her was developed the resolution. No matter what, it must be today, or at the latest, tonight or tomorrow.

		She bathed her face and hands in the stream. After their capture they had walked westward for two days. Twenty miles? Possibly. Then for two more days they had walked north, following an old Indian trading path, and then they had walked east, toward the coast.

		They were within a short distance of the seashore now. She could smell the salt air. The stream flowed east. Washing her face, she tasted the water. It was tidal water, she was sure. Not fresh water, certainly.

		They were awaiting a ship, a slave ship. Very coolly she considered that. Once aboard a ship there would be small chance of escape. And the ship would come, so it must be soon.

		She had risked speaking to Henry because it was a time for risks. So far they had not complained, not made any attempt at escape. They thought she was frightened, and they knew Carrie was.

		Somewhere along the coast to the north of Cape Ann, that was as close as she could guess. Once free, they must go south—south.

		Or west, for they would pursue, they must pursue. They would expect them to go south.

		West.

		Diana Macklin was seventeen at a time when most girls of fifteen and sixteen were wed. She could scarcely recall a time when she had not known responsibility, and long since she had learned that a certain coolness, aloofness, bred respect and some hesitation on the part of too aggressive males.

		Their capture had been simple. She had knelt to pick some leaves from a plant and arose to see a man holding Carrie with a knife at her throat. Now, looking back, she wished she had just screamed. There was a good chance the men would have fled, but she was not the screaming type, and by the time she thought of it, a man had a hand over her mouth, and it was too late.

		For three days they were hurried, almost running, until when night came they could only fall to the earth, utterly tired, utterly whipped.

		Very quickly she decided they could not escape by running away, for their captors could run faster and longer. Nor would crying and pleading help. Carrie tried that.

		They must first escape; then they must hide, and once free, they must never again be caught. Meanwhile, she thought, planned, and discarded plans, watching every chance, noticing everything. What she wanted most of all was a hiding place, somewhere they could go immediately and keep out of sight and just wait. She saw hollows under fallen trees, overhangs half hidden by brush, hollows among the rocks, and caves. None looked right; on none dared they take a chance.

		Carrie got up and bathed her hands and face, then straightened her clothing, brushing off the dust and fragments of dried leaves and bark. Then she straightened her hair, and Diana combed it for her and helped her braid it again.

		“Never,” Diana had warned her, “give up, and never let down. Keep yourself just as neat as you can, for if you respect yourself, they will respect you, also.”

		“Do you no good,” Lashan had said. “Whoever gits you will fix you up the way he likes.”

		She had not replied, ignoring him, which was far better than exchanging comments in a war she could not win. She must seem to be going along, seem to accept until the moment came.

		Now she watched Lashan as he stood by the fire. He was tall, thin, almost emaciated, yet she knew he was strong, with a strength far beyond what it seemed possible he could have.

		Suddenly he looked up at her. “Be you a witch?”

		Carrie turned her head, half frightened, to look at her.

		“They say that I am,” she said. Suddenly she knew all present were looking at her. Both the blacks had looked around. Henry was curious; Feebro stared at her, suddenly arrested in movement.

		“Ain’t much of a witch,” Porney commented, hitching his pants to a more secure position with hands that needed washing, “or we’d never ha’ taken you.”

		She turned her head and looked right at him. “It isn’t over yet, is it? Give it time to work.”

		Suddenly frightened, Porney came to his feet and moved back from her. “Give what time to work? What? What’ve you done?”

		“Be still!” Lashan’s voice was a whip. “She’s making a fool of you.”

		“No pains yet? None at all?” She was still looking at Porney. “I thought you looked a little stiff when you got up this morning.” She was smiling. “But give it time.”

		“All right! Be still!” Lashan held a willow switch in his hand. “Any more such talk, and I’ll …”

		Diana merely looked at him. “You, too, Lashan. You, too.”

		He struck with the switch, a vicious cut across the shoulders. She stood very still, her face white. “If I am damaged, Lashan, there will be questions. He who buys us will wish us unblemished.”

		Lashan stared at her, his eyes ugly. “You’re not aboard ship yet, lass, an’ don’t y’ forget it. Many a bit can happen afore we make it, with Injuns about an’ such. Y’ push me too far and I may sell y’ to the Injuns m’self.”

		There were no more words, but she had done what she wished and had made the others, at least, wary of her. She put her hand on Carrie’s shoulder and felt her cringe a little. That was the worst of it; she had frightened the child. Of one thing she was sure. The others might be wary of crossing her, but Henry was the only one who might help; because he was thinking of escape for himself.

		Under the trees they waited another long, slow afternoon. Lashan paced restlessly, irritably. At any moment some Indian or some men out searching for good land on which to locate might discover them. Even a fisherman along the shore, for it was nearby. Already the ship was two weeks overdue.

		“You must not be afraid, Carrie. Not of them or of me. I am no witch, but let them think so if they wish. It may frighten them.”

		She spoke very softly that they might not hear, yet her words did not allay her own fears. And she was frightened. No matter how much she might reassure Carrie, she knew that nobody was coming; there would be no rescue.

		Vern went away through the trees again. He was a small, well-made man with a narrow face and a pointed chin. He wore a stocking cap with a tassel, and a wide leather belt held up his canvas pants. The others she had not seen before, but she remembered Vern, for she had seen him one day at Shawmut when he came ashore from a shallop.

		He had not been among the group that kidnapped them but had been waiting for them here, probably with the news the ship was delayed, for Lashan had cursed viciously after they talked.

		She had seen him an instant before he saw her, so she had let her eyes sweep past him with no sign of recognition. Yet he had recognized her, and his eyes lingered on her from time to time.

		None of them talked to her but Lashan. The fat one, whose name she had heard but could not remember, had spoken to her but once, that very morning. Lashan did not like it, and she was sure he was under orders to permit no such thing.

		They slept, awakened, let the fire burn down. Vern came back, helped himself to a swallow of cider, then went away again.

		It was very still.

		She was good in the woods. She could move quietly, and she had endurance beyond most of the men she knew, but none of them were woodsmen. She could escape, but what of Carrie? Could the little girl run fast enough, keep quiet enough, endure enough?

		Yet there was no choice. They must try. With or without the help of Henry.

		He was quiet, respectful, and well-mannered. He carried himself with dignity and with some assurance. Moreover, she had noticed him in the woods, and he moved like a woodsman.

		Slowly the afternoon waned away. Vern came in, sat by the fire, and dished up food for himself from the pot Feebro had prepared; it was some kind of stew of wild plants and wild meat. She had seen turtle meat, some pieces of rabbit, and some bits of fish go into it. It was good, very good.

		They would soon be fed, and then they would be tied up for the night. She had already seen the sharp points of a broken stump where the tree had blown down, breaking off to leave the ragged stump. It was close by. If she could get close to it, she could use those sharp points to pick at the ropes that bound her wrists; she could pick the strands apart, given time. And it would take time.

		She had chosen her route out of camp, between two close-growing trees—no brush there, no leaves, no small twigs that might break.

		Vern lay down to sleep. The fat man went away to watch by the shore.

		Wind and wave being what they were, ships were often overdue, sometimes for weeks. And sometimes they never appeared.

		Lashan had settled down. He had lit his pipe and was smoking. Henry got two bowls, filled them with the stew, and brought them over. As he handed one first to Carrie, then to her, he whispered without looking at her, “Ship’s coming. I saw the tops’ls.”

		The ship was coming! It was here! Then—

		“Tonight,” he whispered, rising from his knees to return to the fire.

		Lashan was staring at them. He could not have heard, but had he guessed?

		Tonight? How?

	
		Chapter VI

		The silver of moonlight lay upon the leaves; overhead a few fluffs of cloud drifted behind an etching of treetops. We lay among the maples, listening to the night.

		“We’re nigh the sea,” Yance whispered. “There’s a taste of salt on the air.”

		“Aye, and a ship offshore.”

		“I hope we be not too late.”

		“She’s not up to anchor yet.”

		“I see that. Do we fight the whole crew of them, then?” Yance inquired irritably.

		“She’s your kin,” I replied coolly, “but if we must fight them, we will. She has no more than twelve guns, and we have two.”

		Yance snorted his disgust. He was about to speak when we heard an angry shout, then another and a deal of cursing. “Gone!” Somebody shouted the word. “Gone, you fools! Who was on watch?”

		There was a murmur of talk. “Get after them, then!” The voice was strident and angry. “They cannot have gone far! Get them, or by the Lord Harry, I’ll-!”

		“They’ve gotten away,” Yance said complacently. “Ah, she’s a broth of a lass, that one! She’ll be backing up for no man.”

		“How far will they get? A lass and a child, and in skirts, yet? In the forest?”

		“They’ll get far enough, I’m thinking, and there will be us to help.”

		“To help, I’m willing,” I said, “but how? They will be off into the woods, and those men will go tramping after, breaking down the brush, trampling the tracks. Ah, they be a pack of fools, then, and they’ll see what they have done when morning comes. Far better they’d be to sit tight by the fire until day breaks. How far can two girls go?”

		Standing up, I listened for small sounds, for the great oafs down there were crashing about like so many cows drunk from corn squeezings.

		A soft wind stirred the leaves, and I tried to set myself in her shoes to figure what she might do, but nothing came to me. She was a canny one, they said, and that might help, but she’d not travel so far with a youngster to hand.

		Away from the sea. That was as much as I could guess. Along the shore they’d be seen from the ship and would be out in the open too much. Inland there were Indians to fear, and these girls had been raised up with Indians always a threat.

		We moved back, deeper into the woods, holding to a fairly straight line away from the sea.

		For an hour or two we heard them threshing about in the woods, frightening the game, causing the birds to fly up, and never a thing did they find. We kept our weapons convenient lest they come upon us, but somehow they did not, and with morning we had a problem.

		Where would they go now? The girls had fled, but to where?

		We moved away from our camp at first light, and keeping a short distance apart, we began hunting sign. Nobody needed to tell us we were in trouble, for there was no telling where those girls would go.

		“Look,” Yance said, squatting nigh a tree, “we got to give them credit for brains. They ain’t simply going to run wild in the woods. That Macklin girl is smart, real smart. She’ll head inland.”

		“It’s closer to help if they go south,” I suggested, but I agreed with Yance.

		“Closer to help but surely the way they’ll be expected to go. The way I see it, they’ll head north, hoping not to meet Indians, and when they are well back from shore, they’ll circle around.”

		“So what do we do?”

		Yance shrugged. “We can try to pick up their trail, but that way we might lead those who are following right to them. I say we strike inland. We go due west, and after the first day we start working north.”

		It was what I had been thinking, and it offered our best chance. I had no wish to get into a shooting fight if I could avoid it even though the people who had been holding those girls supposedly knew nothing about us.

		We started fast, hitting a dim trail and taking it at a dog trot. We’d been hunting the woods our lives long; like the Indians, we could run all day if need be and often had.

		As we ran, I was doing some thinking. The girls must have escaped some time after midnight. Say one or two in the morning. That meant they had been gone anywhere from a few minutes to an hour when their escape was discovered.

		They would have fled straightaway, then hidden until the immediate search was over. Then they would have taken off again. Traveling in the woods by night would not be easy, but having much at stake, they’d try to keep going.

		Give them, to use a figure, two miles before discovery of their escape, maybe four since then. I slowed down.

		“Yance? We better listen. They should be turning south soon.”

		He drew up. “How do you figure?”

		“I’ve been remembering that big river we heard tell of. Remember? He told us that river came down from the north, took a big bend, and flowed kind of east-northeast to the sea? That river mouth was a natural harbor, kind of protected from the sea by sandy islands just like the sounds back in Carolina.

		“The way I see it, those girls are headed west, and they are going to come to that river or sight it, and then they’ll have to turn south.

		“Remember that sailor man we talked to in Jamestown? He drew us a diagram in the dust about that river, said it was a natural trade route to the Indians up country without being bothered by those folks around the settlements.”

		We ran no more. The forest was of oak and maple, with hillsides here and there covered with the graceful white trunks of the birch. It was very still. A woodpecker tapped busily somewhere not far off, and we saw a small flight of birds holding close to the ground, flying into the brush around a small meadow.

		On moccasined feet we moved with no sound, and at brief intervals we paused to listen. Sound carries for some distance, and our ears were now attuned to the natural sounds of the wilderness, so we would quickly detect any sound foreign to the forest.

		We came up the side of a knoll, moving among the trees. Leading the way, I topped out between some oaks alongside a clear space. We were high enough to have a view all around, and my eyes caught the movement just as Yance’s did.

		“Kin?”

		“I see ’em.”

		Merging our bodies with the trunks of trees beside which we stood, we watched six men coming along a trail behind us. There was no mistaking the man in the lead, for surely there could be no two men of that size who moved as he did. It was Max Bauer.

		“Well, what d’ you know?” Yance whispered. “Would you guess they was coming to help?”

		“Not much.”

		“Trailin’ us,” Yance said. “I got a notion—”

		“No,” I said, “but we can make it hard for them. Not all at once or they’ll know we’ve seen them. Let’s just let our trail kind of fade out.”

		Several miles ahead we could see another such knoll. “See that? We’ll meet there.”

		Yance was gone into the brush like a ghost. I swear, that brother of mine could move soft as a cougar, and he was just as mean to tangle with.

		I let him go, then slipped off on the other side of the hill, leaving plain enough prints. Then I saw a hard old deadfall lying across some others like it. The bark had peeled off this one leaving the surface bare and smooth as a naked limb. I stepped up on it and walked its length, switched to another, then to a couple of rocks. From there I went into a stream and walked for a quarter of a mile in the water, which was murky from rain runoff higher up.

		Coming out on a shelf of rock, I stood still to let most of the water run off me, then followed the rock along the shore. Coming up on several deer, I threw a stick at them, and they ran across a small meadow into the trees, leaving a trail for each. Chuckling, I circled one side of the clearing. They would have to check out each deer’s trail to be sure it had not been made by or followed by a man. It would not hold them long, but it would slow them down.

		Reaching the knoll almost an hour later, I scrooched down close to a tree and gave study to the country about. Far off to the west and north I could see there was a sort of gap in the trees, which must have been that river that came into the sea up the coast from Cape Ann. That it curved around some, I already knew.

		By now, if the maids were still moving, they would be somewhere only a few miles to the north or west of us if we’d been guessing right. Yet the men who were following our trail were tracking us, not the girls. Yance joined me.

		“Wonder if they know about that river?”

		“Doubt it. They wouldn’t meet up with many hunters or the like. Wouldn’t be fit company. Of course, that Macklin girl was a listener. What I mean is, she paid attention to folks when they talked, and when I was tellin’ Temperance about our country, she asked a passel of questions, all of them right canny. Still, not many of those folks get far from the settlements, and she might not.”

		It was a worrisome thing, for in the thickness of the forest we might pass them within a few yards and know naught of it, for knowing nothing of our presence, they would be still if they heard us, suspecting we were enemies.

		Near as we could figure it was about fifteen miles from the shore of the sea to the river at the point where we now were. Yet the maids seemed to have headed west and then would turn south, and the area in which they now could do that could be less than five miles, probably less than three.

		We gave study to the country, trying to figure how they might travel. Yance gestured toward it. “Hard to believe, with folks needing land that all this lies empty and still.”

		“I like it wild,” I said, knowing he did, too. “But think of all the poor back in the old country who would like to have even a small bit of it.”

		“Aye.” Yance swept his eyes across the country, alert for any sign of movement, any suggestion of travel. “And I am thinking they will come, Kin. They will come. It is a vast and lonely land now, but it will not be so long.”

		We came to our feet and moved away. “You work slowly across to the westward,” I suggested. “I shall go swiftly west and scout the country toward the great river.”

		We parted. It was our way to do so when hunting, and we had bird calls or sounds we could use to signal one another; we often worked apart, but we worked as a team.

		We must work swiftly now, for those coming behind us would soon know their slaves had escaped and would be coming for them, seeking them out, and us.

		What happened within these woods no man would know, and many had died here, unmourned and unknown, and so would it be with us if we erred even slightly.

		I had gone scarcely a mile and had paused to listen when I heard the faintest sound; turning my head, I looked into the eyes of a girl, and she into mine.

		For a moment neither moved or spoke. She stood slim and graceful as a tall young birch tree, and she looked straight at me, and then she smiled. Others came up behind her, a smaller, younger girl and a tall young black man. He carried a spear and, at his belt, a knife.

		“It is all right, Henry,” she said. “He is a Sackett.”

		“What,” the black man asked, “is a Sackett?”

		She smiled with sudden humor. “Who knows, Henry? It is some strange sort of beast that comes up from the south and brings fresh meat and steals young girls from their homes.”

		“I can see,” I said quietly, “why one might steal a girl, although the idea had never occurred to me before.”

		“All girls are not easily stolen,” she replied. “But we have been, and now we try to return again home. You will help us, sir?”

		“Your mother sent for my brother,” I said. “We both came. But we had best move. Others are behind us who would keep us from helping you.”

		“There are those behind us, also,” she said. “You are alone?”

		“Yance is here. He will join us soon, I think.”

		My eyes went to Henry. “I was also a prisoner,” he said.

		“He helped us,” Diana said. “Without him we might not have been able.”

		Turning southward then, I led the way into the forest, but first I paused and sent into the sky the call of a lone wolf hunting. There would be no answer, but Yance would know, and he would come.

		The black man, and Diana as well, looked lean and fit. Carrie Penney looked a little drawn, a little pale, but there was no time now to think of that. Nor was I worried about Yance. By now Yance would be moving south to join us.

		I led off swiftly, moving like a ghost through the close-standing trees and thick brush. Behind me, Diana was astonished by the way I found openings in the brush where there seemed to be none and how I automatically chose those routes calculated to leave the fewest tracks.

		During our frequent pauses she studied Kin Sackett, for this was the man who suddenly had all their lives in the hollow of his palm, up to a point. Diana looked upon him with some skepticism despite the confidence she felt, for she was not one to trust easily. She had liked Yance when she first met him, and her sympathies had been completely with Temperance when she fled the community with him. This new Sackett was taller, quieter, and an altogether more thoughtful man, one, she suspected, of cooler judgment. Despite that, she was wary. Diana Macklin was not one to give herself completely into the hands of anyone.

		At the same time she knew her danger and, moreover, the danger the Sacketts entailed by helping. If captured, they would be killed. She and Carrie would be enslaved, but the Sacketts would be killed, and they had nothing to gain.

		They started on and had been going but a short distance when Carrie stumbled and fell. She got up, frightened. “Di! Don’t leave me!”

		“We won’t leave you,” I said. “Here, let me give you a lift.” I swung her to my back. “Put your legs around my waist and hang to my shoulders.”

		I started off again, walking as if unburdened, and they followed.

		Yance was hanging back, bringing up the rear, keeping his eyes open for trouble. I did not look around, knowing he would be there; if there was trouble, Yance would give me a signal.

		We were deeper into the forest now. All about us were huge old maples and clusters of oaks, some of them seven or eight feet in diameter. Here there was less undergrowth, and we could move with greater speed. I was almost running now, weaving a swift way through the forest.

		She watched me constantly, and well I knew her reasons, for he is naught but a fool who trusts himself too lightly to a stranger. Now the land was changing; there were more low, rolling hills, and suddenly we topped out on a rise and caught a glimpse of blue beyond.

		The river? No. The look of the water was not right. A lake, then, or large pond. We came down to the shore among the willows, and I let Carrie slide from my back. She was not heavy, yet even with my strength the carrying of her was tiring.

		Yance came in. “Had a glimpse back there. They gained on us.”

		Carrie looked up at me. “Can’t we go home now? Is it far?”

		“Not far, Carrie,” I said, resting a hand on her shoulder, “but we cannot go there now. There are men close upon us. They are between us and your village.”

		Yance disappeared in the woods, scouting a way. I lay down, resting, letting all my muscles relax completely and giving way to complete rest. It was something I had learned to do to conserve strength. Through the willows I could see the water, hear it lapping.

		Resting, I was. Yet thinking as well. From the glimpse I had, the lake was a large one, and we had to go back to the east and then south.

		Diana came up beside me and sank to the ground nearby. “We are due east of the Cape, I think?” she suggested.

		“We are.”

		“We cannot go east?”

		“There are men coming toward us. Evil men, I think.” I paused. “Do you know Max Bauer?”

		“What of him?”

		“He is one of them, I think.”

		She was silent for several minutes. “He is Joseph Pittingel’s man.”

		“Who has a ship that is overdue.”

		“Maybe he is coming to help?” she suggested. “He was often in Carrie’s home. She knows him.”

		I shrugged. “They are saying in the settlement that Pequots took you. Pittingel says it. Bauer, also.”

		“They are not eager to find me, I believe.” She spoke calmly. “I am sorry for Carrie that she was with me when they came.”

		Yance came suddenly, soundlessly, from the willows. “Indians,” he said. “A lot of them, I think.”

	
		Chapter VII

		Following him, I looked past his pointing finger at a thin column of Indians, all of whom seemed to be warriors, advancing along a trace from the southwest. Within the range of my vision, judging by their spacing, there were at least forty in the group.

		“Wait,” I suggested, “and let them pass, then cut back behind them. It is our only chance.”

		If we could do it. Leaving Yance to watch, I went back and explained quickly. “No sound,” I added, “and then when I say, we must move quickly and quietly.”

		We waited then, watching them come. I knew not the clothing or the paint these warriors wore, for it was different than any I had seen. Were they Pequots? Mohawks? I held my musket ready, knowing that its one shot could mean but one enemy dead. I had pistols, and there might be a chance to reload.

		My throat was tight, for fear was upon me. We were but three men against forty, and if they rushed, we should have small chance indeed. Two musket shots, then our pistols and knives, with Henry’s spear, and I yet knew nothing of Henry, whether he could fight or even if he would. Yet he was stalwart, and he carried himself like one who knew his way with weapons.

		Where they came from we had not yet been, so there were no tracks of ours, and if they held to the trace they now followed, they would still see no sign left by us. But—I smiled at the thought—if they held to the trace, they would surely come upon Bauer and those with him.

		We held still, making not the slightest move, scarcely daring to breathe, and the first of them came abreast of us and not fifty yards away, flitting through the forest with scarcely a sound.

		They were slim and wiry men rather than muscular, yet a few among them seemed powerful, and no doubt all were strong enough. They carried spears, but bows and arrows as well as the tomahawk were much in evidence.

		Slowly they passed us by, and my first guess had been close, for I numbered them to be thirty-two and no signs of battle among them, so if it was a raid they were upon, it lay before them.

		No sooner had the last of them disappeared in the forest than I straightened up and beckoned. We went down the slope, past some pines, and took the very trace they had followed, retracing their steps back to the way from which they had come.

		We passed the lake, keeping it close on our right, and a half-dozen miles farther we made camp in a pleasant nook among giant oaks where we swiftly gathered some fallen twigs and branches and built a small, warm but almost smokeless fire. Hidden as we were in a deep place among the trees, the fire would not be seen beyond our circle of trees.

		In a dish, hastily made of birch bark, we sliced up some venison; then, when it had been simmering for a half hour, I added a couple of handfuls of cattail pollen. Diana watched us curiously and somewhat skeptically, I thought, but she made no comment.

		Yance put together two cones of birch bark and plugged the bottoms; then we filled each with the soup. One went to Carrie, the other to Diana. Carrie hesitated, looking doubtful, but hunger overcame the squeamishness at trying something new. Meanwhile, I mixed up more of the soup, adding to what had been left.

		Glancing over at Henry, I said, “You’ve been in the woods before?”

		“They were different.”

		“You move like a woodsman.”

		He looked at me, his head up. “I was a warrior in my own land. I led men in battle.”

		“Looks like you may get a chance for battle,” I commented. “Was it in Africa?”

		“I am Ashanti,” he said simply.

		“A slaver?”

		He shrugged a shoulder. “There was war. When the war was over, the victor had slaves, or he killed them so they could not attack again. Some of the slaves we sold for guns or cloth.”

		“How’d you become a slave? Did you lose a war?”

		“No, we took slaves aboard the ship, and there were not enough slaves for the ship, and then the wind started to come up. Suddenly I was pushed from behind, and I was a slave, also.”

		“So now you know how it feels.”

		He shrugged again. “Some win, some lose. I lost then; now I win. I am free; I will stay free.” He stared at us defiantly.

		I smiled. “Why not? We are not slavers, nor are we owners of slaves. We do our own work.”

		His look was disdainful. “A warrior does not work!”

		“No? If you stay with us, you will help. You will work, and you will fight. Otherwise”—I pointed toward the woods—“there is freedom out there. Take what you will of it.”

		He did not move; hands on hips, he stared at me. “I have told them I would help,” he said. “My promise is my blood. I will stay until they are safe.”

		“Good! We can use you.”

		A few minutes later Yance asked, “What did he mean, he was pushed from behind?”

		“Pushed down a hatch, probably. It has happened before. Men who take slaves are not particular who they enslave. I had much talk of this with Sakim, who had once traveled from Cairo to Timbuktu.”

		We gathered wood for the fire, and Henry did, also. We kept it low, and every now and again one of us would move out into the woods, away from the fire and even the low sound of the voices there, to listen.

		That night we stood watch, Yance, then Henry, finally I. At dawn we moved out, and I let Diana set the pace. Cape Ann and the settlements were east of us and a little north of east now.

		We traveled slowly, for Carrie’s strength was waning, and I feared for her. If Diana Macklin tired, I did not know, for she walked proudly, quietly, making no complaint but thoughtful always of Carrie Penney.

		When we had two hours behind us, we again neared a small stream that ran northward into the river. There we stopped to rest, and Henry wandered down to the river. We found huckleberries growing in a few patches near the stream and busied ourselves with picking. Yance wandered about, restless and uneasy.

		Glancing through the leaves, I could see Henry had rigged a pole and was fishing.

		Yance paused near me. “Think we should try for the settlement? Can’t be more’n nine, ten miles across there.”

		I had been giving it thought but worried that we knew nothing of Max Bauer or where he was, or of the others, coming south with Lashan.

		Had they given up? I decided they had not. The girls were precious to them, for such a girl as Diana would bring five or ten times what a stalwart young black man like Henry would bring. Also, they dared not let us escape, for once it was known that white girls were being taken, they would be hunted down.

		The woods were thick, but there were streams to cross and meadows. Somewhere over there were the Indians who had passed us and no doubt Bauer and his men. Yet it must somehow be done.

		I went to where Diana picked huckleberries. “Know you of any settlement on the great bay south of Cape Ann? It might be easier to reach.”

		“My father has a friend at a place they call Shawmut. He is the Reverend Blaxton. He lives alone there, I think, with one servant.”

		“Is he the only one?”

		“There is another at Winnesimmet. Samuel Maverick has a fortified house there, a place with a palisade and several guns mounted.”

		“A good man?”

		“Yes, he is. A very kind, genial man, but he has great physical strength, and he is said to be absolutely fearless.”

		“He knows you?”

		She hesitated. “He may remember me. My father helped with the raising of some of the beams of Maverick’s house, but I met him but once when I was a little girl.”

		“It is good. We will try for his place.”

		“We would be safe there if he would take us in, for they would fear him. Or be wary of him, at least. He is a man of reputation, well known in the colony and in England, and I think even Max Bauer would hesitate to face him.”

		We picked berries a little longer. A thought came to me. “He is a married man?”

		“He is. He married the widow of David Thomson, a very good woman. I have spoken to her.”

		Henry came up from the edge of the stream. He had six good salmon and a large pickerel. “I will fix them,” he said. “It is better to eat them and carry the weight inside than out.”

		We were eating the fish when Yance returned. He had gone off suddenly into the woods, and he squatted beside me when he got back, taking a piece of the fish, baked in the coals. “Found a trace … old one. Runs off south by east.”

		“A likely way?”

		“Aye. There be deadfalls here an’ yon, but we could make two, three miles … maybe more.”

		We moved out at dusk, taking the dim trace, and once we had gone into it, I left Yance to lead and fell back. At the campsite I studied it with what light was left; then I began carefully cutting out the tracks of two people.

		There was no way to choose whose tracks, so I simply took those tracks of which there were fewest. Carrie had moved around mighty little, so with a little brushing here and there and then a sifting of dust and broken leaves, letting the slight breath of air dictate where it fell, I left behind a camp that showed only three people: Diana, Henry, and myself.

		A really fine tracker, if he took the time, could read the true story, but they were going to be moving fast, and I wanted to mislead them. They had lost the trail, I was sure of that. Now they would find it again, but of only three people. Where were the other two? Or where was the other one, Carrie, and who was the stranger in moccasins, which was I.

		At the entrance to the trace and for some way along it, I erased all sign of travel, scattering a few twigs, some bits of bark. Then I started running, a long, easy stride to overtake them, but it was full dark before I did, and when I felt I was close to where they might be, I slowed my pace to come upon them quietly. They had covered almost two miles and had stopped briefly near a small stream.

		We moved on into the night, pausing frequently so that the girls might not tire too soon. At one stop I sat beside Diana.

		“I liked your father,” I said.

		She turned her face toward me. I could see the faint whiteness of it in the shadowed place. “He is a good man. I do not think shaped for this life, nor this country.”

		“To make a country we need all kinds. He is a thoughtful man, and such are needed. He reads, he thinks. Too many of us are so busied with living that we do not.”

		I gestured about us. “A man must think, but he has not enough to nudge his thinking. From morn ’till night we are busy with finding game, hunting food, cutting fuel, shaping wood for houses. Ours is too busy a world, and there is no time for considering.”

		“I know … even father. There are days when he has not the time to touch a book. There is no market where one can go and buy what is needed. It must be hunted, gathered, or made with the hands.”

		“And at night,” I added, “a man is too tired. I fall asleep over my books, but we must read, not only for what we read but for what it makes us think. Shaping a country is not all done with the hands but with the mind as well.”

		We were silent, and she dipped water from the stream and drank, then again.

		“How will it be,” I asked, “when you return?”

		She was quiet for a minute, and then she said, “It will be the same, I think. Perhaps worse. If it were not for my father, I would walk away one day and never look back.”

		“Why don’t you …” I caught myself, not wishing her to misunderstand, “and your father come south to Shooting Creek? You would like it there, I believe, and there is a place. One of our farmers was killed by Indians, and his cabin is a strong one. It is empty.”

		“Thank you.”

		She gave no sign that she thought it a good suggestion or not, so I said nothing further. After a moment we started on, walking steadily into the night. Yance carried Carrie for more than a mile, and we stopped again.

		Henry was impatient. “It is foolish. We cannot escape. They will surely find us.”

		“Would you leave them?” I asked.

		He threw me a disdainful glance. “Of course not, but we will all be taken.” He paused a minute. “You do not know them. They are vicious, and they are cruel.”

		“Whose slave were you?”

		“A ship’s captain. He has been much along this coast, and he has made swift attacks on Indian villages and carried some of them off for slaves. I was his servant.”

		He turned his head toward me. “To lie in the hold of a ship was not good, and there was no chance for escape. So I let them hear me speaking English and telling another slave that I was once servant to an Englishman. It was not true, but it worked as I hoped it would, and the captain sent for me. I became his servant and henceforth was upon deck. Then I taught him to trust me.”

		“And how did you get ashore?”

		“Lashan needed a man, and there was no other, so for this one time they left me ashore to help him. It was what I had been waiting for.”

		“If we get through this, you will return to Africa?”

		He was silent, thinking about it. “I know not,” he grumbled. “I have seen much since then. Perhaps there is a better life here.”

		“There are slaves here, too.”

		“There are slaves everywhere. Many are slaves, one way or another, who do not realize they are, but I shall not be a slave. There is opportunity here even among white men.”

		“You are not worried about your color being a handicap?”

		“Worried, no. In some ways it will work against me, and in others it will work for me. You wonder why I speak English as I do? I learned it from an Englishman who was a slave in my country. He was captured when a party came ashore from a ship. He began as the lowest of slaves, but it was discovered that he knew something of treating illnesses, although he was not a medical man. Then he became my teacher, also. Soon he was my father’s adviser and confidant. When my father died, he returned to his country and returned with gold and diamonds my father had given him.

		“He stood upon the shore with me before his ship sailed, and he said to me what I should remember, that any man can be a slave, and a few men, if they will it, can become kings. He put his hand upon my shoulder and told me that in the world were two kinds of people, those who wish and those who will, and the world and its goods will always belong to those who will.

		“ ‘When I came to your land, I was a slave, but I shouldered whatever burden was given me. I looked for other burdens, and for those who will shoulder a burden there will always be many burdens to carry. Finally I helped your father, whose burdens were growning too heavy for him, and your father rewarded me, first with freedom and second with wealth.’ ”

		Well, it seemed to me it was time to move along, so I got up. “Henry,” I said, “it looks to me like you had a good teacher.”

		“Yes, it is so, although it took me much time to learn it. What he taught was good, but what his life showed me was even better.”

		The day had not yet come when we stopped in a hidden place in the midst of a thick stand of young pines. It was the side of a knoll where the ground broke steeply off, then shelved to a narrow bench. There we bedded down and were instantly asleep. This time we felt secure, and all slept, and deeply, too.

		The sun was not yet up when I awoke. For a moment I lay still, listening to the forest sounds, identifying each as my ears came upon it. Rising, I went to the edge of the bench where we had slept and looked all around. A moment, and then as I started to turn, I heard the faintest clink of metal on metal.

		My breath caught and held; then slowly I exhaled and looked in the direction of the sound.

		There not thirty yards away was a camp! And in the camp, striking flint against steel, was Vern, about to light a fire!

	
		Chapter VIII

		Very, very carefully I stepped back. When out of sight, I turned swiftly and awakened Yance. Accustomed to trouble and knowing me, he was instantly awake and alert. He moved to awaken Henry, and I went to the girls.

		Gently I touched Diana’s shoulder and put a finger across my lips. Her eyes flared open; there was an instant until she realized, and then she moved quietly to awaken Carrie. My gestures toward the enemy camp were enough to warn her.

		Swiftly, quietly we moved away through the woods, going directly away from their camp. Somehow we made it, or seemed to.

		The leaves were wet with dew, or perhaps there had been a whisper of rain during the night, but there was no sound as we moved quickly along. That they would find our camp was without question, for once they started to look about for dry wood, they would undoubtedly come upon it. The first problem was distance, the second to leave no trail, yet it was distance of which I thought at first.

		Max Bauer had not seemed to be with them, so perhaps the two groups had not come together. Or it might be that Bauer was too shrewd to allow himself to be found with the men who had actually been holding the girls. And it was he who worried me most, for I doubted the tracking skill of Lashan or Vern.

		“If aught goes amiss,” I warned Diana, “go at once to Samuel Maverick. From what you have said, he seems a good man and a solid one. Go to him, tell him all, and trust to his judgment. If he knows your father, he will get word to him.”

		The war party of Indians, I believed, had gone off to the north of us, raiding some other Indian people, I suspected. Bauer should be close by, but I suspected he was now behind us, as was Lashan. With luck—and mentally I crossed my fingers—we should have a clear way to Shawmut.

		We moved well through the long morning, and when it came to high sun, we were upon the banks of a goodly stream, one flowing north into that great river that I assumed to be what the Indians called the Merrimack or something of the sound.

		“This must be that river called the Musketaauid,” Diana said. “Father came once to its shores and fished here while with other men who looked for land for the future.”

		The river worried me. It was a good hundred yards wide and perhaps more, and we had to cross it. Yance and I could swim, and no doubt Henry could, but I doubted the girls could, for it was not often a woman has the chance to learn, and Carrie was young.

		Leaving Henry with them, Yance went downstream, and I turned up, for well we knew that Indians often conceal their canoes along the banks after traveling, hiding them against the next crossing. There were places where canoes were left for years, used by whoever came and left hidden on one side or the other.

		We found no boat, it not being our lucky day, but Yance came upon several logs lying partly in and out of the water. They were of modest size, and there were others nearby.

		Choosing dry logs, we found several of the proper length and bound them together with vines. The river moved with incredible slowness, and while we worked, we studied what currents we could see so as to know how best to control our crossing. Meanwhile, the girls ate huckleberries picked from bushes along the shore.

		When the raft was complete, and a pitifully small thing it was, we had the two girls climb aboard, and with them we put our muskets and powder horns.

		Henry came suddenly from the woods. “They come now!” he said.

		“Yance?” He looked up at my question. “You and Henry. Get on with it. I’ll wait a bit.”

		I kept one pistol with an extra charge of powder and ball laid out close to hand. And I had the bow and the arrows. They shoved off. Yance being a powerful swimmer, I knew he’d do his part, but Henry proved just as good, and the two of them, with tow lines, started swimming for the far bank, letting what little current there was help them along.

		They weren’t more than a dozen yards out when somebody yelled, and I heard crashing in the brush. The first one I sighted was the fat one, and he slid to a halt and lifted his musket to fire. It was no more than thirty yards, and I wasted no lead on him but put an arrow into his brisket.

		His musket went off as he staggered, the ball going into the air, and he lost hold on his musket and grabbed the arrow. It was buried deep, and I saw him tugging as he fell.

		Slinging my quiver to my back, I took up the pistol. There was more crashing in the brush, and somebody called a question. The fat man had fallen out of sight behind some brush, but I could hear him groaning there.

		Suddenly a tall, thin man appeared in view, looking about. I lifted the pistol, but he saw me and dropped from sight. A quick glance showed me the raft was a good sixty yards into the stream and no longer a very good target, as the girls were lying flat, and you could see nothing of Yance or Henry but their heads and occasionally the flash of an arm.

		There was more movement in the brush, and I took a chance and fired at the sound, knowing I’d best get going. Then I hastily reloaded, and taking the pistol in hand, ran along the shore until I reached a bend large enough to give me some cover. Then I tied my pistol to me and went into the water. When I was a dozen yards out, I went under and swam some twenty good strokes before coming up for air.

		I was downstream of them, and I heard a shot but no other sound, and when I cleared water again, I turned my head for a look back, and there were three men on the shore, two of them getting ready to swim and a third running along the bank looking for me. He spotted me just as I took a breath and went under, but I changed direction and went downstream and swam a good thirty strokes before I came up again, just shy of midstream.

		Looking back, I could just barely see what I believed was the raft, and it was close to shore. I swam toward the bank then and came out on the bank among some deadfalls. There was no sign of the raft or of my people, but I could see at least two men swimming.

		Shaking the water off my pistol, I swore softly, bitterly. I had no more powder with me, and my bowstring was wet. All that remained was my tomahawk and knife.

		Taking a quick look along the shore again, I went into the trees and started toward where my path should join theirs. There was a thick stand of maple with occasional oak and in spots a pine tree or two. Nobody looked to have wandered these woods, but there was not too much brush, and I moved quickly, running through the trees.

		My one thought was to rejoin Yance and the rest, and what followed was brought on by pure carelessness. I jumped a deadfall, leaped up to another, and ran along the top of it for thirty feet or so, then dropped to the earth and broke through the brush and found myself looking into the end of a musket held by a grinning redheaded man with a scar across his nose.

		He has another one there now, for my reaction was instantaneous. Seeing the musket, I threw up a hand and grasped it, jamming it back into the man’s face. He staggered, but another leaped on my back, and I went down into the leaves, bucked hard, and almost threw the man off. I came to my knees, swinging a fist into the nearest face, for there were three at least, and then I lunged up with a man still clinging to my back.

		A broken-off tree, felled by some wind, was near, and I slammed myself back against the tree and a stub of a broken branch that thrust out from it. The man on my back screamed and lost his grip, and I lunged away from him and into the brush. Somebody shouted and swore, a gun blasted behind me, and the lead hit bark from a tree near my head, but I was running again, weaving a way through the forest that would show them no target for shooting among all those tree trunks.

		That I was a good runner served me well, for I had run much in the depth of forests before this, and leaping some obstructions and using others, I ran as never before, thanking the good Lord and all my ancestry for the long legs of me.

		I had escaped by merest chance and because I had come upon them almost as suddenly as they upon me, and they were ill prepared for what followed. Fear helped me much, and I ran, bearing off toward the river again and hoping my brother and those with him were already to the east of me.

		When I slowed down, I felt for knife and tomahawk. Both were with me. My quiver had been thrust around and was still across my shoulders with my bow. Luckily he who leaped upon me had wanted my throat and nothing less.

		Suddenly I came upon the tracks of Yance and the others and made haste to scatter leaves across them and to drop a dead branch along the trail as though it had always been there. Then I walked away into the woods.

		As the crow flies, it was likely no more than fifteen miles from where we now were to Shawmut, but by the route they would take and that I must take, it would be no less than twenty. In the wilderness there is no such thing as traveling in a straight line, for one turns aside for trees, rocks, embankments, cliffs, and what not until one may cover half again the distance a straight line would require. Also, such diversions, no matter how small, can lead one far astray unless the traveler is alert.

		The land over which I moved was strange to me but very familiar. Strange in that I had never before traveled over it but familiar in that it was wilderness country, and in the wilderness I was ever at home.

		My moccasins made almost no sound on the damp leaves, and in most places I could, by twisting and turning, avoid the dry whisk of leaves and branches as they brushed my clothes. My buckskins, stained by travel and by lying on grass and leaves, merged well with the foliage and tree trunks through which I moved.

		What worried me most of all was that for the time I was virtually unarmed except for combat at close quarters. If seen, I should have to use every skill to avoid offering a target, and among these woods were enemies who knew every trick of woodcraft.

		When there was a path, I ran, taking the usual easy pace of the Indian or woodsman in the days before horses were commonly used, for at this time there were no horses in the Massachusetts Bay area and few elsewhere aside from the Spanish colonies of the far south. Our own horses we had left in a secluded pasture where Macklin could from time to time attend to them.

		I had no food, yet often had I gone without food for several days at a time and could endure. Nonetheless, I kept a wary eye for huckleberries or whatever the forest might offer and soon came upon a thick patch at the edge of a meadow.

		There were bear tracks about, but I saw none, although it was a likely place for them, and I picked and ate for nearly an hour before I started on. Huckleberries were tasty enough, but I had need of meat.

		Suddenly coming upon two red deer and having a goodly chance at the one, I measured the distance with my eye and let fly with my tomahawk. Many a time had I hit such small marks as the end of my thumb, but this time the fates were not with me, for the unkind beast turned his head, and I missed. The deer ran off, and I went hungry to my tomahawk and returned it to my belt, mumbling a few unpleasantries the while.

		No longer running, for I had come into an area of low hills, scattered rocks, and much fallen timber, I went carefully. It is a thing a man must forever guard, that he not twist an ankle badly or break a leg, for to be down and helpless is often to die. There was no sound but the wind in the leaves, no movement but small animals or birds. It had become suddenly warmer, and I tried for a look at the sky, but the foliage was thick, and I could see naught but patches of low gray cloud.

		Several times I sat to think, to try to imagine where Yance and the others might be, but all I could surmise was that they were north of me and but a few miles off, yet I hoped our enemies were following me instead of them, and, rising, I went on.

		Of Shawmut I knew nothing. It was not a settlement, merely a place, and of it I knew only that two or three men lived there. That it was close by to the sea and that a fair harbor was near, I did know, and some among those to whom I had talked at Jamestown or Williamsburg had suggested it might in some while become an important place. Such things are commonly said of this place or that along a coast newly discovered, always to be taken with a grain of salt.

		Throughout the sultry afternoon I plodded on, lonely and a bit weary, my thoughts forever returning to Mistress Macklin, from whom I tried in vain to draw them away, at first by force and then by trickery. Neither would suffice.

		Why should I think of her? I scarcely knew her. A likely maid, of course. Downright beautiful, when it came to that, and a lass of some poise and presence, and no more of a witch than most girls of her age, who are all up to some trickery or other.

		Yet who was I to talk of women? I knew less of them than of deer or beaver, and they were much more chancy things from all I had heard.

		Noelle was but a child when she left for England, so the little I knew of women was by observing the wife of my brother or those of my friends, and they were not helpful. A woman who has trapped her game has a different way about her than one who is still on the stalk.

		My ignorance of women I covered very well by a seeming indifference and by keeping my opinions to myself, most of which, had they been expressed, might well have been wrong. It was easy enough to see why the young men of the Cape Ann area might be doubtful of Diana, for she had a disconcerting way of looking at a man.

		Yet aside from her beauty there was much in her to admire, for she was a quietly capable person who did not scream, faint, or cry so far as I had seen. She looked matters in the face and did something about them, and my mother had been such a woman, and Lila even more so.

		The Indian girls I had seen among the Cherokees or Catawbas and the white girls I had met in Jamestown were much alike. They all knew how to move, to sit and to bend to show their figures to the best advantage, and I was used to that. Diana, with a better figure than any of them, did nothing of the kind, or did she? In some more subtle fashion? It worried me that she seemed innocent of guile, that she seemed only concerned with what was at hand. So I came to avoid her, while thinking about her.

		Yet I was being foolish and very vain. Why should such a girl think to use such wiles on such as I? Who was I, after all, but a tall young woodsman from a strange wilderness to the south, a man without any of the graces of which I had heard women speak.

		I was much too serious. Yance was full of laughter and fun and great at dancing. Kane O’Hara, who had won a Spanish wife, was a gifted talker, a storyteller, and a man with a ready smile and eyes that twinkled with merriment. Jeremy, my father’s friend and Lila’s husband, was every inch a gentleman. He carried himself with style and knew much of the world. People, and women especially, listened when he spoke.

		And I? I talked little and at the dances sat along the wall and watched, more at home in the forest than among people. No doubt I would live alone forever, for what woman would find me attractive? Who would want a tall man with high cheekbones and a face like a blunted wedge who knew nothing but hunting and tracking?

		I would think of Diana no longer.

	
		Chapter IX

		When at last I came to Shawmut, it was to a cove inside of what was called Fort Hill, and I came by canoe with a friendly Indian who would accept no gift for the favor.

		“There are good men here,” he said, and left me standing on the shore at the foot of a path that led to Beacon Hill.

		Here all was still, a peaceful place indeed, with some trees off to the south beyond some sand hills and poor grass. On the ridge of Beacon Hill, before me, there were a few cedars and what appeared to be elms. Only the cry of sea birds gave sound to my hearing, and I walked along in my wet moccasins looking for the house of the Reverend Blaxton, which I heard was close by.

		By some he was considered eccentric, for he wished only to live quietly here beyond the reach of too many voices and to walk along his hill, down by the sea, or to read his many books. A good life, I told myself, a very good life indeed.

		The path wound along the hill, and no doubt he knew I was coming for some time before I reached his gate. A Pequot woman served to keep his house, and he had a sturdy man who had come to help from time to time. The house itself was of logs flattened a bit on top and bottom to fit more snugly and well thatched with flags, rushes, and sedge from the swamps below the hill and along the shore.

		He met me at the door, a grave but pleasant young man of about thirty years. “You are Reverend Blaxton?”

		“I am.”

		“I am Kin Ring Sackett from Carolina. My brother and I have been searching for the two maids who were lost.”

		“Taken by Indians, it was said.”

		“Indians are suspected of too many things they have not done,” I said, “nor were any Indians involved in this.”

		He hesitated a moment, then said, “Will you come in? I entertain but rarely here.”

		“It is a lovely place.” Indeed it was, with wild flowers all about a fine view of shore and bay. Walking up the hill, I had seen a profusion of plants. Blueberry, blackberry, strawberry, and wild grape vines seemed to abound everywhere. “I envy you.”

		The comment seemed to please him, and when we stepped inside, it was quiet and cool. The floor had been paved with flagstone, neatly fitted, and there was a fine hearth and fireplace, with a small fire burning, enough to warm some soup.

		“From Carolina, you say?” I was looking at his books. “It is far.”

		“We are in the western country,” I said, “far out on the frontier. Beyond us are naught but Indians, although we hear of Frenchmen and Spanish wandering there.”

		He glanced at me as I stood looking over the titles of his books but made no comment in that respect. “Why have you come to me, then?”

		Turning, I said, “For advice, in part. Secondly, not to lead those who follow me too quickly to the house of Samuel Maverick.”

		Then, accepting a cup of warm broth, I explained all to him. How Mistress Penney had sent for us and how we had come swiftly to help, how our efforts had resulted in finding the girls already escaped and in company with a black slave who was helping them and escaping himself.

		“It is a serious matter, that,” Blaxton said. “I look upon slavery with no favor, but to help a slave escape is looked upon almost as thievery, for you deprive a man of property.”

		“Aye, but they did not help him.”

		“It will not be seen in that light. They were white. It will be assumed that because he left with them they aided him rather than otherwise.”

		He sipped his broth, as I did mine, then asked, “They are with Maverick now?”

		“I hope so. I had a brush with those who followed them and tried to lead them down the wrong path. They would have come along swiftly, for my brother Yance was with them.”

		“Yance? Yance Sackett?” He smiled suddenly. “I have heard of him. Heard nothing good but much that I admired. Although I am a man of the cloth, the people of the congregation and I do not always agree.” He gestured. “I find it more pleasant here.”

		After another brief silence he said, “If they were not taken by Indians, then by whom?”

		“There were three white men, men of the sea, by all accounts, and two black slaves, one of whom helped them escape … a fine young man.”

		“White men?”

		“Slavers,” I said, “and obviously awaiting a slave ship to pick them up. The ship was overdue.”

		“You did not see such a ship?”

		“There was a ship offshore. She seemed to be coming in. We were at the mouth of the Merrimack,” I added, “a place used by traders and such.”

		“I have heard of it. But you only saw a ship offshore. Perhaps it was coming in. You assume very much.”

		For that matter he was correct. I sat, turning it over in my mind. It was true, we knew nothing. Even the maids assumed much, and we had only what Henry could tell us and what Diana believed.

		“We believe Max Bauer was leading those who tried to intercept us,” I suggested.

		He put his bowl down hard on the hearth. “You believe! If you are to mention such men, you must know.”

		It nettled me, yet he was right. The girls had been taken away, the girls had escaped, but for whatever we suspected, we could prove nothing. We knew nothing; we had nothing.

		“One of the men,” I added lamely, “was seen working on the shore for Joseph Pittingel.”

		He smiled, an ironic smile. “You are, indeed, an innocent,” he remarked. “Joseph Pittingel is a man of many interests. He gives largely to the church. He is often called to advise in matters of the colonial administration. I fear the best thing you can do, or the girls themselves, for that matter, is to be still about what you surmise.”

		He refilled my empty bowl. “I must speak to Samuel of this,” he commented. “He is a thoughtful and a knowing man. I am afraid the young miss is in trouble, also, this maid of Macklin’s.”

		“That she is suspected of being a witch? Surely you put no stock in that?”

		“I do not, nor will Maverick, yet there will be others who will, and we must think of them.” He looked at me suddenly. “You have spoken with her. What kind of lass is she?”

		“Beautiful,” I said quickly, “and sensitive, but she thinks. She has a good mind, an excellent mind, and far beyond her years in good sense.”

		He chuckled suddenly, and I did not know why, but he glanced at me slyly. “It is not often I hear a young man comment on a woman’s mind.”

		“She is worthy of comment for her beauty,” I replied stiffly, “but among us a woman’s mind is important. On the frontier a man and his wife are two. They walk beside each other. To survive, the two must work as one, sharing thoughts as well as work. It is not the same, I hear, in the cities of Europe.”

		“You must guard your tongue,” Blaxton advised. “Joseph Pittingel is a shrewd and dangerous man, skilled in the usages of power. He can have you deported, sent back to England.”

		“Back?” I shook my head. “He could not send me back. This is my home, this is my country.”

		He looked at me sharply. “This is your country!” He shook his head as if astonished. “It is the first time I have heard that said. ‘This is my country!’ It has a nice sound, a fine sound, but most of us, you know, are English.”

		“I was born here. I have not seen England. To me it is a land far off where a king reigns.”

		“He reigns here, also,” Blaxton reminded. “It is not good to forget that.”

		“Where I live,” I said, “is beyond the mountains where only Indians are. I do not think the king reigns there nor has power. It is a man himself who rules himself, and it is people working together. Perhaps you may think us wrong, but we do not often think of the king.”

		He considered that, then smiled. “To tell you the truth, we do not often think of him, either, yet it is not well to forget. You can be sent home to be tried by his courts, sent to his prisons, or executed by his officers.”

		We finished our broth and sat there in silence, enjoying each the company of the other. Finally he nodded to indicate the books. “Do you read, then?”

		“I do. In our home there are many books, and my teacher was a good one.” I glanced at him. “You might not approve. He was an infidel, a Moslem.”

		He shrugged. “I would say this to none but you and perhaps to Sam Maverick, but I have myself read a book by a Moslem and found it not at all bad. Did he speak of religion?”

		“Only to say there were many paths, all directed to the same end, and he advised me not to be too quick to put my religion upon the Indian, for he had one of his own that served him well.”

		“You have courage,” Blaxton said, “to face that wilderness. The sea and the woodland … I love them, but I do not venture. I walk these quiet paths, stand upon these headlands, pick my berries, and sometimes—rarely—I fish. For a few trinkets, an Indian will bring me fish or mussels. It is a good life and an easy one if the demands you make are not too large.”

		“You have your books. They are the best companions.”

		“Aye.” He glanced at me, and I think at the moment he really liked me, although he was a distant and aloof man. “Within this room I can talk to the Hebrew prophets, to Plato and to Aristotle. It is good company I keep here.”

		He stood up. “Let us go to Maverick’s place. You will see how well it can be done.”

		As we walked along, I said to him, “Then nothing can be done against the slavers?”

		He glanced at me. “What slavers? Who is to testify? It is all surmise and wild imaginings. Understand, I am inclined to believe there is something in what you say. To me Pittingel is too smug, too knowing, and too sly. He seems sometimes to hold us all in contempt, yet that may be only an attitude.

		“In any event, slavery is no crime, although frowned upon in many quarters. It has been with us, my friend, for several thousand years.

		“And if no slavery, how is the work to be done? A man who comes to this country wishes land of his own, and he will rarely stand to a bit of work for anyone else.

		“I do not approve of one man enslaving another, yet so it has always been, and the mere fact that Joseph Pittingel transports slaves into the country or to the West Indies, this will be no argument against him. He will lose favor in some homes, will find himself quietly put aside by some of our people, but to others it will mean nothing. You must face reality, my friend.”

		“Of course, he was right. Yet, there had to be a way. I thought suddenly of those other girls.

		“I knew but one of them,” Blaxton said when I suggested it. “A handsome lass and pert.” After a moment he added, “I feared for her. She was too filled with zest, and I am afraid—I should not say this—but I am afraid she had too little of the Lord’s goodness in her.”

		He glanced at me. “I tried to talk to her of God, and she kept reminding me, without saying a word, that I was but a man and she knew it. She disappeared suddenly, and it was suspected she had run off with someone … aboard some ship or other.

		“Another case of a maid where many would be inclined to say, ‘Good riddance.’ I would say there has been some knowing selection going on here. The mistake was when they took Carrie.”

		Maverick’s place was a considerable fortress, with a goodly house and several guns mounted on the palisade. He had the sort of men about to defend such a place, a rough and ready lot, for he dealt in furs, and many of these were men who spent much time trapping. With so many of them and his strong place he had nothing to fear from Indians. I knew he was a respected man but one who went against the grain of the congregations because of his easy ways and tolerant views.

		It was said he had been close to being expelled on several occasions, but his own forthrightness as well as the fact that his father had been a minister of some influence prevented that.

		He welcomed us and put out mugs of cold cider on the table.

		“They are here,” he assured me, “and well. Your brother did us well by bringing a haunch of venison with him, and the maids are resting. They arrived last night, and my wife has seen to them.”

		“We have talked much,” Blaxton said, “and I think you should hear what he has to say.”

		I spoke briefly, having consolidated my argument by talking with the Reverend Blaxton, and Maverick listened while drinking his cider.

		“Blaxton is right, of course. It will do no good to speak against them, and it will do you much harm. With all politeness, I must remind you that you are nobody here. Or less than nobody, coming from the wild lands to the south. Joseph Pittingel is a respected man, and feared as well. I have had few dealings with him except to use one of his ships to freight some mast timbers to England.”

		It was bothersome that those who had done this thing should go free of blame and lay ready to perform the same deed again, yet what could be done, I knew not.

		“This lass,” I said on a sudden thought, “the lass you spoke of who was taken before this? There has been no word of her?”

		“None. She had a way of walking near the shore, and some said it was to give a bold eye to the sailor men, but I know naught of that. One day we saw her no more and her mother came wailing and worrying about her, and we conducted a search, but all felt she had but run off and not been taken at all.”

		“Such a maid—” I started to say when Maverick interrupted.

		“Aye, I ken her well! A bold lass for her years, and she not yet sixteen! It would take more than a kidnapping to curb that one! I have seen her kind before this, and such women endure. They have a quality that takes them through when others might fall by the way. Bold she may have been, but there was good steel in her, too!”

		“So she may be alive,” I said.

		“Her?” Maverick snorted. “It would take a deal to dampen her down. I confess, I liked the lass. Trouble she was, trouble for her mother from the first, and a worry to the congregation, for she flaunted herself about, ready to make eyes at any man who looked well to her, although, mind you, I think at that time ’twas all in play, not that she was not ready for something more. Had her good mother been wise, she’d have married her off—”

		“It was planned,” the reverend said, “but the lass would have none of it. She wanted none of the local lads but something more. I do not know what exactly, but adventure, I think.”

		“I think—” I spoke aloud, but it was to myself I spoke—“I think I shall go to the West India isles! I think I shall try to find this lass.”

		They stared at me. “To find one maid in all the Indies? You are daft. Daft, I say! And if you found her, what then? Do you think you would be permitted to speak to her? And if so, what?”

		“An affidavit,” I said. “A sworn statement. Or even the lass herself! Then we would have evidence that might take these men to the gallows!”

	
		Chapter X

		It was easy talk, yet the thought rankled that such things could be done and that those who did them would go unpunished. A man could say it was none of his affair, but how many would suffer until somebody did make it his business?

		Maverick was patient. “You know nothing of the Indies,” he said. “It is a different world than this, and it is nothing like Virginia or the Carolinas. It is a place of pirates, cutthroats, and sharp businessmen. And how would you go about finding one girl? A girl who is probably kept from sight?”

		I did not know. All I knew of the Indies was hearsay, and not much of that, yet the more I thought of it, the more I decided that this I must do.

		Yance was quiet, and that was unusual for him. Despite his flamboyance, Yance’s thinking was sound, and he could see, even as I could, the problems involved. In the first place, there were many islands, and to which one had she gone? Had she survived the trip? Many people died aboard ship and were buried at sea, for the life was rough at best, the food poor, and many a tough sailor man failed to survive a voyage.

		Jamaica, Hispaniola, Grenada, Cuba, Martinique, the names themselves were enchanting.

		“You would have no chance,” Reverend Blaxton assured me. “It is a fine thing you think of doing, a noble thing, but you would waste time better spent in some other way. We do not even know that she was not taken by Indians or murdered somewhere along our own shore. It would be like searching for one snowflake in the dead of winter.”

		“Anyway,” Yance said practically, “you’ve got your crop back home, and Temperance will be wondering what happened to us.”

		“I did not mean for you to come, Yance. I meant for you to go home and let them know where I have gone.”

		There was a deal of talk, which, as is always true in such cases, seemed to arrive nowhere, for there is always a repeating of arguments and a rephrasing of the same ideas and much time wasted. Yet as the talk went on, I listened with half an ear and thought my own thoughts, worrying over the possibility as a dog over a bone.

		When first the words came to my lips, they came almost unbidden, yet the idea would not let me abandon it. The Indies were foreign to me, and I should not be treading the familiar ground of the forest or mountains or swamp but at sea and among islands and men of different backgrounds than I, and I would be among cities, which I scarcely expected to enjoy.

		Yet what if I found her? From all that had been said, I guessed there was a core of steel in the lass, that whatever else she might be, she was not one to be easily conquered by circumstance or condition.

		That she was possessed of more than her share of healthy animal spirit seemed likely, and the restraints of living in a community ruled by the congregation would be irritating and confining to such a one.

		Well, to suppose. If she was indeed taken by slavers to the Indies and sold there, what then? What would become of her? Many a girl might give up, accept the life, and sink to the depths, ending when cast out as no longer useful, eaten by disease, or soaked in alcohol. But I could not believe that would happen to such a girl as this one. There was strength in her; for good or bad there was strength, and that must count for something.

		Suddenly the door from an inner room opened, and Diana was there. She moved into the room like a dream of beauty and went to the fire to stir it.

		“How is Carrie?” I asked.

		She looked over her shoulder at me. “Sleeping, and the poor child needs it. She is exhausted.”

		“And you?”

		“There is not the time. I have things to consider.” She looked around again. “They will be coming, I think. They have had their time at Cape Ann and some other settlements.”

		“What do you mean by that?” Maverick asked.

		“She means,” Blaxton replied, “that they will have taken the time to raise the question about Diana as a witch.” He watched Maverick fill his glass and then added, “Joseph Pittingel, if he is involved, is a shrewd man. He would take the time to cast rumors about, even to making a few comments of his own. ‘The maids have gotten free, how else but that Diana is a witch? Also, were they really prisoners at all? Was this not some diabolical plot of her own? How could they vanish so utterly but by witchcraft?’ He will use the very argument Sackett offered at first, from what I hear, that no Indians had been seen for some time.”

		“There is a place amongst us,” I said. “If you like, you may come to Shooting Creek.”

		She hesitated only a moment and then said, “It is far, and we are known to none there.”

		Maverick interrupted. “Then come to Shawmut. Become our neighbors. Thomas Walford, the smith, who helped me, would surely help you. He is a rough but goodly man.”

		The remark irritated me, yet why should it? She would be safer close to Maverick than elsewhere. Was it because she might have accepted my offer had he kept still? I was being the fool again. It was something I was doing more easily these days.

		Yance was looking at me and grinning like an ape. At least I had the good sense to say nothing, although Diana glanced once at me as if expecting some word.

		Yet what could I say? It was far to Shooting Creek, and what had we to offer that was not here?

		“I shall go to the Indies,” I said, “and I shall find her. I shall find that girl, and somehow I will discover what is being done.”

		Henry had come in the door as I spoke, and he said, “If you wish, I shall come with you.”

		“It is no place for a free man who is black,” I said, “although I’d welcome it.”

		“There are freedmen there,” Blaxton offered. “It has been said there are several thousand that do live in Jamaica. As long as he was with you, he would be safe.”

		“And I can ask questions where you would get no answers,” Henry said. “Some of my people lived in the hills of Jamaica and some on the other isles. They would know who I am, and they would tell us what they could.”

		“What if you ran into some of those you once captured?”

		He shrugged. “They would be afraid. No one wishes to fight the Ashanti.”

		“We will go, then.”

		“There is no ship,” Diana interposed. “None but that of Pittingel.”

		“There’s Damariscove,” Maverick suggested. “Many a vessel calls there for water or trade. Why, there was a settlement there before the Pilgrims arrived with their Mayflower!”

		“Aye, Damariscove!” I had not remembered it. “Of course, we will go there.”

		“Is there need?” Diana spoke sharply. “Why should you sail off searching for some girl you have never seen? Does she sound so attractive to you?”

		“It is for you,” I protested, “and for others like you. This ugly business must be stopped and stopped now.”

		“How noble of you!” Her voice held irony, and the tone dismayed me. I stared at her, about to make some angry retort, but said nothing. That seemed to irritate her even more.

		“I have not asked you to do this for me,” she said, “and I would not. It is a fool’s errand, going off to find a girl you know nothing of on an island you have never seen and where you’ll find naught but enemies.”

		She turned around to look at me. “Do you believe for one minute that Joseph Pittingel or Max Bauer would let you go? At the first word of such a thing they would have you dead, killed in some manner. You would do better to go back to that far land from which you come and cultivate your corn!”

		Her disdain for my sense was obvious, but it only made me resolve the more. “Believe what you will. I shall go.”

		I got to my feet, wishing to have no more words with her. Maverick was frowning at his pipe, Blaxton seemed amused by something, and Yance was smiling. What a smug lot they were! I’d be well rid of them, even Yance!

		Turning to the door, I said, “Tomorrow, then, Henry. We will be off to Damariscove and a ship if we be so fortunate.”

		Diana turned away, ignoring me, and I stepped out into the darkness.

		It was very still and damp; a fog came in from over the bay and from the sea beyond. Many a tale of the sea had I heard from my father and those of our men who had sailed with him, tales of bloody sea fights and ships captured or sunk, of Newfoundland and of the Irish coast. How long before I’d see my beloved hills again and the slopes all pink and rose with rhododendron and laurel? How long?

		As a boy, I had walked the seaside when with my father. I went to the shore above Hatteras, a long and sandy shore, with a salt sea wind blowing and the salt spray in my eyes and the sea birds calling as they swooped above.

		Long had I looked upon ships and dreamed of the places of their going, the far places, the mysterious places, the wild romantic names, Shanghai, Gorontalo, Rangoon, Chittagong, and Zanzibar.

		Dreamed of them, yes, but of my own hills the more. I wanted only to be back there, but first to stamp out this ugly thing, for I thought of Noelle in such a plight and no one to come to her aid.

		If harm were done to any whom I loved, I should come back; if it were from the dead, I should come back and lay a hand upon those who were evil.

		The fog moved around me in strange curls, caressing my cheek with ghostly fingers, placing a chill kiss upon my brow with a small touch of moisture.

		The palisade loomed before me, and I went to the gate. A shadow moved, and a man stood there. “I be Tom.” he said, “on guard this night. Is there aught I can do for you?”

		“I thought of going out,” I said.

		“I would not,” he said. “There be unholy things in the night and a whisper of moccasins, methinks. I’d stay within and be glad, for the wall is strong.”

		“Aye, you are right, and if all goes as I expect, I’ll be needing rest before I go down to the sea.”

		“They’ll be bedding for the night soon,” Tom said. “The master is no late stayer these nights. Ah, I’ve seen the time when they made the welkin ring with their singing of songs and drinking of ale, but not with the reverend here. Besides, there’s a deal of work to be done, and all must rest.”

		“Is there trouble with Indians at all?”

		“It’s been a time since. Oh, there’s petty thievery and such like but no more than is expected. You can’t blame them,” he added. “We’ve so much that is new and some’at curious to them, so they be picking up this and that to look at and sometimes to cany off. They do not have the same thoughts about ownership as do we, an’ ’tis but natural.”

		“Aye.” He made sense, this man. I wished all might be as understanding, yet it was much to expect when most newcomers thought of the Indians as savages, ignored by the good Lord unless saved.

		It may have been my father’s easy way with folks or perhaps my mother’s way or Lila’s or the teaching of Sakim, but I was not one for believing all who believed not as I to be therefore heathens. Many are the paths to righteousness, and ours, I think, is but one.

		Inside they’d put down a pallet for me close by the fire, but I drew it somewhat away. I liked not to sleep too warm but cool enough to sleep lightly so my ears can hear what moves about.

		All were asleep, or seemed so. I drew off my boots and looked to the charge on my pistols and then stretched upon my pallet and stared up at the dark timbers, lit by the flickering fire. It was in my mind to go south to the Indies, yet there was uneasiness on me, for I should be venturing far from lands that I knew and among men who were strangers to me and whose ways I knew not.

		In the night it rained, and I awakened to hear the sound of it on the roof and in the yard outside. Lying awake, I thought of the rain falling in the forest, and I wondered where Max Bauer was and those who had been with him. Here I was safe. Yet Diana had spoken truly, for if they were slavers and discovered my intent, they would kill me or seek to kill me. Nonetheless, I knew this foul business must be ended or no maid would be safe to walk free upon the land.

		Or was it simply that something deep inside me still longed for the sea, something inherited, something only half held, some unnamed yearning? What man truly understands his motives?

		Yet there was something else, something of which I had heard my father speak when talking to Jeremy or the others, that where man was, there must be law, for without it man descends to less than he is, certainly less than he can become. Even on the frontier where no law had yet come, man must have order, and evil must be restrained or punished.

		No man had made me my brother’s keeper, but if no other moved to restrain evil, then I must do it myself.

		These men had injured one whom I—I—I could not complete the idea. It was not true. It was only that—

		I went to sleep.

		Morning dawned, cool and damp with a wind from off the bay. Yance and I walked outside into the sea wind and stood together. “Don’t worry about my crop,” I said. “The birds and the squirrels will harvest for me. Tell them where I am gone and that when spring comes I shall be with them again.”

		“Kin, be warned. They are not easy men.”

		“Aye. That I know.”

		“Where will you go?”

		“To Jamaica at first to ask about where many sailors come. I do not think there are secrets at sea even though some may believe so. At Damariscove, where I go to find a ship, I shall also ask.”

		“Kin, do you remember John Tilly? And Pike? They were trading to the Indies in the Abigail, named for our mother. And the Eagle, too, the craft that took mother to England. That one traded to the Indies, also.”

		“Aye. I remember.”

		Henry came to the door. “Do we go now? I am ready.”

		“And I. Good-by, Yance. Care for things until I return. And do not go off a-hunting. Stay close to Temperance for a bit.”

		“You know how to give advice,” a voice said, “and do you take your own?”

		It was Diana, standing alone and very still just outside the gate. I blinked at her, not quite understanding, but I held out my hand. “I will come back,” I said.

		“Oh, will you?” She looked straight at me, her eyes wide. “And what then, Kin Sackett? What then?”

		“An end to this bad business,” I said.

		Her fingertips scarcely touched mine, and then she turned sharply away. What in the devil was the matter with the girl?

		“Go, then,” she said over her shoulder. “Go.”

	
		Chapter XI

		Still lay the water over which we moved, with no sound but the ripple of our passing and the steady chunk of the oars. Fog lay thick about us and somewhere ahead an island. A long, thin, wooded island, and there was the harbor, Damariscove, settled, it was said, by a Captain Dammerill.

		Yet the fisherman whose boat we hired shrugged when I said it. “Aye, it may be, but there were lads as came ashore there to dry their fish many a year before he ever caught the shadow of it.”

		My father, too, had spoken of this, for fishers from the Grand Banks had come here to smoke or dry their fish before heading homeward for the shores of Europe. I spoke of this, and he looked at me again.

		“Did he have a name, then?”

		“He did. Barnabas Sackett, it was.”

		He chuckled. “I ken the man. Ah, a rare one he was, too! A rare one! Tricky and sharp but strong! He made a name for himself amongst we who come from Newfoundland, for we love a daring man, and that he was.”

		He turned to glance my way. “You do favor him, although you’re taller. D’ you ken Tilly and Pike, then?

		“They were his friends, and if it is to sea you are going, you’ll be in luck, for there’s a ship of theirs at the island now, or there was.”

		“Of John Tilly’s?”

		“Aye. The Abigail. She’s been about a bit but seaworthy. She’s been taking on water and trading for fur.”

		My father’s old ship and in port here! Suddenly I was impatient at the chunking of the oars, the slow, steady movement through the water. I had been relaxed, resting, waiting to arrive at Damariscove and thinking if I was lucky we might—I swore softly, bitterly. The ship might be gone before we arrived. Why could I not have known?

		As if in answer to my impatience a small breeze blew up, and the fog began to thin. The old man went forward and hoisted the sail. Yet even so our progress was slow, too slow.

		There was naught to be done but to hope she would not sail until we arrived. Henry looked around, amused by my impatience. “There will be other ships,” he said.

		“Aye, but yon’s a special ship, and I would dearly love to sail in her, be her master whoever he may be. If he be John Tilly—”

		The fog lifted, and the wind picked up a little. It was not yet midday, but Damariscove was far off. A gull dipped low above us, and I felt a queer excitement stir within me.

		I was at sea! How often had I heard stories of the sea and of ships! Of my father’s battles with pirates. What was the man’s name? Bardle, Nick Bardle. There was another, too, but I had seen him, knew him from long ago when Yance and I had slipped aboard his ship at Jamestown and spiked his guns. A rare bit of action that and one that pleased our father, although it was done without his knowledge.

		Jonathan Delve, that was the name. An evil man and one who hated our father.

		Finally I dozed, rocked by the movement of the boat, and when I awakened again, it was fairly dark, and there was a darker line along the sky with a light showing low down near the sea.

		“Are we there, then?”

		“Yon,” our boatman said. “Would ye be landed?”

		“Not if the Abigail is close by. I’d like to board her.”

		“At night? They are a touchy lot aboard there and wary. I’d say you’d best be known to them if you’d board, but I’ll take you alongside. And there she lies, two points abaft the beam. I’ll bring her around, and we can hail her.”

		There was a stern light showing and an anchor light in the chains. We edged in close, and a hail came from her. “Lay off there! Lay off!”

		“Is John Tilly aboard? If he is, I’d speak with him.”

		“The cap’n? Lay off there. Who be you?”

		“The name is Sackett,” I said. “I think it will have a familiar sound.”

		“Sackett?” The watchman exclaimed. “Well, I’ll be!” In another tone he called out, evidently to someone else on deck. “Joel? Call the captain. Tell him we’ve a Sackett out here.”

		I saw light come into the darkness as the door yawned open; then there was a rush of feet, and a strong voice, which I knew at once, called down, “Sackett? Is it you, Barnabas?”

		“It’s Kin,” I answered. “Kin Sackett, his eldest, and seeking passage to the Indies if it is there you’ll be going.”

		“Come aboard, lad, come aboard!”

		They dropped a ladder over, and I went up with Henry after me. My first time on a rope ladder, but I had the hang of it from words my father had spoken. The boatman had been paid, and there was naught to do but hoist our gear aboard, and little enough we had of it.

		He was a strongly made man, his hair white and his beard neatly trimmed. “Ah, lad! It is good to see you! How is my old friend, your father?”

		“He is gone, captain. The Senecas killed him … finally. Black Tom Watkins was with him, and they died well.”

		“That he would do.” He paused for a moment. “So he is gone! It is hard to believe.”

		“My mother is in England. She took Noelle and Brian there for their education.”

		“Aye. I knew of that, and I have seen them both … in London. It was only a short time ago.”

		“You saw them?”

		“Aye. I had brought my ship up the Thames and sought them out. Your brother is a handsome lad, strongly built and something of a scholar. But your sister? She is a beauty, Kin, a beauty! I declare, lovely as your mother was. She will be even more beautiful when she becomes a woman, and she has not long to wait, believe me! Ah, what a handsome pair they are!

		“Brian is a scholar. He has been reading for the law but much else besides. But there’s been trouble, too, over your land in the fens. William, of whom your father often spoke and who was by all accounts an honest man, died. His nephew fell heir to his holdings and has laid claim to your father’s land as well. I fear there will be trouble.”

		“Brian will know what to do, and if it is help he needs, we will come.”

		“Help is less important now than friends in positions of power. I do not know, Kin, what will happen.”

		We walked aft together, and in the comfort of his cabin over a pot of coffee we talked long into the night of the old days and the new, and in the end I told him what I wished to do.

		“To find one girl, Kin, I doubt if it can be done, yet you are your father’s son, and he was not a man to be stayed by doubt. What I can do I will do.”

		“There is gossip alongshore; this I know. I want to know the gossip about the ships of Joseph Pittingel and what I can discover about a man named Max Bauer. I believe these stolen girls would be sold to outlying plantations where they could be kept unseen.”

		“If it is waterfront gossip you will be wanting, then Port Royal is the place. They be a packet of rascals there but friendly enough if they like you, and you’ll have a good name among them.”

		“I will?”

		“Aye, they’ll know the name Sackett, for Barnabas made a name. Have you heard the story told of how he took the pirate ship in Newfoundland and then hung high the pirate Duval until he cooled down? Pirates favor a bold man, and your father was that, lad, he was all of that.”

		He glanced at Henry. “A slave?”

		“A friend. He volunteered to help. He’s an Ashanti.”

		“I know them. He will find some of his people in the islands, but most of them have taken to the hills in what is called the Cockpit County, and the wise do not go a-searching for them. There be those who call it the Land of Look Behind because you’d better or they’ll be all over you. On Jamaica and elsewhere, too, they are called maroons.”

		“They will receive me,” Henry said coolly. “I was a king among them.”

		“But these are long from Africa, most of them,” John Tilly suggested. “Will they remember?”

		“They will,” Henry replied, “and if not, I shall remind them.”

		Fair blew the winds for Jamaica, and the good ship Abigail, named for my mother, proved a good sailer. Soon I was lending a hand at the sailing, learning the ropes, as the saying was, and taking a turn at the helm.

		Each night we had a man or two back from the fo’c’sle to tell us what he knew of Joseph Pittingel, his ships, and of Max Bauer.

		Soon a picture began to come forth, a picture of a man both shrewd and dangerous, a man who had many friends or at least associates throughout the islands and along the coast of the mainland. A man even more formidable than we had assumed and a situation that must be handled with extreme care, for he had friends in important positions who could cast a man into jail or have him hanged.

		That he was a slaver came as a surprise to many of those to whom we talked. This he had apparently kept from anyone, yet here and there a seaman would drop a word to let us realize that there were those who did know. A picture of the man became clearer, a picture of an adroit, cunning man who presented one picture to officials and to merchants and another entirely to those he considered menials.

		John Tilly listened, asked a question or two, and when the last of the seamen had left the cabin, he said quietly, “This is no easy matter you have taken upon yourself, for if the man has the least suspicion of what you do, he will surely have you murdered or thrown into prison, and he will have the power, you can be sure.”

		“I think of Noelle. What if it had been she?”

		“Aye, and the poor lasses with no man to stand by them. It must be done, lad. It must be done.”

		“First, to find that girl. Henry will help, for you know as well as I that there are no secrets from the slaves. He can go among them and among the maroons as I could not, for they would tell me nothing.”

		Several times we passed ships at sea, but they were either too far off to be seen clearly or they made haste to seek distance. It was a time when piracy was rampant, and many a ship would not hesitate to seize another if opportunity allowed.

		Wet blew the wind against our faces, leaving the taste of salt upon our lips. Much was the time I spent upon deck, my body growing accustomed to the dip and roll of the vessel and the sails overhead, all strong with wind. At times the rain beat against our faces like hailstones, but I could see how a man could grow to love such a life, and how easily he could come to live upon the sea.

		There was a power there, a power in the roll and swell of the waves that told a man he was but tolerated here. This was a world of fish under the sea and gulls or frigate birds above it.

		Captain Tilly was a cunning man with wind and sea, knowing very well how to get the most from his ship, and we went swiftly along the coast to the south, and I never knew when we passed our old shore along the Carolina coast.

		The seas grew warmer. We worked often without shirts, and the whiteness disappeared from our bodies, and they grew red, then brown, strongly tanned by tropical suns. Jamaica was a long green shore of a deeper green than found in our northern lands.

		We sighted Great Plumb Point and the Pallisadoes, a long neck of land staggered here and there with trees that gave the neck of land its name, for they appeared a long broken wall to keep men out.

		We held our course along shore to Little Plumb Point and passed between it and Gun Key, then rounding the point and coming at last to the well-sheltered bay.

		Captain Tilly stopped beside me as I stared shoreward. Never had I seen so many houses or stores and drinking places along the waterfront. If there was one, there were at least twenty ships in the harbor, and more seemed to lie deeper within the bight of land.

		No other place had I seen but Jamestown, and you could have tucked all of it into a corner of this.

		“Be not trusting, lad,” Tilly warned. “They are knaves aboard there and proud of it. They’ll have your money, and if you say the wrong word, you will be killed out of hand. Port Royal is said to be the wickedest city on earth, the Babylon of the west, they call it.

		“They be pirates and those who prey upon them and more jewels and gold than you’ll see ever in London town.”

		We dropped our hook close in before the town, and a boat was got over the side. Tilly eyed me as I got into the boat. “To a tailor first, Kin Sackett, for in that outfit of buckskins you’ll stand out like a lone tree on a headland, and every man in town will know where you go. And I’ve just the man for you.”

		“I’ve no great sum about me, captain,” I said doubtfully. “Yonder we lived off the country, and while we’ve gold at Shooting Creek, I’d naught with me when we came along to Cape Ann and Shawmut.”

		He chuckled. “Ah, lad! Think nothing of it. I’ll be your banker here. This ship was given me by your father, and all I have is by his favor. You’ll be needing money, for nothing speaks but money. Money and a man’s cunning or strength, for they be fighting men here, and strength is respected.”

		He glanced at me suddenly. “Can you handle a blade, Kin? You’ll no be wearing more than a pistol in your sash. Here is the cutlass and the knife.”

		“Aye,” I said doubtfully. “I’ve been well taught as a boy, for my father was a swordsman and Jeremy Ring as well and in another way Sakim, also. We fenced much as boys, but I’ve never fought for blood with a blade.”

		I caught myself at that. “Except with a knife,” I said, “among the Indians. No year passed in those mountains without attacks by Indians, so we’d had our taste of that.”

		“Aye. I’ve heard of those attacks on your forts.” He looked at me and shook his head. “Your father gone! ’Tis hard to believe. He was so strong, so fierce a fighting man, and he seemed like one to live forever.”

		He had seemed so to me, as a child. He was a gentle but powerfully muscled man, trained in the arts of war by his father, who had been a professional soldier. He came from the fens, in the country of Hereward the Wake, and many a story did I hear of wars and struggle by land and sea.

		“It is a jungle yon,” Tilly warned, “and the men and women are savages. Port Royal is no place for the good or the weak. Killings happen by day and night, fights are many, and rum is the greatest evil of all.”

		Captain Tilly, I recalled, was not only a ship’s captain but an ordained minister. It was he who had married my father and mother these many years agone. Yet minister of the gospel or not, I knew well what he spoke of Port Royal was the truth, for many a tale had I heard of the place whilst mingling with the seamen in Jamestown on our rare visits there.

		With four stout seamen at the oars, we pulled for shore, Captain Tilly, Henry, and I, and soon were alongside the landing. I was first up the ladder. Beyond the rough planks of the landing was a stone-built dock and beyond that a line of dives, sailors’ “rests,” and the like. A drunken sailor, kerchief tied about his head and gold, diamond-studded rings in his ears, staggered past.

		Tilly pointed with his thumb at a narrow street. “Up there,” he said, “there be a tavern that’s clean. It be called the Bristol. Go there, and tell them I sent you, and have something to eat and wait. I shall send a tailor to you.”

		Henry looked at me. “If it is well with you, I will be looking about for some of my people.”

		The narrow streets were crowded with seamen from the ships, some of them obviously piratical craft, others merchantmen of one variety or another. Looking about, it became apparent that good business could be done here had one the mind for it, for many goods, looted undoubtedly from merchant ships, were going for less than the market price. If a man could buy here, then get away with his cargo without losing it again, he might quickly become a wealthy man.

		We found the Bristol, and I entered and spoke for a room, using the name of Captain Tilly; once in the room, I had hot water brought to me and bathed there. Scarcely was I finished when there was a knock at the door. Knife in hand and pants hastily drawn on, I opened the door.

		A short, fat florid man with a balding head stood there; behind him was a black slave. “Master Sackett? May I enter?”

		Without awaiting my reply, he walked in, followed by the slave. “Measure him,” he said grandly, choosing the best chair in the room. “Measure him carefully!”

		He glanced sharply at me, then at my buckskins. “We will have something for you. We work very quickly. I have,” he said proudly, “forty men employed and several women. All slaves, all my own.”

		“I came aboard ship very quickly,” I said apologetically. “There was no time to secure proper clothing.”

		He shrugged, waving a hand with a gesture of dismissal. “In Port Royal it is often the case. One moment a mere seaman and the next rolling in wealth. We get all kinds here and are surprised at nothing.

		“You would be surprised,” he added, “at the number of the gentry we receive here, many in abject poverty. Some have been shipped out as slaves or prisoners to be sold as slaves. Imprisoned for debt, most of them.”

		“How about women?” I suggested. “Are any of them sold as indentured servants?”

		“Many! Some likely lasses, too! Some of them use themselves wisely and end doing very well for themselves. Most—” He shrugged. “Most do not. Most are mere slatterns, passed on from one to another, ending doing the most menial tasks.”

		He went on, chattering away, noting the measurements as the slave chanted them to him. He glanced at me several times, stripped to the waist as I was, and then said, “Have you ever engaged in pugilism? You are obviously an extraordinarily powerful man.”

		Then, hastily, he lifted a hand. “I do not mean to offend! Fisticuffs are often staged here and much money wagered. One of the best we had was a gentleman down on his luck. He did very well, you know. Owns a plantation of his own now.”

		“I am afraid I know nothing of such things,” I said, “but I am flattered to be considered a fighting man. I have come here”—the idea came to me suddenly—“looking for what may be the least marketable item Port Royal may have. I mean, with so many ships being taken … well, there must have been some books aboard some of them. Books of history, of knowledge.”

		I glanced over my shoulder at him. “It was in my mind to open a school for young gentlemen in Virginia. There is nothing of the kind, and when the chance came to come here, where so many rich prizes are brought—”

		He was astonished. “You come to Port Royal for books?” He got quickly to his feet. “I never heard of such a thing! To Port Royal, of all places! Men come here for strange reasons, but certainly none for anything … I am sorry, Master Sackett. It is not easy for me to grasp.”

		“Do not worry yourself about it,” I said, “but if you hear of any such, please inform me.”

		He looked at me closely. “Captain Tilly said you were a young gentleman.”

		I waved a hand. “Of course! I came to Virginia expecting to find a plantation, but after living much in the forest and surveying much land, it seemed to me it would be better … better to own the land and let somebody else work it.

		“Besides, she lives—”

		“ ‘She’?” He smiled. “Ah, now I begin to understand.”

		“You understand nothing!” I said. “She has a younger brother, and there are others about. If I started a school, I could then have access to her home.”

		He chuckled. “Oh, well! I suppose it does make a kind of sense!” He got to his feet, looking over the measurements he had compiled. “Do you know? I might have clothes that would fit. I might have.”

		“How could that be?”

		“It often happens. Clothes are ordered, then for one reason or another he who ordered them does not appear. It seems I have clothing … Your shoulders are a little broader, your chest deeper, your waist … yes, your waist is smaller. With just a little work, a few minutes only, I could have an outfit that would suit admirably, something to make do with until your own are finished.” He glanced sharply at me. “That is, if you want them.”

		“I shall want three complete outfits,” I said. “You choose the colors that will suit me. I haven’t the time.”

		“You trust my judgment?”

		“I do. You appear to be a man of taste. Ordinarily I would not consider such a thing, but I have much to do and am but lately from the forest and am lacking in awareness of what is being worn.

		“One thing only. A little on the conservative side? I am no fop.”

		“Of course.” His vanity was pleased, I could see that, and I felt he would do me well. Yet I had other thoughts. “In such a place as this,” I commented, “I expect most of the talk is of piratical ventures, looting, slaving, and the like. Do you hear anything at all of outlying plantations? I would assume life on some of them is very refined.”

		I was choosing my words with some care. My world in growing up had been one where English of the Elizabethan sort was well spoken, but growing older and in wilder lands, both Yance and I had become careless. Yet here I had another sort of impression to make, and Captain John Tilly was obviously a man of repute.

		“On the contrary! Little that happens in the Indies is not known in Port Royal. Information, you know, is the foundation of piracy. I do not approve, but one does not voice such opinions here. I do not approve, and yet the successful pirates do not rely upon chance. They learn to know which vessels carry treasure of easily sold goods, and they seek them out.”

		“Are they slavers?”

		He shrugged. “Very few. A slave ship can be smelled for miles, as a rule. Pirates avoid them. The cargo is difficult to handle, dangerous to carry, and offers far less profit than open piracy or privateering.”

		“Not even white slaves?”

		Was I mistaken, or was there a subtle change in his manner? “I doubt if there are any such,” he replied.

		“When a man begins to deal in human beings,” I commented, “it would seem to me color would be a minor consideration.”

		“You want three outfits, then?” He stood up and closed his book with a snap. “Come, Charles, we must be off.”

		He paused. “The one suit I could deliver tomorrow if it is acceptable.”

		“It would be a favor,” I said.

		He lingered as Charles left. “Slavery, of whatever color, is not a topic much discussed here. I would suggest avoiding it … if you will permit.”

		“Of course. I am a stranger, and I do not know what it is that concerns your citizens. In any event, I shall be here but a few days … if I can find what I want.”

		“The name is Jayne.” He hesitated. “Augustus Jayne. If you have need of me, please call.”

		When he was gone, I sat down near the window. Jayne might know something and might not, yet if he did not know, I believe he suspected.

		The idea of seeking books to open a school was unusual enough and harmless seeming enough to enable them to pigeonhole me as a mere eccentric. Yet in all the loot taken from vessels of all countries, there must have been books, for many ship’s officers carried them, and many brought along whole libraries when going to the colonies. Also, I suspected they were the least marketable of items.

		The search might allow me admittance to many places otherwise closed to a stranger, even into homes on some of the outlying plantations.

		Yet two days later I had learned nothing. Henry came and went, and several times I saw him with neatly dressed black men, most of them very black indeed, several with bloodshot eyes. They were maroons, down from the hills. They carried themselves proudly and went their own way, having little to do with either whites or the other blacks.

		My clothes arrived, and I dressed, then stared at myself in the mirror. Accustomed as I was to the wearing of buckskin leggings and hunting coat, all fringed to let the rain off easier, I was startled to see what a fine spectacle I had become. Pleased yet displeased by the result.

		A doublet of forest green, the sleeves slashed to show the linen shirt beneath, knee breeches of a somewhat deeper green that met high boots of Spanish leather. The collar of the doublet was covered with a band of rich lace of white. As I was staring at myself and wondering whether to admire or laugh, Captain Tilly knocked at the door, then entered. He paused a minute, looking me over carefully. “You look quite the young gentleman, Kin. You are a strikingly handsome man, and that can be an advantage at times.”

		“Thank you, captain. I like myself better in buckskins, but if this is the style, then I shall wear it, and if any laugh, they shall answer for it.”

		“Aye, you being your father’s son, I suspected as much, so I brought this.” He lifted the sword case he had by his side. “It is a good blade, one your father left aboard ship, and I rousted it from an old chest for you. Wear it in good health.”

		The blade was a good one and came easily from its sheath. I stretched it, moved it, tried the balance. “Aye! A handsome blade, although it has been years since I used one.”

		“You have fenced?”

		“With father, as I said, and Jeremy as well, with Kane O’Hara and with Sakim. They were reputed good, so I expect I have been well taught.”

		“Be careful! There are fine swordsmen here and deadly fighters, although they favor the cutlass and the cut and slash method rather than parry and thrust.”

		A thought came to me. “My father had an old friend, one who chose not to stay in the mountains.”

		“Jublain? Aye, a fine man and a fighter. I wonder now what has become of him. He went back to England, then to the Low Countries, I believe. He was never one to stay still, but a rover always. I heard somewhere that he’d gone out east, to the Moslem lands.”

		We talked long, and then he returned to the Abigail, and I bedded down for the night, but I did not sleep. After a bit I got up, moved by some strange restlessness, and went again to my window. My room was in darkness, the street but dimly lit by reflected light, and a man stood on the corner across from the hotel. As I stood beside the window, I could see him but dimly, for he was in deep shadow. He stood there a moment, then crossed the street, going away. At once I knew him. Only one man was so large yet moved so easily.

		Max Bauer!

		Max Bauer here! Had he followed me? Or was it mere coincidence?

		He had disappeared now, going away into the street below, yet I was sure he knew I was here. He might even know what room I was in.

		And life was cheap here. No need to attempt murder himself, for it could be bought here for a few shillings or even a gallon of rum.

		Every second, every minute, I must be on guard. I must be aware and ready.

		And I was ready.

	
		Chapter XII

		Dawn found me awake and, soon after, breakfasting in my room. There was much thinking to be done. Henry would be out, and I had great confidence in his chances of gaining information, for there were no secrets from the servants and slaves. Yet I could not depend upon him alone.

		Augustus Jayne, the tailor, was another possibility for tailors often visit homes, and there is little that escapes their eyes. Did he know something? Or was it merely my imagination? Certainly if a trade in white women existed, it was very much undercover, even here in this pirate port.

		Looking out upon the street, I tried to find any possible lurker, anyone who might be placed there to watch for me, but saw no one who seemed to be lingering there.

		Charles, the slave of Jayne. He would go most places Jayne would go, and if they traveled into the back country, he would eat with the servants of whomever they visited and would hear most of the backstairs gossip. Henry could talk to Charles.

		One thing I had already noticed. The maroons, although few of them were about, were regarded with awe and respect by the other blacks. Perhaps because of some innate quality, perhaps because they had escaped, taken to the hills, and had set up their own world there.

		The streets, when I emerged upon them, were crowded with bronzed and bearded seamen, some roughly clad as from the ships recently arrived, others bedecked in priceless gems and silks from the Far East. In the drinking shops they slammed handfuls of gold coins upon the table and called for rum. Often enough they were served in cups of gold or silver, sometimes set with gems, and aside from rum, easily the most popular of drinks, one might find wines from all the world there and the best of food.

		They were a hardy, brutal lot, ready to use the knife or the fist, and stabbings were routine. If a dance were in progress, the music was not stopped for a killing; they simply danced around the body until that set was over. These were men who lived in the shadow of death, whether by gunshot, blade, or the gallows, a roistering lot of every nationality and race under the sun, mingling with no thought of anything but rum and women.

		Moving among them, I gradually got the feel of the crowd. The women were there, also of every nationality, but mulattoes and quadroons predominated.

		Suddenly I glimpsed Henry. He was standing alone near a stall that sold basketry, looking very handsome in his neat black coat and his white shirt. A girl moved through the crowd toward him, saying something, but he waved her aside. She left with an angry glance and a flounce. He waited, and I did, with the crowd moving past me.

		A slim black man moved through the crowd toward Henry, but when he came near to him, he did not stop or seem to notice but walked on past, turning up an alley near the basketry stall. After a moment Henry followed.

		At that moment something plucked my sleeve. It was Charles. So concentrated had I been on Henry’s movements that I had not seen him approach.

		“Captain? I am Charles, from Augustus Jayne. He has need of you for a fitting.”

		A fitting—now? I doubted it, yet I went along, following behind him to the door of his shop. It was a very strong door of oak set with iron straps and bolts. Charles tapped; the door opened, and we entered. A huge black man was guarding the door.

		Jayne was waiting for me, tape measure in his hand. As Charles usually did the measuring, this also surprised me.

		As he started measuring, he talked softly. “Your name sounded a bell in my ears. I was sure I had heard it before this.

		“Sackett? I said, it is an unusual name, and then I recalled a letter I had long since from England but one of a series of letters I review from time to time because of the information they contain, much of which can be profitable.” He stepped back, glancing at me from the corners of his eyes. “Information is a commodity, you know, often calling for better pay than goods.”

		“If you have information,” I said, “I will pay.”

		“Oh, no! I was not suggesting … far from it. Only that you would know that sometimes a tailor is not only a tailor. I have a friend in London who is interested in information and is often very helpful to me. It was in a letter from him that I found the name … Barnabas Sackett.”

		“My father.”

		“Ah? I suspected as much. My friend is Peter Tallis.”

		“My father spoke of him.”

		“He would, of course. Peter Tallis is a man of many parts and of much knowledge. He has, I believe, friends such as I in most of the ports of the world. We write letters to him and advise him as to conditions.

		“You see, although the name sounded in my memory, I did not place the reason. Then it came to me. A friend to Peter Tallis is a friend to me. Or I am a friend to him.”

		“So?”

		“I measure you in case of spies, and let me tell you, my friend, in Port Royal there are spies everywhere. You spoke of white slaves. I suspect you did not want one for yourself, knowing what I do of your father.”

		“You are right. I seek a certain girl who might have been sold as a slave, a kidnapped girl taken from what is called New England.”

		“There were several such, as well as some from New Amsterdam, from Carolina and Virginia.”

		“This girl was from the Cape Ann area. It would have been a year ago. More, I think. She would have been sold by—”

		“Ssh! No names, please!”

		“Very pretty, and—”

		“Of course. Aren’t they all?”

		“A girl, I have heard, of independent mind and not one to scream about her lost honor unless she could gain something by screaming. From hearsay, a very courageous, somewhat unmoral young lady who did not take to the life in New England nor the strict ways of the elders. She was stolen away, but I am not altogether sure she would have objected very much.”

		“Ah, yes. You make it much easier, Master Sackett, much easier! For there are not many such. Most of them sink … or die of fever or of something … despair, probably.”

		“Not this one.”

		“You would save her?”

		“I doubt that is the word. I would talk to her. I will do what she wishes in that respect, but I seek to put an end to this business.”

		“A knight errant? No white charger?”

		“None. An attempt was made on a girl I … well, a girl whom I know.”

		“Does Captain Tilly know why you are here?”

		“He does. And Samuel Maverick, of Shawmut, and the Reverend Blaxton.”

		“Maverick I know. He does business with us. A very shrewd, competent man. All right. Your credentials are good. I have heard of such a person. A very handsome, shrewd, and healthy young woman and not a slave.”

		“Not a slave?”

		Jayne smiled smugly. “Not at all! In fact, she is mistress of one of our fairest plantations! A woman with a will … and as they say, where there’s a will, there’s a way, and she found it.”

		He completed his measurements, then suggested a glass of wine, and I joined him. Seated comfortably, his plump vest thrust forth importantly, he told the tale with some relish.

		“Ah, yes! I like enterprise! It is what will keep our world alive when the old world has gone to seed! Enterprise! A good English trait! And our lady … oh, yes! I do not hesitate to call her that, for if she did not deserve the name when she arrived, she certainly does now!

		“What a woman! She was sold to one of our landed gentlemen, not an elderly man by any means but a lonely one. His wife had been a cold, unresponsive, greedy woman, and when she died, many of us breathed a sigh of relief for him. But he was not a man who liked living alone, and on that great estate back of the north shore, he was much alone. His house was a great old mansion, splendid place, for the man had taste.

		“It was what led him to Adele.”

		“Adele?” I knew not the name and felt a sudden disappointment. “This cannot be she whom I—”

		“Wait. There cannot be two such. As for the name, who cares about a name? Most of the population of Port Royal are using names not their own. One chooses a name if one wills, perhaps one more suited to the personality. After all, only a few inherit great names. The rest must make them for ourselves, and trust her. She will.”

		He paused, lighting a long cigar. I had seen them but rarely. He refilled my glass. The wine was white, of delicate flavor, and I, who drink not often, found it to my taste.

		“When such slaves are sold, they are usually sold on order from the customer. They have the sale made, and they seek out the merchandise, subject to approval of the buyer. In this case the buyer died—a duel, I believe—so he was left with the merchandise.”

		“ ‘He’?”

		“Only that, I say no more. The result was that he held a quiet little auction, a secluded place, only a few trustworthy and possible customers.

		“The wench was bold. She appeared before them, and she looked over the lot and saw our man—her man—and looked right into his eyes. ‘You,’ she said. ‘I want it to be you.’

		“There was some bidding, of course, for she was a likely lass, but several had heard what she said and had lost interest. Our man bought her.

		“He bought his clothes from me, so I had the story from his own lips, and an amazing story it was! On that first night when they arrived, he was about to order her confined when she demanded to speak with him alone.

		“Once alone, she faced him boldly. ‘You have a slave,’ she said, ‘and you may have a willing slave or wife—’

		“ ‘Wife?’ he exclaimed.”

		“ ‘Wife,’ she said, ‘or slave, whichever you like, it matters not a whit to me, but treat me like a lady shall respond like one. Treat me as a slave, and I will make your life a hell.’

		“She gestured. ‘This place needs care. It is rich and beautiful, but it needs someone who loves a … and you. I have never kept a house like this, but I can, and for you I will. My father, while he lived, had a small business. He traded to the Indies and to England. I helped him keep his accounts. I can help with yours. You will come home tired, and I can make you comfortable. If you wish to talk, I can both talk and listen. So choose, Am I to be a slave brought to your bed when you need me, or your aide, your mistress, and your friend?’ ”

		Jayne chuckled. “You can imagine. The man in question was a quiet sort and had not really planned on buying a woman. In fact, the idea was furthest from his mind. I suspect he both wanted and needed someone desperately, and he went to see what sort of woman could be had. Now he had one, and her nerve appealed to him.

		“ ‘You will not try to run away?’ he asked.

		“ ‘Why? Would I run from a man I wanted to buy me? Would I be so foolish? I had no home. Now you can give me one. I had no one to serve. Now I can serve you.’

		“He put her in a spare bedroom, and of course she did not run away. When he came in from riding about the plantation, his robe and slippers were ready for him. Where his former wife had been cold and selfish; Adele was warm and seemed to think only of his comfort.”

		“But was she honest? Was not this all a sort of game?”

		“That’s just it. She was honest. She sincerely liked the man, as she had known she would from the start, but also she had seen the need in him and the loneliness. She had an instinct for such things.

		“Within a few months he was living better than he ever had, was enjoying life for the first time, and was completely happy.”

		“And then?”

		“He married her. Oh, he did not have to! She told him that, plainly enough, but it was his wish. And he never regretted it.”

		“He is dead?”

		“On the contrary, he is very much alive. At this moment she probably knows more about his plantation than he does, but she seems not to. Here and there she makes a suggestion … only that. But he listens, and they have prospered.”

		Augustus Jayne sat back and smiled, eyes twinkling. “ ‘They are living happily ever after,’ ” he said.

		“But what makes you think she is the one I seek?”

		He chuckled, then grew serious. “The timing is right, or close to right. But that is not all. A few weeks ago I was at their place, seeing him fitted for a court dress. They were going to a ball at the governor’s palace.

		“He had not come in from the fields when I arrived, and she sat me down and told me she knew something about me—which her husband did not, I am sure—and that she wanted information about a certain man. About Joseph Pittingel.”

		I was startled. “Why? Why about him? I should think—”

		“So should I have thought. That she would have had quite enough of him. But you mistake the lady. She has iron in her system, that one. Joseph Pittingel treated her with contempt. She despised him. She wanted something to use against him.”

		“Then she might help me!”

		“What is it you want of her?”

		“Evidence. A sworn statement as to what happened. I want to see the whole shameful business destroyed.”

		Jayne shook his head. “You will ask too much, my friend Sackett. Adele—she allows me to call her that—will not do it. She would have to reveal herself. She would have to go before a court or the governor or a notary and make a statement that would reveal all. She will not do it, not for herself but because of him. Because of the man she married.

		“You see, no one knows. She is a woman of mystery, appearing from nowhere, and by the first time she appeared with him, she was his wife, completely in command of herself and her future.

		“No, I am afraid not. She will not risk all for you, nor for revenge. She has other ideas in mind.”

		“Such as?”

		“She wants the man destroyed, ruined, finished. I do not think she cares whether he is dead or alive when it is over. She wants him ruined for what he tried to do to her and for what he has done to others.”

		“Well, I shall just have to go see her.”

		Augustus Jayne smiled smugly again. “That will not be necessary. She is here … now.”

	
		Chapter XIII

		He held aside the curtain into an inner room, and I stepped through. There was also a door, I noticed, that was hidden by the curtain. That door had remained open, and now he paused beside it. “I have much to do, and you will have much to discuss. Kin Ring Sackett, Madam Adele Legare.”

		He stepped out and closed the door behind him. She was not beautiful except for her eyes, which were. She was a striking young woman with a voluptuous figure. Her hair was blonde, shading toward red, and her eyes blue.

		“Kin Ring Sackett. It is an unusual name. You are from Carolina.”

		“From the mountains, madam. You must excuse me. I fear I have few of the social graces.”

		“You know about me, so I will waste no time. Besides, we have no time. Max Bauer is in town, and he is at work, and that means he will have made arrangements to have you killed.”

		“You evidently know the man.”

		“I do. And do not take him lightly. You may be sure he has no intention of letting you get out of Port Royal alive unless he does what he did to a man who tried to help me.”

		“What did he do?”

		“He was a good man. Oh, I suspect he had been bad enough in his way, but he was good to me and tried to help me.”

		She paused. “Max Bauer put out his eyes and cut out his tongue.”

		I was shocked, and she saw it. She shrugged. “Worse things can happen here, and in England as well. I need not tell you that, but he was a good man.”

		“What happened to him?”

		“He lives here. He has a cottage on a hill where there is a view, and he weaves baskets, rugs. They are for sale. I have seen to it that he is cared for, but he is a proud man and chooses to earn his own way.”

		She turned suddenly back to me. “You look to be a strong man. Could you kill Max Bauer?”

		“You mistake me, madam. I do not plan to kill him, only to put a stop to this business. I want evidence that will show Pittingel for what he is.”

		“Do you think that will stop them? They will simply move to some other place. Oh, it would hurt Pittingel! He likes being an important man! He likes putting on airs and strutting about! As for the name, even that doesn’t belong to him. I’ve not been able to discover just what his name was. I know the one he had before this, but I think he borrowed that one, also.

		“That is not important. The man is evil, and Max Bauer is as well. I want them destroyed.”

		“If I could return to Cape Ann with a sworn statement—?”

		“Out of the question. For myself I do not care; for my husband I care very much. He has his position and his pride. No one here knows where I came from. I do not want them to know.”

		“You seem to have changed much in a year.”

		“A year? What is a year? All time is relative. One day may be a lifetime, a year can be forever. It is not the number of days but what goes into those days.

		“I was a young girl. I was free, independent, unrestrained … often, I am afraid, disobedient. Suddenly I was a prisoner, and life was nothing to be accepted day by day as I had been doing. I was to be sold as a slave, and the realization was not pleasant. I had decisions to make, and quickly if I was to survive at all.

		“My friend, he who was blinded because of me, warned me of what I might expect, slavery to some brute on an outlying plantation, then sold to a brothel when I became tiresome. It was plain that if I were to survive I must think.”

		“Who is in love with her husband.”

		I flushed. “I did not mean—”

		“I know you did not. I simply wanted it understood. I will do nothing that will create difficulty for him.”

		“Does Bauer know where you are now? To whom you are married?”

		“I think not. I was nobody to be concerned with, merely another body to be snuffled off for a price. Neither was present when I was put up for auction, and there were few present, mostly from other islands. Anyway, I look much different now. Nonetheless, I do not underrate the man.”

		“I had hoped to get a sworn statement from you that I could use against Pittingel.”

		“Impossible. What I will do is whatever I can, as long as I do not have to appear.”

		“Thank you.” I started to turn away when a question stopped me.

		“The two girls who escaped? Who were they?”

		“Diana Macklin and Carrie Penney. My brother is married to Temperance Penney.”

		“We were friends, although her family did not approve.” She smiled suddenly, amused at herself. “I was considered headstrong.”

		She frowned suddenly. “I liked Diana. Although we did not often talk, we were friends. I worried about her, for people were suspicious of her. She was brighter than the others and more independent.”

		Briefly I explained something of the situation in the time since she had left. Knowing all concerned, it was easy for her to understand all that had taken place. As I talked, I found myself admiring her very much. Here was a girl who had literally lifted herself from adversity and worse simply by using her wits. Admittedly there was a good deal of luck in having such a man as Legare come to the sale, yet who could guess what else she might have contrived had it been some other?

		“They know you, then? Be careful. Augustus Jayne warned me they were in Port Royal. They come here often, but I do so but rarely. You must be careful.”

		“And you?”

		“Do not worry about me.” She held out her hand, then turned toward a rear door. “We have an enemy in common, at least. Go now. I must get away from here without being seen.” Again she paused. “Do not worry about me. I have friends here and protection. I cannot help you in the way you would like, but I shall not rest until they are destroyed.”

		She spoke quite calmly, but I needed no seer to tell me she spoke the truth. Young she might be, but she had been through the fires, and there was steel in her.

		Back in the front shop there were two men now, seated cross-legged on a table, sewing. Augustus Jayne was nowhere about, and at the door my eyes swept the street.

		It was crowded with sailors from the ships, pirates, and with an occasional planter from the back country or a soldier in uniform and a liberal assortment of blacks, some of them showing signs of Carib blood.

		A drunken sailor, reeking of rum, staggered past, leaning for a moment against a post. In his ear was a ring, sparkling with diamonds. On the fingers of the hand nearest me he wore three others, gold and gems. He caught my glance and bared his broken teeth in what passed for a smile. “Got more where them come from! I got a-plenty!” With that he staggered on.

		Looking up, I caught the eyes of a sour-looking man with a black forelock and a scar on his cheekbone. The same blow must have taken the tip of his ear, too, for it was missing. As our eyes met, he looked quickly away. Why? His expression had been almost guilty.

		A heavy cart drawn by two oxen was coming along the street, piled high with barrels. Suddenly I ducked across in front of it, so close the oxen almost broke stride, and their driver cursed me roundly. For an instant the cart and its load barred any view of me, and I ducked instantly into a small shop and made my way toward the rear.

		A glance back showed not one but two men dart across the street. The man with the scar started up the street; the other one turned down.

		Only a moment and they would be back, looking in here. I went to the back of the shop, and a man stepped before me. “You would be wanting something?”

		“To see the owner,” I said, “at once!”

		He hesitated, not liking me but obviously impressed by my appearance. “Well … wait, then.”

		He turned and went through a curtain at the back. Again I looked back. Nothing … yet.

		After what seemed a long time, the clerk reappeared. “This way, Captain,” he said.

		Time, I needed time, if only a few minutes. I went through the curtain and saw a man in square-cut glasses looking up at me. He was a short, fat man with a round, almost completely bald head. He had a small, tight little mouth that I instantly distrusted, but that was of no importance now.

		“What is it?” he demanded irritably. “I’ve no time for—”

		“I was told,” I suggested, “that you were a man who might have something to sell.” I paused just a moment. “Something other than that claptrap out there,” I jerked my head toward the front of the store.

		He sat back in his chair and stared at me. His eyes were cold and cruel. He was not a man with whom I should have liked to deal. “Now who could have told you that?” He stared at me. “I know naught of you. If you have business to do with me, there’s the store out front. I thought you was somebody else when I told them to put you back to me. Now be off.”

		It had been only a minute. The spies, killers, whoever they were, might be out front this moment.

		“There are gems,” I said, “and then there are real gems. I look for the odd thing, the unusual thing, and I can arrange payment.”

		He shuffled papers on his desk. “I’ve naught,” he said gruffly, “and there’s fifty people about who might.” He peered up at me from his fat-lidded eyes. “Who was it sent you to me? I’ll no talk no more until you tell me.”

		Only one name came to mind. “Pittingel,” I said, “although I doubt he’d want his name mentioned.”

		Slowly he put his quill down. “Pittingel? Now what would he be telling of me? What, indeed? And to whom?”

		“I’m lately from the Carolinas,” I said, “and before that from Mexico.”

		I hoped he would not ask after Mexico, for I knew nothing of the place.

		“What is it you’d be wanting?”

		“It is as I said. Gems … a big one, or two. Gold, if it is hand crafted and not melted down.” I was doing what I could to keep off the street until they should have decided I was far away.

		“Gems!” he shrugged. “There be enough of those about, taken from Spanish vessels.” He waved a hand. “Go ask about. You’ll find a pretty lot of them!”

		“I look for only one or two, large stones,” I added. “I have a market but only for the large ones.”

		Abruptly I turned away. “I waste time. This is no place. I was informed—”

		“Aye,” he said dryly, “and of that I would know more. Pittingel, you said? I scarce know the man, so would he send you to me? Or anybody for that matter.”

		“I’ll go,” I said. “I came to talk business—”

		“And you shall,” he said quietly. “Talk business, indeed! Do you take me for a fool? You’re a spy! A bleeding spy!”

		He snorted. “Pittingel, indeed! Aye, I know the man, but he knows little enough of me! And you to come with such a story, to me of all people! ‘A large stone,’ he says! Aye, is it a likely thing to come into such a place as mine, which sells sailors’ truck and such, looking for gems?”

		Taking another step back, I started to turn toward the curtain through which I had come. Unwittingly I had stumbled into some other affair of which I knew nothing and wished to know nothing.

		“Obviously,” I said, “we talk to no point. Perhaps another time—”

		“Now,” he said, and from under his desk he produced a formidable-looking pistol. The click of its cocking was loud in the room. “Sit down. I will have my boys in, and we shall know more about you, my young fool.”

		He shouted suddenly. “Harry! Tom! Here, at once!”

		His pistol was gripped in his hand, but it was merely held, and he believed the threat was enough, but I kicked my chair toward him, just enough to make him jerk back from sheer instinct, and then I was through the curtains and found myself facing a burly fellow with more confidence than is usually permitted a man.

		“Here, now! Just back up there! I will—!”

		“Not now,” I said, and kicked him on the kneecap. He bent over, grabbing at his injured knee with a howl, and I jerked my knee into his face, then pushed him aside with the flat of my hand and went for the outer door. A slim lad with an evil face awaited me there, but he stepped aside, smiling in no friendly fashion. “My time will come later,” he said. “It always does!”

		With that I was on the street and around the corner. across the street and around another corner. What manner of place was this Port Royal? Was there a den of thieves wherever a man looked? I had but stepped into a store—no matter.

		Back at the tavern I went at once to the room and sat down upon the bench, throwing my hat upon the bed. As I did so, my eye caught a flutter from the table where sat the bowl and pitcher.

		A bit of paper, held down by the bowl. I opened its one fold.

		
			Madame Legare has been taken. Meet me near mouth of Rio Cobre, near Santiago de la Vega. No later than midnight.

			Henry

		

		For a moment I stood still, thinking. Madame Legare taken! She had escaped them once, but she would not do so again, and her husband, a good, wellmeaning man, was probably not the kind to deal effectively with Bauer. Yet it was my responsibility, for it was I who had brought her to his attention.

		Turning to my belongings, I dug out two pistols and loaded them and tucked both into my belt.

		To leave Port Royal for Santiago de la Vega and the mouth of the Rio Cobre was simply to cross the entrance to the bay. In my mind’s eye I pictured the distance.

		Two miles? Or a bit more?

		I would go now, at once.

	
		Chapter XIV

		The boy I found on the shore who would take me across the harbor entrance was slim and very black, his eyes large and soulful. “A shillin’, suh. I does it for a shillin’ ”.

		“Make good time and keep your eyes out for trouble and there’ll be another shillin,’ ” I said.

		“A shilling,’ ” he said. “An’ I see anything you should know, I tell you.”

		He pushed off as soon as I was seated, and we moved at once out over the dark water.

		Dark water where no wind blew, and two dozen ships lay at anchor, pirate vessels most of them, some bulging with cargo freshly looted from vessels on the Spanish Main. Nor was the harbor quiet because night had come. A lighter, piled high with bales and casks, passed us. There were lights in the ships, and from a galleon, still bearing marks of fire and cannon balls, there came drunken singing. A man lurched to the rail and waved a bottle at us, inviting us for a drink. From shore there was the sound of music and drunken singing. It was a wild night in a wild port upon a wild sea with the island looming high and dark behind it.

		“Lived here long?” I asked.

		“No other place,” he said. “I like it, suh. This is what I like, the boat, a man to take across, a shillin’ comin’ when you step ashore, an’ sometime a cabin on the slope of the Healthshire Hills.”

		He was silent, and the oar chunked solemnly in the oarlock at the stern. There was not wind enough for a sail, although beyond the ships at anchor there might be.

		“I been ast to go upon a ship. More’n one time. I don’t want that. I don’t want no gold bought for blood. I like a quiet time with the sound of my oar or water past the hull. I like a man settin’ quiet like you. I like the smells on the other side, yonder. I like it over on Galleon Bay.”

		For a long time he was silent, and after a bit I said, “I am from the mountains of America, far away to the north. I have a cabin there where the flowers bloom and where the mountain edges reach up to the sky. I know what you mean.”

		He set me ashore after a while on a sandy spit near the river, and I gave him his shilling.

		“You have a family?” I asked.

		I could see the whites of his eyes in the darkness and the white scarf tied about his head.

		“I once had. Maman died when I was tall as her waist. Papa an’ me, we put her down and marked the place. He done stayed on wi’ me, but his eyes were always a-looking at the sea, and ever’ time a ship sailed, I think he’s heart go wi’ it.

		“One day I was fourteen, an’ papa he say I am man now, an’ I say you go, papa. You go down where the ships go because I see he’s heart is with them, and he went away, and I have my boat and sometimes a shillin’ ”.

		“What name do you have?”

		“Andrew, suh. I am called Andrew.”

		“No other name?” I saw his teeth when he smiled. “I have no need for other name. I am Andrew. It is enough. If I had another name, too, I might feel big about me, and it is not good. A boy named Andrew who has a boat. Good-by, suh.”

		I put the shilling in his hand, and he pushed off and went into the darkness, standing tall and quiet in his boat. I stood alone in the darkness, unmoving, until the night lost the sound of his oar.

		All was black about me; a loom of jungle-covered hills and only a narrow strip of white shoreline stood close. I walked up the beach and stood to think, to decide which way I should go, but there was a soft rustling and a sound near me.

		“Captain? It is Henry.”

		He came from the shadows. Several others moved near him, and I kept a hand on a pistol.

		“It is well, Captain. They are maroons and my people.”

		“They have taken Adele Legare. Where are they now?”

		“Not far.” He laughed softly. “They do not know, but they are watched. My people are like the Indians of your country. They are quiet in the forest.”

		“Are they camped?”

		“They move slowly, I think, as if waiting for somebody or for a time. They now are near the Salt Ponds, but I think they go to Galleon Bay. It is a good place for boats to come and not to be seen.”

		He led the way, and we moved swiftly. There had been a shower earlier, and the leaves dripped, yet I think it helped to obscure the sounds of our passing, and we had been going but a few minutes when a man came from the jungle. We stopped briefly while he talked to Henry; then he faded into the jungle and was gone.

		“They are but minutes away.” He glanced at me, as I could dimly see. “There will be fighting, I think.”

		“How many are they?”

		“Seven now, and a light was seen on Galleon Bay, a signal, we believe.” He led the way sharply downhill. The earth was muddy under foot, and several times I slipped but each time caught myself before falling.

		Suddenly the water was before us, a goodly stretch of it with the darkness of land beyond. Henry touched my arm. “We walk easily here, for there is a swamp along the shore.”

		My boots were ill fitted for such travel, and I longed for a pair of my moccasins, which suited me better. We emerged upon solid footing, a stretch along the shore, and we walked along the sand.

		Suddenly a voice spoke, “Sheer off there! Belay it! We want no visitors here!”

		“But you have them, my friend,” I said quietly. “You have many visitors, and we wish the young lady. You may release her now, or we will have your blood first.”

		“Sheer off!” There was anger in the voice and maybe a shadowing of doubt or fear.

		“Are you there, madame?”

		“I am,” she replied.

		There was the sound of a blow, and I said, “Your life shall pay for that,” and we closed in around them.

		A man came at me, cutlass swinging, but I fenced as my father and Jeremy had taught me. I moved back, and sure he had me, he came in swiftly. He cut sharply at me and missed; my point did not. My blade touched the point where his neck met his chest.

		He fell back, coughing, and my eyes, accustomed to the darkness now, saw a man turn on Adele, and I had a pistol from my waistband and a shot.

		He fell.

		There was a shout from the boat coming in. “Lashan?”

		The maroons were armed with cutlasses, and but two or three had muskets. They turned and fired toward the incoming boat, and there was a curse, and then the boat began to back water swiftly. I thrust my empty pistol into my waistband and held my sword ready, but the fighting was over. On the sand were dark bodies, stretched and still. A maroon moved to stop one who was crawling away. “Let him go,” I said. “If he lives, he can tell them how foolish they were.”

		Adele came to me across the sand. “You came in time. I knew you would.”

		“It is Henry who deserves the thanks,” I said. “May we take you home now?”

		At least three of her captors had fled, but we did not pursue. To find them in the darkness would be difficult, and my first task was to take Madame Legare to her home.

		“It is arranged for,” Henry said. “We borrowed a carriage from a plantation.”

		“Henry, no one must know of this. I hope you did not—”

		He smiled. “I did not. They do not even know their carriage is being used, and before they do know, it will be back in its place, wiped clean as if never used.”

		Hours later, we drove into the winding, palm-lined lane to the plantation house.

		As we came near the house, a man walked out on the wide verandah. I rode on in advance.

		“Master Legare?” He was a man in his thirties, not unhandsome and with a kindly but worried face.

		“Yes?”

		“Madame Legare was taken by pirates, slavers, or something of the sort. We have brought her home. She was not harmed.”

		“You are?”

		“Kin Ring Sackett, of Virginia. The others,” I added, “are maroons.”

		“Maroons?” He was startled. “But—!”

		“They are our friends,” I said, “and without them we could have done little.”

		The carriage drew up, and he ran down the steps to help her down. “You are all right?”

		“All right.” She smiled suddenly, her hand still resting in his. “And I am home.”

		“Will you come in?” He paused at the door, looking about. “Why! They are gone!”

		Glancing back, I saw it was true. They had faded into the jungle and the planting as if they had never been. I had no need to ask where Henry might be. He knew, as I did, there was much to be done and that most of it must be done in Port Royal or in Santiago de la Vega.

		The room into which I was shown was large and high of ceiling. Wide windows looked out over green lawns flaming with tropical flowers, whose names I knew not.

		“You must rest, Captain,” Legare said, “but first something to eat.”

		“There is little time-” I started to say, but he lifted a hand.

		“Enough. We have much to talk of, you and I.” He glanced at me. “You have known my wife long?”

		Briefly I explained my meeting with her and why I had come to Jamaica. I added, “In the Cape Ann district Madame Legare was a friend to a girl whom I know. A girl I-”

		I caught myself up short. What was I saying? I hardly knew the girl, and she knew even less of me.

		A servant came in bearing a tray with coffee, eggs, ham, and a melon, of which I knew nothing.

		“Adele does not wish me disturbed,” Legare said, “and she knows I am a quiet man who prefers a quiet life. I have books, I read much, I oversee my plantation myself, and I engage in a bit of trade. I also”—he took up a slice of toast and broke it in his fingers—“dabble in the governing of the island.

		“Often,” he said, “I find it best to do what must be done without going through the usual channels. Adele is not yet familiar with my methods of operation. She does know that I prefer our life here. It is quiet, pleasant. We have a few friends and a graceful, easy life.”

		He put down his glass. “I understand very well how you feel and agree that something must be done. I have thought so for some time. Now—suddenly—they have brought it home to me.”

		“I have heard,” I suggested, “that Joseph Pittingel has many friends in high places, that he moves as he wishes.”

		“To a point … only to a point. Unfortunately for him, he has never known how shallow are the roots of his power, nor has he ever been able to temper his greed. Continual success has led him to believe there can be no failure.”

		Legare smiled, refilling my glass with coffee. “As to that, Captain Sackett, I agree.”

		“I have been called ‘Captain’ but I have no claim to the title,” I said. “I am captain of nothing.”

		He shrugged. “No matter. It is convenient. There are many such in the islands. It is a courtesy title as much as anything else, so grant those who use it their pleasure.”

		He changed the subject suddenly and began talking of trade between the islands and Carolina and the Plymouth colony. “I have been content to plant and reap, but lately I have been thinking of branching out, building a three-cornered trade between the islands, England, and Carolina. I have hesitated because it demands a trip to England to find an agent there.”

		A thought came to me, and I suggested, “I have a brother there who is a student of law at the Inns of Court. He is young, but he would be pleased to act for you.”

		“His name?”

		“Brian Sackett. I hear he has established very good connections there and has already a considerable background in the law.”

		“Excellent! I can give him the chance, at least, and if he does well, there can be much business. The trade is growing, and I foresee much settlement in Carolina and Virginia and with it a growing demand as well as a need for a market for their produce, whatever it may be.”

		“My father shipped several cargoes of mast timbers and potash while he was yet alive. Furs, of course. There is gold in limited quantity and some gems—very few.”

		Legare got to his feet. “And you? What of you?”

		“I am for the land,” I said. “All of this”—I gestured about—“is well and good, but I am a man of the forest and at home there. I have no great desire for wealth, and where I wish to live, there would be none to admire it.

		“On the west of the blue mountains I have a cabin. I have a crop of corn which badly needs my attention now, and when this is done, I shall return. There is fruit and nuts in the forest, if one works hard enough, and there is fresh meat to have if one has the powder and lead.

		“I have never wanted fine clothes or such a home. All I want of people are books. I love much to read, although a life in the wilderness leaves too little time for it. Still, by the firelight, and of an evening—”

		Yet even as I spoke my thoughts were out there in the darkness. Where was Max Bauer? What now were the thoughts of Joseph Pittingel? And what had I done but frustrate them one more time, bringing us no nearer a conclusion.

		They wanted me dead, and I was not dead. Not yet. Would they be out there in the dark? I thought not. They knew now of the maroons, our good friends, and they were no match for them by night.

		They would await the coming of the day. They would suspect—

		“I can offer you a carriage.” Legare said, “to carry you back to Port Royal or whatever you prefer.”

		“Two hours of rest,” I suggested, “and then a good horse.”

		“But—?”

		“They will expect me to come by day, or they will expect me now. A carriage would be a death trap.”

		So it was arranged, and I went up to the bed they provided in a high-ceilinged room with mosquito netting all about the bed. The night was warm, but I slept well.

		At an hour after midnight a black man came quietly to my bedside. “It is time, Captain. You will have coffee?”

		It was waiting for me in a small, pleasant room, a slice of melon, a thick piece of bread, and some cold meat. I ate, drank the coffee, and the black man led me down a narrow passage. “The slaves’ quarters,” he said apologetically. “We will not be noticed this way.”

		“You have spoken to Henry?”

		He glanced at me. He was a tall man, quite thin. with graying hair. “I have not,” he said quietly. “You have helped the mistress. It is enough.”

		He paused a moment. “She is very good to us,” he added simply.

		In the shadow of a stable a black horse waited, restive, eager to be off and away. He was saddled and bridled, and two horse pistols were in scabbards on either side of the saddle.

		The black man pointed the road for me. “There is no safety anywhere,” he said quietly, “but you do not seem a man who is used to safety. Ride well.”

		He turned away and walked to the house, not looking back. For a moment I waited, shadowed by the black bulk of the stable. There was no sound in the night. Inside the stable a horse stamped restlessly; I turned the black and rode past the corral and at the roadside paused, listening to the night.

		It was very hot and still. Frogs talked in a pond somewhere not far away, and there were countless small noises, made by creatures unknown to me.

		Walking the black into the trail, I started for Santiago de la Vega, some distance away.

		My right hand touched a pistol, loosening it in the holster. Before we reached town, I should have need of it. This was not simply something I supposed. I knew it.

	
		Chapter XV

		The narrow road was a dim path through dark jungle broken here and there by open country turned from jungle to planting or grazing. The moon was rising, still unseen. The rail fences at some places took on a skeletonlike appearance.

		A night hawk or some such creature flitted by overhead. Aside from the vague night noises there was no sound but the clop-clop of my horse’s hoofs. Uneasily I kept turning in my saddle to look back, and my eyes searched ahead for a warning of any attack.

		The jungle walled in the road on either side, no tree distinguishable from another. At last we cleared the jungle, and open fields lay on each side, all white and gray in the moonlight, yet I could not relax. Long ago I had learned the most innocent-seeming places were often the worst. My horse’s ears pricked, and he broke stride a bit, then continued on. I drew both pistols and hoped my mount was familiar with shooting from the saddle.

		At least he had warned me. They came suddenly from a bend in the road, one that scarcely seemed to be there, and some low-lying brush. But my horse had warned me in time, and as the first man came off the ground, I shot him.

		He loomed up just at the right place for me, and I shot into his chest at no more than twenty feet. The heavy slug knocked him back, and I dropped the gun into the scabbard, swinging my horse sharply away and clapping my heels to his flanks. He was a good horse, and he leaped away in fine style. From behind me a gun bellowed, and something whisked past my skull. Turning in the saddle, I held the other pistol for a moment, looking down the barrel at a looming figure in the trail behind me.

		When I actually squeezed off the shot, I knew not, but the big pistol leaped in my hands with an angry bellow, and the man missed a step and fell. Then I was away and holstering that gun.

		How many there had been, I could not guess, but I surmised at least four. They had expected a complete surprise, but I was too much the wilderness man not to trust to my horse, and a good one he was, so I had been warned in time.

		He seemed eager to run, so I let him have his head, and we went down the road at a good pace, the wind in my face and with the comforting knowledge that my two pistols were still loaded and ready if trouble came again.

		After a bit I slowed to a canter, then a walk, then a canter again to let my horse have his time in cooling down. There was no sign of pursuit, so they were not mounted men. When light was gray in the eastern sky, I saw the first of the outlying huts that preceded Santiago de la Vega.

		Riding by the King’s House and turning into an open, paved court, I stepped down before a small inn whose sign invited travelers. A black boy took my horse, and I tipped him a shilling and suggested he feed and water the black.

		“ ’Tis the horse of Master Legare,” he said. “I know him well, and he knows me.”

		It was spacious and cool inside, evidently an older house, and there were several bare tables about, and a man came along to the table where I sat and brought a tankard of rum.

		“Very well,” I said, “but it is food I want, and the best. But not,” I added, “too heavy.” For I had seen that these Spanish men and what Frenchmen there were around ate too heavily for the climate. My father had learned this from Sakim, that to remain cool it is better not to eat too much meat and food of richness.

		He brought me some slices of cold meat then and some boiled eggs as well as slices of melon and plantain. I only tasted the rum, and it was not bad, but strong for my taste and too heady for a man in my position. From here on I must have my head about me, for whatever had been done until now showed little evidence of the fine hand of either Pittingel or Bauer. They had been clumsy efforts at assassination and ambush, but now they would know better, and their efforts would be more devious.

		Nonetheless, all I wished for now was to have the business completed and be on my way back to Carolina and my own mountains. The air was heavy, hot and still, with a suggestion of storm. Mopping the perspiration from my face, I looked out the window.

		Had I visited here at any other time, I was sure I would have enjoyed this island of Jamaica, but there was no time to see more than the lush beauty of the place and some of the people. There was only time to think of keeping alive while I tried to end the trade that was ruining the lives of innocent girls. Slavery itself must end, although it was worldwide. At this time many Europeans were enslaved in North Africa and elsewhere. Africans were enslaved here, and slavery of one kind or another existed over much of the world. Even the poor of Europe lived lives but little different from those of slaves, and in many cases they were worse off. Slaves were at least fed and clothed by their masters, and the poor of Europe had no such care.

		Finishing my meal and still alone in the room, I took time to recharge the saddle pistols that I had carried into the room in their scabbards, no unusual thing for travelers in that day and time.

		The proprietor came in, glanced at the pistols. “You are a friend to Master Legare?”

		“I am.”

		His manner warmed visibly. He was a stout man with a round, pinkish face and a fringe of red hair. “A good man,” he said, “and a shrewd one, although his quiet manner leads some to misunderstand him.”

		“You know the pistols?”

		He smiled. “And the horse. I saw you ride up.” He glanced meaningly at the pistols. “There has been trouble?”

		“The roads are unsafe everywhere,” I commented. “It was nothing.”

		“There have been strangers about,” he advised, “some of that scum from Port Royal, I think. You had best be on your guard.”

		“Aye,” I got to my feet. “I shall be ready.”

		It was but six miles from Santiago de la Vega to the little cluster of huts and a fort that stood at the mouth of the Rio Cobre. “Leave the horse and the pistols with Señor Sandoval if you wish to ride there,” the innkeeper advised. “I shall see them returned.”

		Dropping the guns into their scabbards, I mounted and turned the black horse down the trail toward Rio Cobre. Black people passed me, great bundles or baskets on their heads; most of them gave me greeting in their quiet voices. Several obviously knew the horse, and they looked from him to me, knowing I was a friend of Legare.

		Where was Henry? For hours now I had seen nothing of him. A rider passed me going in the same direction. There was something familiar about his back and shoulders, yet nothing I could place. A moment later I heard horses behind me, and glancing back, saw two men riding together who were not over fifty yards behind.

		Up ahead of me were several black people walking along the road with their bundles. A carriage coming toward me drew up and stopped, and a man got down from the driver’s seat and went to the horses’ heads and began adjusting something.

		Glancing back, I saw that the two riders were now closer, not more than thirty yards back. The rider who had passed me had stopped and was talking to somebody in the waiting carriage.

		It was a lonely stretch, yet by now we could be no more than three miles, perhaps a bit less, from the Rio Cobre. Then I noticed something else that I had not seen before. Just beyond the carriage two men sat beside the road sharing a bottle. A bundle lay on the bank beside one of them.

		What was the matter with me? I was getting altogether too jumpy. I eased myself in the saddle, loosening one of the pistols a bit.

		As I drew up to the carriage, the man standing beside it turned to look at me, and the man on the horse did, also. Both of them were smiling. The man on the horse gestured. “Something here to interest you, Captain.”

		“What?” I was startled and turned to look.

		Diana! Diana Macklin, her face white and strained, and in the seat beside her, Joseph Pittingel.

		“I thought you should see that we had her,” he said, “before you die.”

		It was not a time for speech or for thinking, nor could I have thought fast enough. My heels slammed into the ribs of the black horse, and I leaped him straight at the rider, who was broadside to me, blocking the way.

		My black was the larger horse and was driven by the leap; smashing into the other horse, it knocked it sprawling, its rider falling free. Turning the black on his hind legs, I grabbed at the door of the carriage, and it came open.

		“Out! Out, Diana!”

		Men were closing in. The two on the bank had leaped to their feet, but they had to come around the fallen horse, which was kicking and struggling. The man at the horse’s head turned toward me, but I leaped the black at him, and springing back to avoid the lunge, he fell.

		Diana had leaped from the carriage, leaving a part of her dress in Pittingel’s frantically clutching hand. As I swung the horse once more, I dropped a hand to her, and she caught it, managing a toe in the stirrup as I swung her up. We leaped the horse past them, and I grabbed a pistol, firing at the first man before me. He staggered and went back; whether hit or not, I did not know.

		Down the road before me were four men, spreading out now, obviously more of Pittingel’s lot. I dropped the pistol into the holster and put the black up the bank. He went up, scrambling, barely reaching the top, then over and into the trees beyond. It was a wild tangle, no place to ride a horse, so we dropped from him and squirmed through the trees. I wished only to make the shore. We ran, fell, scrambled up, and ran again.

		Behind us we heard shouts and curses, the loudest of them from Pittingel himself. “Get them, damn you!” he screamed. “Get them or I’ll have you flayed!”

		The jungle was thick. Underfoot there was mud. It was a tangle of creepers and vines. Turning at right angles, I led the way through what seemed to be an opening. I still held the remaining horse pistol, which was unfired. We moved quickly.

		There was no chance to speak to Diana, only to escape if such we could do at all. Only my reflexes, trained by much trial and danger, had saved us, and now the moment was past, we had small chance. Even as we moved, I knew this. We were close to the water now. Suddenly we emerged upon a rocky, pebblestrewn shore. Beyond the bay lay Port Royal, and several fishermen’s boats lay not far off, but to my wild waves they paid little attention.

		Suddenly, far off, I glimpsed one. Surely that—I waved wildly. The boat seemed to fall still in the water, then turned abruptly toward us.

		Waving, I gestured him on. Diana released my hand suddenly. “Kin, they are coming. It is too late.”

		Four men had come from the jungle, four men who immediately spread out and started for us. A dozen yards farther along another appeared and then another.

		My pistol came up, and they hesitated, then came on, and I threatened first one and then another with the pistol.

		They were not fifteen yards away now, the closest of them. “Diana,” I spoke softly, “you cannot help me, and your presence will make me protect two rather than just myself. Can you swim?”

		“I can.”

		“Then swim out to him. Swim to the boat. It is Andrew, and I know him.”

		“All right.”

		She wasted no time in pleas or farewells but went down to the water’s edge and stripped off her outer gown. Then she walked into the water.

		There was a shout of rage from one of the men, and they started to run. Instantly I fired at the nearest. He threw up his arms and fell to the rocks. Throwing the pistol to make them dodge, I drew one of my own from my waistband. This they had not suspected, and they halted suddenly. They were close enough for me not to miss, and they knew it.

		One of them drew a pistol, also. I suspected their orders had been to take us alive if possible but not to permit us to escape in any event.

		Behind me I could hear the chunking of the oar. I had two pistols of my own now that Legare’s heavy horse pistols were gone, but I also had a sword.

		Taking a step back on the slippery rocks, I drew the second pistol, holding one in either hand. The man with the pistol hesitated no longer but lifted his to take careful aim. That was all very well, but we who lived in the forest and must ever be ready for attack by the red men often had no time for such things. I shot from where my gun was held, and the man dropped his pistol and went to a knee. He started to grope for the fallen gun, and I fired again. Then, thrusting both guns back into my waistband, I drew my sword and backed into the water.

		None of the others seemed to be armed with firearms. The water raised about me, and I heard a voice say, “Here, Captain, behind you.”

		The boat was there, and Diana, very wet, was already aboard. I climbed in over the gunwale and dropped to the bottom. Instantly Andrew pushed us away, and I sat up slowly.

		“One shillin’, suh,” Andrew suggested, “I will need to have a shillin’.”

	
		Chapter XVI

		And now suddenly all changed.

		Legare came into the room as I ate breakfast, and Henry was with him. My gesture invited them to join us, and they did so. In many places in the islands the presence of a black at the table would not have been permitted, but in the pirate city of Port Royal there were no distinctions as to race.

		“Adele has spoken to me of your need for some kind of a statement,” he said. “She thought only of protecting my good name, but there is more at stake here, and despite her wish to protect me, my good name rests on no such shaky foundation. I married Adele, and she is my lady, and that is enough. If more is wanted, there is a field of honor where I can bring those who question my judgment.

		“Now—” He drew from his pocket a rolled sheet of parchment. “A statement sworn to before a notary. This is her story. Names are named here, that of Joseph Pittingel among them. If you need more, I shall myself come to Cape Ann or Shawmut or wherever and make my statement.”

		“Thank you. I am sure this will be sufficient.” At that moment there was a tap at the door. “You are in time to meet Diana Macklin, who was taken for the second time by Pittingel’s men.”

		Opening the door, I admitted Diana and a maid I had hastily secured for her through the good offices of Augustus Jayne.

		Legare bowed over her hand. “Adele has spoken of you,” he said. “May I express my regrets for all that has happened? With the statement he now has, Kin Sackett may soon put an end to all this.”

		She turned quickly to me. “Please! Can we go home? My father was wounded when they took me, and I have no idea if he is alive or dead.”

		“We will go. My friend John Tilly will be in port tomorrow, returning from the outer islands. At least, so he has planned.”

		“You are sure you will not need me?” Legare asked.

		“I think not,” I said. “And I am sure Adele will.”

		He smiled quickly, shyly for a man who had proved to be so unexpectedly bold and swift in action. “She is my first and greatest happiness.”

		“And you?” I looked over at Henry. “You are among your people now. Will you stay here?”

		He shook his head. “My place is with you if you will have me along. These people are of my race and my blood, but I have always been a man alone. I like the way you fight and the way you think. Mayhap our roads are the same.”

		“If you wish it,” I agreed. He was a good man and a strong man, and wherever I would go, such would be needed.

		Legare extended his hand. “Enough, then. They know me in Port Royal, and what you need, you may have if you will but speak. I cannot thank you enough.”

		When they were gone, and Diana and I were alone but for the maid, I said, “Have you eaten? I had just begun.”

		“I waited for you. I thought … well, I thought you might not wish to eat alone.”

		I held a chair for her. “I hope,” I said, “never to eat alone again.”

		Her face was faintly pink, and she looked up to meet my eyes, hers twinkling a little. “That might be taken as a proposal.”

		“I hope it is,” I said seriously, “because I would not be very good at such a thing. I’m afraid I’d be clumsy. You see, I know very little of women. Ours is a lovely land but a lonely one and a hard one, and such a life leaves very little time for thinking of women or learning about them.”

		We sat long over breakfast and talked of many things, none of them important, I fear, but each one a means of learning about each other. Yet as we talked, I could not help but remember Joseph Pittingel and Max Bauer. They were both about, both free, and there was no authority in Port Royal to take exception to what they had done. I must be on my guard, for they must kill me to survive themselves, and they would now wish to kill Diana.

		John Tilly might arrive within the next few hours, but much as Pittingel worried me, I had no wish to remain penned up in this room. Outside there was much to see in this wild, unruly, rich, and bloody town. And I had a wish to see it for myself.

		There was much else to see, including the Walks, a well-known drive along some rocky cliffs that I had promised myself to see. Yet a worry lay upon me, for I knew that Max Bauer was somewhere about, and I knew only one or two of his men by sight.

		Diana wished to do some shopping, and the maid Jayne had sent would accompany her. I must needs go to the waterfront to inquire after John Tilly and the Abigail.

		The maid, whose name was Bett, had gone out and bought a few things for Diana. As she had served ladies before, she knew well enough what was needed, but Diana wished to choose clothes for herself, beyond her immediate needs.

		While they prepared themselves for the shopping, I went down to the lower floor and looked out upon the street. It was crowded as usual, but I saw a tall, slim black man loitering near the door. He looked familiar, and I gestured to him. He had the look of a maroon, and I was sure he had been placed there by Henry.

		He came into the room when I gestured to him. “Can you get two or three stout fellows to be around while Mistress Macklin goes among the shops? Our enemies are still about.”

		He smiled. “Henry speak to us, suh. They may go where they wish. We will be all about.”

		“Good! I have much to do along the shore.”

		He gave me a sidelong glance. “It is no good place to be, suh. It is bad-man place.”

		“I must go.”

		“Ships come, ships go. Who know what happen, suh? Sometimes man go. Never again see. You take short steps, suh.”

		Upon these streets all men wore arms, and I would not be without mine. To learn of the Abigail was my first wish, but I will not deny it was in my mind to see Port Royal with my own eyes, for this was ever my way, to see, to know, to learn. To go from place to place and taste the food and wine of the country, to look about, to see.

		We who walk the woodland paths know that although all men look, not many see. It is not only to keep the eyes open but to see what is there and to understand. Jamestown I knew but little else. I had seen no towns, although my father and Jeremy talked much of London and Bristol, and Kane O’Hara was forever speaking of Dublin and Cork. This was the first town of my experience that was wider than a village.

		When I had donned fresh garments, I looked upon myself in the glass and admitted myself pleased. Not with myself, for I was, as always, a tall, tanned young man with the wide shoulders hard work had earned for me and a shock of curly black hair. My face was wedge shaped, cheekbones high; my eyes were green. The outfit I wore fitted me well, and that was the important thing. I looked the gentleman without any of the flash and color of the pirates I’d seen. Not that I did not look upon their clothes with some envy but would have been embarrassed to wear the like myself.

		Thinking of that, I chuckled at the thought of Yance. He would have outdone the flashiest of the pirates, for he was a lover of color in his clothes, although we’d little enough chance for anything of the kind, living as we did. I felt regret for him now. He’d have loved this wild, unruly, pirate town, its dark streets, its motley population, its crowds, tinkle of glasses and clink of coins, a town of blood, gold, gems, and lust, and all of it clad in silk and leather, often enough soiled, sometimes stained with blood, for the pirates I’d seen were rarely overclean.

		It was a shouting, swearing, wine-guzzling, rumswilling town with more powder than brains and every hand ready to grasp a blade. Murder was a small thing. A man might be stabbed and killed on a dance floor, and not a man would stop for his body, nor would the music cease to play. They’d merely dance around him.

		Every night bodies were found in the streets, and no man inquired whose they were or how they came to be there. It was every man for himself, and the devil take the hindmost.

		The black man who was one of those who would guard Diana was waiting at the door. He looked around at me. “Have you a knife?” he asked.

		“I have a sword,” I said, “and a pair of pistols when it comes to that.”

		“It is no place for either, although you may use them.” From his waistband he drew a knife and scabbard. “Take this.” I observed two more in that same waistband. “It is a good blade. At close quarters, in a dark place, it is better than a sword.”

		He handed it to me, and I tossed it up and caught it deftly by the hilt, wishing to get the feel of its weight and balance. It was a lovely thing, a two-edged blade and long, with a point like a needle.

		“I am grateful,” I said. “It is a lovely thing.”

		He flashed white teeth at me in a quick smile. “Ah, yes, suh! Lovely, indeed.”

		With the knife in my sash I went down the street to the waterfront where the long ships lay.

		Sails furled, dripping a little from a quick shower, creaking as they rode the tide, fine, long, lovely ships, like things alive, made for speed and all lined with guns. I remembered the time long since when Yance and I had slipped aboard the pirate ship of Jonathan Delve, that old enemy of my father, and spiked his guns as the ship lay in the river at Jamestown.

		The docks and beach, for many ships unloaded on the shore, were stacked with barrels and bales, mostly covered with spare sails or tarpaulins to shield them from the rain. Men moved among them, working, buying, selling, drinking. Here and there I paused to listen to idle talk, and having the gift of tongues, I recognized words in several languages. We at Shooting Creek in my father’s time had men from all the world, Sakim, who spoke any language you might wish, and my father, who did a bit in several, and my mother, too, who had sailed with her father on his trading ship, sailed to India, the Malabar Coast, the Red Sea, and the far coast of Cathay. I knew a lot of words, few languages well, but the sense of many.

		Yet all was not gold and excitement here. I noted a number of men missing legs or arms or hands, men with patches over an eye, with fingers missing, with faces twisted by scars. These were the casualties of piracy and the sea, those who did not go down to Davy Jones’s locker or fiddler’s green, who did not walk the plank or dance from a yardarm but who had been so maimed that they went no more to sea, although many an injured man did if he was a known gunner or the like. A good gunner was literally worth his weight in gold.

		I stopped by one such, who sat on a bollard looking at the ships. “A fair evening to you,” I said.

		He was a stalwart, sun-browned man of forty-odd years, looking hard as a knot of oak but minus a leg and a hand. His eyes were glassy blue and uncomfortable to look upon, and I trusted him not even though he had but one hand.

		“It may be,” he said grimly. “I’ve no seen the bottom of a glass yet.”

		“You may see the bottom of several,” I said, “if you’ve news of the Abigail.”

		“Ah? The Abigail, is it? I don’t know your lay, nor can I make you out by the cut of your jib, but I’d say a canny man would have nothing for the Abigail. That’s a cool lot aboard there.”

		“They are,” I said, “and friends of mine. They are due to come into port, and I’d like to know when, for I am to sail with them.”

		“Sail? Aye, there’s a good word! Once I swore I’d never off to sea again, but now that I cannot find a berth, I’d give an eye to be aboard a good ship, with a prize in the offing. But they’ve no place for me.” He held up the stump of an arm. “Look, man! Eleven year at sea and never more than a scratch or two, and then one ball from a Long Tom and flying wood, and I am torn to bits.”

		“You’re lucky you made it,” I replied. “Many do not.”

		“It depends on the view.” He looked out over the water, then spat viciously into it. “I am a proud man, and one who worked hard and who fought well, damned well. Now all is gone and only to wait for dying.”

		“Nonsense!” I said irritably. “You’ve one hand and two eyes, and you look to have been a sharp man. Such a man should find something he can do, can make, can be. If you quit at this, it’s because you’ve no guts in you.”

		He glared. “It is easy to talk. You’re a whole man.”

		“Easy it is,” I agreed, “but in your spot I’d not quit. There’s always something.”

		From my pocket I took a gold coin. I showed it to him. “If I gave you a shilling,” I said, “you’d buy a drink or several, but if I give you this, you could live a month on it if you did not drink. It will give you time to look about and use your head for something besides hanging those gold rings on.”

		“Who do you want killed?” he asked, glancing at the coin.

		“I want an eye kept out for the Abigail and any report of her, and when it comes, take the word to Augustus Jayne. He will pass it to me. My name is Kin Sackett—”

		“Sackett? Aye, I know that name! I knew a bloody tough man by the name once, a long time back. Saw him whip our skipper in the street. Whipped him well, he did, and easy as that. His name was Barnabas Sackett.”

		“My father,” I said.

		“Aye, you’ve the look of him, though taller, I think. Well, I should have sailed with him but didn’t. The Abigail, is it? All right, I’ll keep a weather eye out for her.”

		He reached a hand for the gold coin, and I slapped it in his palm. “I’d have done it for the shilling,” he added. “I’m that hard up.”

		“I know you would have,” I said, “but look about, see what you can find. There’s many a berth ashore for a man who kens the sea. So find it.”

		So I walked away from him along the shore, and it was not until then that I realized it was almost dark. Shadows had found their way into the streets and lingered there, waiting the chance to rush out and engulf even the alongshore.

		It was time I was getting back, but a sound of music drew me, and I went up the shore toward a place where the sailors were, and in the door I lingered, looking on at their gambling and carousing. A burly, bearded man grasped my arm. “Come! A drink! A glass of rum for old times’ sake!”

		“Old times?” I smiled at him. “What old times? I never saw you before.”

		His grin revealed a missing tooth. “So? Who cares? It is for old times we both have had, old times we should have had! Come! A drink?”

		He thrust his way through the crowd, and amused, yet reluctant, I followed. It was a noisy, not unfriendly crowd, and many seemed to know him, for they shouted invitations at him. Resolutely he shook his head and went on until we found a table in a corner.

		“Rum? It is a raw, bold drink. Not bad, either, if aged. But we will have something else, you and I, for I know you now whether you know me or not. I know you, lad, and it is a bit of the German you will have, a delicate wine from Moselle.”

		“You can get it here?”

		He looked over his shoulder at me from under bushy brows, beginning to gray. “Aye, you can have that and whatever you wish. It’s me whose standing for it, too, get that in your head.”

		It was a bare plank table, and the benches on either side were crudely made. It was a rough place, thrown roughly together for a rough trade. A big man brought a bottle to the table, but my host waved it away. “White wine from Moselle, a good wine, a delicate wine.”

		“For you,” the waiter said grudgingly, “although we’ve little enough on hand.”

		When the waiter had gone, he looked across the table at me. For the first time I looked at him, to really see him.

		He would be thirty pounds heavier than me and four inches shorter, but little of the weight would be fat. His beard was dark and streaked with a bit of gray. His face was brown, wide and strong, with contemptuous, amused eyes, as if all he saw about him was ironically amusing. His hands were thick and powerful, hands that had done a lot of work and some fighting, too.

		“Put it down that we’re two ships that pass and show our flags and each goes on his way. I like the way you carry yourself, lad, and I’m not one to drink alone nor talk to myself, although God knows it is all there’s been a time or two.”

		He looked at me sharply. “You’re no seafaring man, although you could be. Are you here for long?”

		“A day or two more,” I said.

		I’d chosen the seat in the corner, and he sat opposite, but neither had a back to the room, for we sat in a sort of corner off the main room.

		“Where are you for, then?”

		“Plymouth. It’s a place on the coast of what was once part of Virginia. They be calling it New England now, or they are starting to.”

		“Aye, I know the place. A psalm-singing lot, isn’t it?”

		“That’s the latecomers. The first ones were an easier folk.” The wine bottle was cold and the wine nicely chilled. He filled my glass, then his. “Yet it is not my country. I live in the mountains in the west of Carolina.”

		He shrugged. “Names! I have heard them used but know nothing of the land. How do you live?”

		“We hunt. There is much wild game. We plant crops. It is a wild, beautiful land.”

		“Savages?”

		“Aye, if you wish to call them so. They have their own way of life, which is good for them. I could live it, although I should miss books.”

		“Ah! There speaks a man of my own heart! I sensed it in you.” He lifted his glass. “You would not guess, but twenty-odd years ago I studied at Cambridge and was nearly always at the head of them all. I was destined for the church.”

		“What then?”

		He shrugged again. “What? A woman. I was young, and she was older but not wiser. We were discovered together.… Nothing had happened, worse luck, for we were not believed, and her husband set some ruffians on me to kill me.”

		He finished his glass and filled it again. “I was alone when they came, but I was strong, and they believed me a harmless student, and I killed two of them with my blade and had to fly. And here, after more than twenty years, I am.”

		He looked at me across his glass, eyes twinkling with that same ironic amusement. “You should know my name. Or at least the one by which I am known. It is Rafe Bogardus.”

		“A good name. Mine is Kin Ring Sackett.”

		He smiled. “It is too bad, you know. You are a man I could like.”

		“Too bad?”

		“Aye, and if I did not need the money, I’d not do it. I really wouldn’t.”

		“Do what? I am afraid I do not know what you are talking about.”

		“No? You of all people should know, Kin Sackett, because you see, I have been paid to kill you.”

		I was astonished. “To kill me?”

		“To kill you. Here … tonight.”

	
		Chapter XVII

		It was my turn to laugh. “Finish your wine,” I said.

		His eyes were cool, suddenly wary. “You think I shall be drunken?”

		“Of course not! But you so obviously enjoy it, I think you should have your fill of it before you die.”

		The laughter went from his eyes, and he measured me coolly, carefully. “Sackett, it has been said that I am the greatest swordsman in Port Royal, perhaps the greatest in Europe.”

		“I do not doubt it, but you are not now in Europe, nor are all the great swordsmen in Port Royal. After all”—I gestured widely—“they are mostly rabble. They cut and slash. What do they know?”

		“And in Carolina?”

		“Swordsmen are rare. We live by the musket and pistol there.”

		“So?”

		“We shall see. And a pity, too, for you are a rare companion, and I was looking forward to talking to you of books and writing men, of magicians and satyrs, of gods and heroes. You spoke of a family?”

		He dismissed them with a gesture. “That is long ago. They have forgotten me.”

		“Then I shall not have to worry.”

		“Worry?” He was scowling now.

		“About sending word to them that you are dead, nor disposing of your belongings—if you have any.”

		“You are a fool,” he said irritably. “You speak like a child.”

		But half my glass was gone, so I lifted it to my lips, tasted the wine, and put the glass down, and I took my time. No doubt he was a superb swordsman. No doubt he was confident. There were few good swordsmen in Virginia, Carolina, or Plymouth in these days, for men who were swordsmen had not yet begun to come across the sea. There were fighting men like Capt. John Smith, only he had returned to England. No doubt Bogardus, if that was his name, felt sure of winning.

		I had rarely fought with a sword, yet from earliest childhood my father had trained me as his father had trained him, and I had the added advantage of working as a boy with Jublain, Jeremy Ring, and, above all, with Sakim. Not only was the Moslem a superb swordsman, but his style was entirely different from that of Europe. Therein, I hoped, would lie my advantage, if such it was, for he would be unprepared, I hoped, for that style of fencing.

		But that I must conceal at first. I must seem orthodox and careful, defending myself as best I could and allowing him to believe I was more clumsy than skillful, then suddenly to try a trick upon him unused in the West.

		The difficulty might be that at some time he had served in the Moslem countries and knew all that I knew. It was a risk I must take. Even if he knew, he might not expect such moves from me.

		“Do you do this sort of thing often?” I asked. “I mean, do you kill men for money?”

		“Why else? I am not such a fool as to kill them for amusement or just to be killing. It is simply I have found it more restful than piracy and an easier means to a living. If it is conscience you are thinking of, I have none. Men enter the world to die. I merely expedite matters.”

		“Or have them expedited for you.”

		He shrugged. “So far I live.”

		“Shall we order something to eat? If you are to die, I would not have it said you were hungry when you went out.”

		We ordered a meal, and I sat back in my chair and looked at him. He seemed undisturbed, but this I did not believe, for I was accepting the situation with more ease than he could have expected. He had thought to surprise me, and he had, yet my recovery had been swift and complete, and I was much less disturbed than he must have expected.

		Now I was proposing that we dine, and he must have been puzzled by my reaction.

		“You see,” I continued, “your comment that you intend to kill me can be nothing but mildly interesting. Since I was a child, those of my family have been constantly threatened with death. I was born on a buffalo robe in the heat of an Indian battle with a swordsman standing above my mother to defend her during her labor.

		“Since that day I have never known one in which my life was not in danger. Naturally you cannot expect me to be alarmed by your statement that you intend to kill me. Actually it greatly simplifies matters.”

		He scowled at me. I expect he had believed his calm statement would frighten or alarm me, and my manner irritated him. “Simplifies? What do you mean by that?”

		The wine was good. I was no judge of such things, lacking experience, but to me it tasted well. “It is obvious, I should think. Here I have been attacked a number of times and from all sides, unexpectedly and in numbers. Now I no longer have to concern myself with that. Now I know my attacker. I know where the attack will come from and by whom. It makes it very easy.”

		“You will die nonetheless.”

		I laughed. “Who can say? You know what you can do, and that is very helpful. You are no doubt skilled, or you would not have survived, but I, too, have survived, and I think in a harsher world than yours.”

		“We will fight with swords. It is my weapon.”

		“Shall we? If this is to be a duel, then I am the challenged party and have the choice of weapons.”

		He glared at me. “I have chosen the weapons. When I kill you, it will be with a sword.”

		Our food was served, but Rafe Bogardus seemed in no mood to talk. On the other hand, something had loosened my tongue, though normally I talked little. Now, here, I talked over much, perhaps because I could see that it got on his nerves.

		“Have you ever fought Indians, Bogardus? They are remarkably good. Not so muscular as some of us but wiry and supple, very quick to move and deadly at close-in combat with tomahawk or knife. They have no discipline, fighting much as they will, each man on his own, so they are rarely a match for us in sustained combat, but for the sudden attack, the quick raid, they are remarkable.”

		“You talk too much.” He stared at me with no liking. “It will be a pleasure to kill you.”

		Finishing my meal, I pushed back the trencher and emptied what remained of the wine. “Then let’s have at it, shall we?” I believed I had him off balance a mite and meant to keep him so. “I have no more time to dally.” I stood up abruptly and with a gesture swept the dishes into his lap. The crash made people look up, and he sprang to his feet cursing, but I slammed the table against him, pinning him to the wall. Reaching across with my left hand, I took him by the throat and smashed his head hard against the wall. “You talk of killing! Why, you paltry fool! I am inclined to—”

		My sudden shoving of the heavy table against him had caught him unawares, and my left hand, powerful from much swinging of an axe, held him tight to the wall. With my right I drew my knife and held the point of it under his nostril. “I’ve a notion to let you have about four inches of this up your nose,” I said, “but you’re hardly worth it.”

		We had spectators then, a room full of them. I turned my head slightly. “He’s been paid to kill me,” I said conversationally, “and I don’t think he can do it. I am going to turn him loose now, for, after all, he took the money, and he must make his try.”

		“Kill him,” somebody said. “Have done with it. I know the man, and you’ll never have him by the throat again.”

		“He shall have his chance to run or fight,” I said, and I flicked his nostril only with the very point of the blade, but it drew blood, which trickled slowly down his lip and his chin. Then I stepped back and dropped the knife into its scabbard.

		Rafe Bogardus shoved back the table. The way he moved showed the strength of the man. Surprisingly he was calm.

		“All right, you have had your bit of amusement. Now I shall kill you.”

		“Like I said,” the same voice said, “you should have killed him while you had him trapped. Never give them a second chance.”

		Men pulled back from us, and their women, too. The light had a reddish glow, and there were shadows beyond the tables and chairs. The room, despite its size, was crowded. The atmosphere was hot and close, smelling of the crowded, often unwashed bodies. There was also the smell of rum and tobacco smoke.

		Bogardus drew his sword. He was very cool now, and had I ever doubted his ability, I could not do so at this moment, for he held himself with an absolute certainty, sure that he could make his kill.

		He discarded his coat, and I did likewise. I drew my own blade with less confidence. The only fighting I had done with a sword had been in these past few days, and little enough that was. My father had been said to have been a swordsman of uncommon skill and the others, also. I had good teachers, but were they really that good?

		What possible standard of comparison could I have?

		Grimly the thought came to mind. In the next few minutes I would know.

		He saluted me. “Now, Sackett, you die!”

		He lunged swiftly, and I parried his blade. I think it surprised him, for he may have planned to end it all with that first thrust.

		He was more cautious then, discovering that I knew a little, at least. He began to fence, working toward me, pushing me back, deliberately testing me, and I had the good sense to be clumsy, or was it actually that I was awkward? What skill I had I must hold in keeping, and I must fend off his attacks while watching for my chance, nor must I appear to be defending myself with skill.

		He was strong. I could feel it in his blade, and he had the delicate touch of the master. He lunged again, and a quick skip back was all that saved me. As it was, the point of his blade ripped my shirt. I heard a gasp from some onlooker, and someone else said, in the almost total silence, “Good, isn’t he?”

		Aye, he was good. I discovered that quickly enough and was hard put to defend myself, having no need to feign awkwardness with the speed and skill of his attack. Had it not been for the few fights of the past days, I might have failed, but often it takes little time to recall old skills, and I had fenced hour upon hour with my teachers.

		The art of the sword had developed greatly in the past few years, but as in all such things, it had come to be highly stylized. The weapon was controlled largely with the fingers; the cuts were made with the first few inches of the blade. The endeavor was to make light, slicing cuts and not to overpower with great slashing cuts. He was swift, sure, and very strong. My own efforts were largely to stave off his attack, and somehow I managed it.

		Sweat began to bead on my brow, but as I warmed, I felt the old skills returning. He was better than Jeremy Ring, I thought, perhaps as good as Jublain, but not, I believed, as good as my father had been. Sakim? Ah, Sakim was another sort of man, and his style of fencing was much different.

		My style was not orthodox, and I could see that disturbed him while it gave him added confidence, for to him it meant only that I did not know what I was doing or knew it not well enough.

		The room was hot, the air close. He pressed me hard, striving to work me into a corner, which would impair my movements, for my speed afoot had surprised him. He thrust; I parried and slid my blade along his. He leaped back just in time, or I might have knicked his wrist. He shot me a sudden sharp glance and made a cut to my cheek that I parried with difficulty. He kicked a small bench toward my feet, and as I sprang out of the way, he lunged, his sword point tearing my shirt at the waist.

		We fought savagely then, all pretense thrown aside; it was thrust, parry, head and flank cuts, and he drew first blood with a sudden thrust to the head that opened a thin red cut on my cheek. An instant later, and his point found my ribs, just an inch below the heart but wide of it. He grinned wolfishly. “Soon!” he exclaimed. “Soon you shall be dead!”

		He pressed hard, and I fell back, working desperately to ward off his continual attacks. He dropped his blade a little, an invitation I declined to accept, but instantly he moved in with a dazzling series of movements that had the spectators cheering. A thrust followed by cuts to the arm, right cheek, head, and chest. How I parried them I will never know, but as he drew back, momentarily overextended, I thrust suddenly and sharply for his throat. The thrust was high and a hair wide of the mark. It ripped the ruffle at his collar but merely scratched his neck.

		He was dangerous, too dangerous. I was in serious trouble and knew it. The man was good, very good. He made a riposte to the head following a parry of my thrust.

		He was intent now, ready for the kill. Each fencer tends to favor certain moves, those that are easy for him, to the exclusion of others, and a skillful man with a blade will soon determine which of these his opponent is apt to use. Knowing this, I had deliberately been responding to certain moves of his with the accepted counter. Yet to continue to do so would be to let myself be killed, and the trap, if trap it was, could be used but once. His responses were quick and easy, and at any moment now, having learned what he believed I would do to each move of his, he must be ready.

		So far I had been lucky. My face was streaming with perspiration. Twice he glanced at my eyes. Was he trying to find fear there? Believe me, there was enough of that, for the man was good, and it had been long since I had fenced enough to matter.

		Around us men crowded, gold gleaming from their ears. One huge bearded man had a heavy gold necklace that must have come from looted Inca treasure. They watched, intent, and I was conscious of them only as a backdrop to what happened here. The gleaming blades, the movement in and out, the circling, the darting steel, as in some weird ballet of death where I was at once the participant and the observer. The tricks I knew seemed to find no place here, for the man left no chance. For all his strength, he moved lightly, easily, and with confidence. My arm would grow weary; my strength would go.

		He was smiling now, his eyes bright with purpose. He feinted a head cut and then thrust at my ribs. My parry was quick, but I was too far from him for a good thrust at the body, so with a flick of the wrist I cut him along the inner sword arm with the back of the blade.

		It sliced, and deep. I saw him wince, saw him start to step back, and attacked instantly. His parry was slow.

		There was blood on his sleeve now. Somebody gasped and pointed. There was a splash of blood on the floor. I feinted for the head; he tried to parry, and I thrust hard for the ribs. He stepped back quickly, and I moved in.

		He was a swordsman. Even now, his arm badly cut, he fought beautifully. Yet there was death in his face. I could see it, and he knew it. I feinted, held my thrust, then, on the instant, followed through. His parry was started too soon; my point slipped past it, and his recovery was slow. The blade slid ever so neatly along his ribs, through the hide and between the bones, and withdrew almost as if there had been nothing but a shadow there.

		Bogardus missed a step, his whole side now stained with blood, red blood in a widening blotch on the side of his shirt.

		My point lowered a little. “I have no wish to kill you.”

		“I am dead. Finish what you have begun.”

		“Have done. You have chosen a poor profession. If you live, choose another.”

		“I took money to kill you.”

		“Keep the money. You tried.”

		Taking up my coat with my left hand, I turned my back on him and went into the crowd, and with my naked blade still in my hand it opened before me.

		When I was on the street again, I looked carefully about. This was no time to be careless, but of one thing I was sure. My sightseeing in Jamaica as well as my business were over.

		Tomorrow I would find John Tilly, and tomorrow I would take Diana Macklin home.

	
		Chapter XVIII

		Strong blew the wind, dark the angry clouds, vivid the lightning. Upon the deck, near the mainmast shrouds I stood, one hand upon them to steady me, my eyes out upon the sea, its dark, huge waves lifting like great upthrusts of black glass, ragged along the breaking edge. My father had gone to sea in his time, but I had no love for it. He had bred a landsman, whether he preferred it or not.

		There was a challenge in the storm, a magnificence in the power of the sea, and I rode the deck like a gull upon the wind and confessed inside me that while afraid, I was also drunk with it. Salt spray stung my face; my tongue licked it, tasted it, loved it. She put her bows down and took a great sea over them, and the water came thundering back, the decks awash, the scuppers sucking and gasping.

		John Tilly came down upon the deck and stood beside me. “ ’Tis a raw night, lad, a raw night! We be sailing north with the coast out yonder, and many a proud ship gone down in weather no worse than this!”

		“I’ll be glad when I’m ashore,” I told him frankly. “I want my feet upon solid earth.”

		“Aye!” he said grimly. “So think we all. We think ofttimes in the night that once the storm is over and the storm gone, we will go ashore and stay there. We’ll tell ourselves that in the night watches, but when the day has come, and our money is spent ashore, then we go seeking a berth again, and off to sea it is.”

		“I am a man of the hills and forest.”

		“It may be so. Your father made a good seafaring man, though, and belike you could do the same, given time. You are a strong one and active, and you’ve a cool head about you. I saw that ashore there.”

		“Ashore?”

		“In the fight with Bogardus. Ah, lad, I feared for you! I’ve seen him with a blade before, but you had him bested—”

		“My father taught me, and the others.”

		“It showed. I could see your father’s hand there, but you’ve the greater reach and height. He never beat a better man than Bogardus. But you did not kill him.”

		“I have no wish to kill. A man’s life is a precious thing, though he waste it. A life is greater than gold and better than all else, so who am I to take it unless need be?”

		“He intended to take yours.”

		“He has not my thoughts, nor my wishes nor my desires, and if he lives, life may bring him wisdom. Who knows? It is a good thing to live, to walk out upon such a deck as this and feel the wind, to walk in the forest on a moonlit night or out upon some great plateau and look westward—”

		“You, too?”

		“What do you mean?”

		“Ah, you are your father’s son! He looked to the westward, too! To his far blue mountains. But was it the mountains? Or was it that something beyond? We need such men, lad, men who can look to the beyond, to ever strive for something out there beyond the stars. It is man’s destiny, I think, to go forward, ever forward. We are of the breed, you and I, the breed who venture always toward what lies out there—westward, onward, everward.”

		We were silent then, riding the deck as it tipped and slanted. She was a good ship, even as she had been in my father’s time, and she bore a good name.

		“I wonder if I shall ever see her again?”

		“Who, lad?”

		“My mother. She went to England, you know, so that Noelle would not grow up in the forest among wild men. My father sorely missed her.”

		“Aye, he did that. But she was wise, lad, wiser than all, and you’ll be proud of the lass when you see her. A fine lady she is, although but a girl yet, and Brian! What a gentleman! They tell me at the Inns of Court that he has a rare way with words.”

		“It is the Welsh in him. When did they not?”

		“And Jeremy, lad? And Lila? Fare they well?”

		“How else? Although it be months since I have seen them. When I go south again, I shall go calling. Jeremy is a fine woodsman now and an owner of wide lands, and Lila serves no longer but is mistress of her own estate.”

		“What of the lass below there?” Tilly asked. “She has eyes for you, lad.”

		I felt wary and uncomfortable. “It may be. We have talked a bit.”

		“She’s a fine lass, a brave, tall girl. You’d be wise to take her, lad, if that is the way you both feel. I deem there’s been trouble behind you?”

		“She comes from Cape Ann … on the coast of what they are calling New England. They thought her a witch there, and she was twice taken by slavers, the last time through sheer vengeance, dropping down of a sudden, knocking her father about and carrying her off. It was Pittingel. He wished me to see her with him, for to kill is not enough. He wanted me to suffer in my mind as well.”

		“And now?”

		“To her father again if he lives. What else will come we shall talk of then, but if I take her home with me, it is a far travel for a lass, far through woods and the places where savages are.”

		“She’ll stand to it. There’s a likely craft, lad, and one to sail any sea. You can see it in the clear eyes of her and the way she carries her head. Give me always a woman with pride, and pride of being a woman. She’s such a one.”

		We talked then of ships and the sea and of the old ways of men upon the water, of how men measured the altitude of a star by the span of a wrist or a hand outstretched before them and how they guided themselves by the flight of birds, the fish they saw, and the way water curls around an island or a cape and shows itself as a special current in the sea. “Terns will fly far out to sea and rest upon the water when they wish, but the herring gulls never get more than seventy-five or eighty miles from land, and at eventide they fly toward shore to roost. When you see them winging all one way toward evening, there’s land there, son, land. It has saved many a seafaring man, knowing that. Men steered by the flight of birds and found their way by the stars for these thousand years or more.”

		At last I went to my bunk, but once stretched upon it, I lay long awake. Was Diana indeed the girl for me? Or was I, too, to have that westward feeling?

		Jubal Sackett had it. Where was he? How far westward had he gone? Did he live yet, that brother of mine? Or did his body lie in the rich black earth beneath the trees out there near the great river of which he spoke?

		We Sacketts wandered far upon the face of the world. Was there something in us truly that moved us ever westward? Did we fulfill some strange destiny? Some drive decreed by God, the wind or the tides that move across the world? Why Jubal, of us all? Why not Brian, who had gone again east? Yet I knew within me that Brian’s way was westward, too. Knew? Was it the gift of which our father had spoken? The gift of second sight we sometimes had?

		My father lay buried in the hills that he sought, but he died bravely there and no doubt rested well. The red men who killed him knew where his body lay, and sometimes they came there and left gifts of meat upon the grave, offerings to a brave man gone, a man who fought well and died well.

		Where, in its time, would my body lie?

		Westward, a voice told me, off to the westward.

		So be it. Only that I lived well and strongly before that time came and left my sons to walk the trails my foot would never tread. For it is given that no man can do it all, that each must carry the future forward a few years and then pass the message on to him who follows.

		There must be fine strong boys and goodly women to do what remained to be done, and Diana? Who else to be the mother of them? And the woman to walk beside me on the hills where the rhododendron grew?

		Soon.

		The dark shore lay off there, somewhere beyond the black wings of night; it lay there, that long white beach upon which I played as a boy. And somewhere, not far from here, was that place of which I had heard, that place upon the open sea where may lie the gates to another world. My father in his time had seen them, or was it a trick of the sun upon the sea? A mirage, perhaps? Who could know. For now we sailed off the Carolina coast. Bermuda lay off to the northeast.

		When my eyes opened again, there was a shaft of sunlight falling across the deck, a shaft of sunlight that moved slowly and easily with a gentle roll of the ship. The storm had gone.

		Rising from my bed, I looked out—a fair day and a fine breeze blowing.

		John Tilly was on the quarterdeck when I went out to get a smell of the wind. He seemed preoccupied, so I asked no questions. Several times he glanced aloft as if expecting some signal from the lookout at the masthead.

		A cabin boy came up the ladder to the quarterdeck. “The lady, maister,” he said, “she asks if you would break fast wi’ her?”

		“I will be along at once.” I turned to Tilly. “Captain? Will you join us?”

		He threw me a quick, impatient glance. “No, eat without me. I shall be busy here.”

		Diana was at the table when I came into the cabin, and I had never seen her look more lovely. John Tilly had gone into his stores and found some captured clothing taken in one of the constant sea battles. Attacked by pirates, they had proved too stiff a foe and had taken the pirate ship as prize.

		There was sunlight through the stern light, and we sat long over our food, talking of many things. The cabin boy served us chocolate, the drink from Mexico of which we had heard much. Yet even as we talked, I was disturbed by Tilly’s manner. Usually the most gracious of men, he had been abrupt and obviously worried.

		The weather was fine. Did he sense a change? And the lookout aloft? What would he—

		An enemy ship? Pirates?

		Joseph Pittingel had ships, several of them. And we had evidence enough of his hatred. Had that lookout seen something? Or had John Tilly himself?

		When our meal was finished, I got up. “Diana, change into something—anything—I do not think our troubles are over.”

		She wasted no time asking for explanations. Too often in emergencies had I seen people who took the time to ask “Why” not live long enough to receive an answer.

		As for myself, I went to my chest and took my two pistols and charged them anew. Then I laid out my sword and thrust a knife into my waistband. What was happening I knew not, but it was best to be prepared, to stand ready for whatever.

		Off to the westward would be the Virginia or Maryland coast, how far I did not know and had best learn. Ours was a good vessel, manned by sturdy men, but the best vessel and the best men can meet their match.

		When I appeared on deck, the lookout was talking to Captain Tilly. Avoiding them, I walked to the rail and looked all about. I was perfectly aware that the distance one can see from a ship’s deck was limited indeed, not nearly so far as one would believe. At fifteen feet above the water I could see perhaps four and a half miles, and the lookout from the topmast could see no more than ten.

		John Tilly left the lookout to return aloft and walked across the deck to me. He noted the arms. “You do well to go armed,” he said quietly. “I believe we shall have trouble.”

		“The lookout has seen a ship?”

		“No, and that worries me, for there was one close to us in the night.”

		“You are sure? What could have become of him?”

		“Ah, that is what bothers me, Master Kin. What, indeed? And why?

		“It lacked but an hour or so of dawn when I was awakened. I came on deck, and Tom Carboy—he is my mate—pointed out to me a black shadow of something against the sea. It was some distance off, and by the time I reached the deck, indistinct. I could not make her out, only that there was something.

		“Carboy is a good, steady man. He had been watching ahead, for the gale was still blowing, although it had begun to ease somewhat, and some bad cross-seas were running. This is the devil’s own stretch of water, you know, and there are currents that create a very mixed-up sea in some storms. He was alert to what happened, to see her ease into those big seas and not take them on the beam.

		“He had his eyes glued to those big ones, and his helmsman was ready to meet them across the bow when he happened to turn around and look astern. It seemed it had been only minutes since he had done so, but there was a ship coming up, overhauling him rapidly, a ship without lights.

		“He called me, but something must have alarmed the dark vessel because it seemed to fall back, and by the time I reached the deck, it could not be identified.”

		“I do not believe in ghost ships,” I said, “although in these waters—”

		“I do not believe in them, either. Yet why a ship showing no lights? Why did she fall back?”

		“Where is she now?”

		“My lookout can see nothing. Once, when he went aloft for the first time and just after daylight, he thought he glimpsed a topm’st.”

		“Then if it is a ship, she may be following us? Hanging back, over the horizon, waiting?”

		“That is what I fear. She waits until the darkness of another night, then overtakes us for a sudden surprise attack.”

		“A pirate?”

		“It may be, or your old friend Pittingel following you still. The Abigail is a good sailer and by most accounts a fast ship, but she is nowhere near as speedy as some of the pirate vessels. Joseph Pittingel has one—the Vestal—that is very fast.”

		Again I glanced astern. If she lay back there, twelve or thirteen miles off, she would need three hours to close in, perhaps four. Yet as soon as it became dark, she could begin to move closer, and we would not see her until she was just a short distance off, within cannon shot or nearly so. I liked it not and said so.

		“Is there no way we can evade her? Sail toward shore, for example?”

		He shrugged. “It might be, but we draw too close in, and we might get caught against a lee shore, and no sailor wishes to sail too close in because of the hazards.”

		We stood silent then, each busy with what thoughts he had. Suddenly the bright sea had become a menacing place where danger lurked just beyond the horizon.

		“We shall try,” Tilly said at last, “but ’tis a bad shore yonder, and many a fair ship has been trapped there. He would not fall back unless he was sure of his speed.”

		“Why did he not attack this morning?”

		Tilly shrugged. “It was late. By the time he overtook us, day would be breaking, for as he moved toward us, we were moving away. His chance for surprise was gone.”

		Throughout the day we sailed, yet we did more. We cleared the deck for action and made ready the guns. She had fewer guns than in my father’s time, for the weight of them deprived her of cargo.

		Tilly kept a man aloft, but he saw nothing, reported nothing. Dusk came, and we made ready. Darkness came at last, and Tilly sent word forward to extinguish all lights. I went below. “Diana? Trouble comes. The light must go out.”

		“It is a bother,” she protested. “I was remaking a dress.” She put out the light and in the darkness said, “I shall fix the curtains, then mayhap a little light?”

		“None,” I warned her. “None at all. There is a dark ship yonder that will attack, we think, this night. We will move in toward shore, and anything may happen, so be ready.”

		She was silent for a long moment. “What shore is it, Kin? Where are we now?”

		It irritated me that I had not thought to ask Tilly, for it was always important to have a location, and I could only surmise it was somewhere north of that coast of which I knew a little. Perhaps north of the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay.

		After saying as much and warning her we might be in a boat erelong and to dress warmly, taking whatever she might need that could be easily carried, I went on deck.

		It was cold and windy there. The sails pulled well, and we were tacking across the wind, working in toward shore, and well I knew how a mariner dreaded sailing along a shore at any time, let alone at night. When landsmen write of such things, they always tell of the first mariners hugging the shore, which is utter nonsense and something no seaman in his right mind would do. The open sea has fewer dangers.

		John Tilly loomed near me. “She’s back there and closing in. I saw a mast draw a black thread across a star.”

		“It might have been a bird.”

		“Might have been, but it was not.”

		“Is not Maryland somewhere about here?” I asked.

		“It is, and a coast of which I know little. Always along here I am well at sea and wanting only more sea room. Yet I hear there are islets and reefs, offshore winds. Who knows?”

		No darker night had I seen and no blacker a sea. The wind held steady, and the Abigail was sailing well. I walked to the taffrail, standing over where Diana must be, and looked astern.

		Nothing.

		Only the night, only the darkness, only the wind and the sea. Occasionally a star showed among scudding clouds. And then, suddenly, she was there coming up alongside like a black ghost from a black and glassy sea. She was at our stern, her bowsprit dangerously near, and I saw a huge man with a black beard making ready to swing a grapnel. They would board us then.

		He swung the grapnel, and I shot him. I never recalled drawing my pistol, only the flare of the gun and the startled look of the man as the ball took him in the chest. He fell forward, his grapnel going wild, and then she was alongside us, and her men were swarming over.

		Somewhere I heard Tilly shout, and from our guns there was a belch of flame. I saw a section of bulwark go flying, heard a man scream, and then all was flames and fighting. I fired again, my second gun; it was knocked from my fist, and I smashed the man in the mouth and drew a knife, plunging it deep in his side.

		Then I had a sword out, shifting the knife to the other hand, Italian style, and I went among them, cutting, slashing, thrusting. Men were all about me, and it was a wild corner of hell we were in.

		A man went down beneath my feet grasping wildly at my legs, and I kicked free and fought clear of the mass. Tilly had rallied some of his men around him, and they were encircled by attackers. Yet the broadside had done its work, delayed though it had been, for flames were leaping up from fires aboard their ship, and I could see men dancing about fighting the fire that suddenly leaped to the sails, which went up in a great billow of flame like an explosion from a powder magazine.

		Flaming bits of canvas fell, and one man, his clothing afire, leaped over into the dark, rolling sea. One glimpse I had of him, musket raised to fire when the sail caught and the flame leaped up at him like a great hand with a dozen fingers. I saw his eyes distended with horror, and then the flame was all about him, and he plunged from the topmast into the sea, screaming all the way.

		Desperately I fought my way to the ladder and down it to the door that opened from the great cabin to the deck.

		It swung wide, and I plunged through. A man opposed me, a man with rings in his ears and broken teeth, a man who swung a cutlass at my head. I parried the blow and went in with the dagger, and it took him in the ribs. His foul breath was an instant in my face, and then he slid down me to the deck, and I stepped over him into the cabin.

		Diana stood there, her back to the bulkhead, tall, lovely, and perfectly still. Eyes wide, she faced a man whose back was to me, but I recognized him instantly. It was Joseph Pittingel.

		“So now,” he said to her, “I shall kill you!”

		“First try to kill the man behind you,” she told him coolly. “I think him too much for you.”

		“Such a paltry trick!” he sneered. “I think—”

		Then something in her eyes did make him turn, and he reacted instantly. Foolishly I had expected him to speak, to warn, to threaten, to beg, I know not.

		He lunged, sword in hand, and the blade might have taken my life but for the pistol I had thrust empty into my belt. The blade struck it, and before he could move again, my own blade had smashed his aside. He thrust wildly at me, eyes bulging with hatred and fury. My fingers turned the blade off mine, and I held my blade up and ready. He came at me again, then stopped suddenly, and turning his sword, raised it to slash sideways at Diana!

		She stood, back to the bulkhead, nothing between her and the swinging sword edge. I struck swiftly up between arm and body, and my blade caught him only in time, cutting deep into the muscles that held arm to shoulder.

		His blade flew from his fingers, narrowly missing Diana, and fell with a clatter to the deck.

		He turned on me, blood streaming down his half-severed arm.

		Ignoring him, I held out my hand. “Diana? Shall we go now?”

	
		Chapter XIX

		We reached the deck, and Tilly was there and a half-dozen others he had rallied about him. The fighting was over, and a body rolled in the scuppers; another hung limply on a bulwark, and even as I looked it slid off the bulwark and lay sprawled upon the wet deck.

		The black ship was blacker still and far down in the water, her decks awash.

		She lay there, a cable’s length away, and we could see a few men about the deck.

		“How is it, John?” I asked Tilly.

		“Bad-bad,” he said. “She’s been hulled, I think, and will go down.”

		Our deck had an ugly feel to it, a heavy, sullen feel that I liked not. “Will she make the shore?” I suggested. “If we could get some sail on her—?”

		“Aye, I was thinkin’ o’ that. Would you take the chance? It would be safer than the boats, and at least we can have a go at it.”

		He started to give the orders, but the crew were already moving.

		“What of them?” I asked.

		He glanced toward the sinking Vestal, if that was indeed who she was. “They’ve the same chance we have, and they came looking for it. Let them bide.”

		Leaving Diana on the quarterdeck, I went along forward, picking things up and making her shipshape. The two bodies left on the deck were only that, the life gone from them, so I dumped both overside.

		I found a pistol upon the deck and thrust it behind my waistband. We were moving, and the man at the wheel had put the helm over.

		We were taking on water, and it was a wild chance we took to make for the shore. What if we hung up on a sandbar off the coast? Yet there was a chance to save both crew and ship as well as the cargo, and the ship was the Abigail, almost a part of our family.

		Yet she had a sullen feel to her, and I liked it not. “Stand by,” I told Diana. “I must know where you are if the worst comes. We’ll make the shore together.”

		“Or drown,” she said.

		“We’ll make the shore,” I said, “for I am wishful of taking you to my cabin in the mountains yonder, the far blue mountains, as my father called them. And we’ll make it, too. I will need sons to seed the plains with men and build a country there, a place with homes.”

		She could carry but little sail, but we moved, and somewhere off to the westward was land, a lee shore but a shore.

		Once the canvas was set, there was little we could do except to wait. Slowly the remaining sailors came on deck, each with a small parcel of his belongings.

		“Make the boat ready,” Tilly suggested. “Store her with food and water, what bedding we will need, and arms as well as powder.”

		“You expect more trouble?” one of the men asked.

		Tilly glanced at him. “To be prepared, that is the price of existence, lad. Help them pack the boat now.”

		He took the wheel himself as we neared shore. The sky was faintly gray behind us, but the dim, low line of the shore offered nothing, promised nothing.

		Of the sinking Vestal, we saw nothing. It was likely she might sink where she was, but she might float as well, might float for some time.

		Suddenly I bethought myself of Pittingel. The man was below in the cabin, whether dead or dying, I did not know. Yet when I went below, sword in hand, he was gone.

		There was much blood upon the deck, and there was blood on the sill of the stern light. He had dropped into the sea, when or where I did not know, or even whether he had done so of choice or been dropped by somebody.

		Gone. It made me uneasy to think he might still live. Yet he had been badly cut, if not fatally. That he had lost much blood was obvious, yet his disappearance left us with one less thing to worry about at the moment, and the moment was all important.

		For me the shore loomed near and vastly to be desired, for as fine a seaman as my father may have been, I knew that I was not. In time I might have become one, but there was to be no such time if I could help it. My destiny lay in the mountains of my own homeland, and the shore yonder was the first step. Once ashore, I could go anywhere. At sea I was at best uncomfortable.

		Fortune seemed to be with us now that our vessel was sinking beneath us, for the wind had lessened, and the waves were nothing to speak of. Slowly but steadily we moved toward the coast. Now we could hear the beat of it upon the long, sandy shore. It was a familiar sound, for it was upon such a barrier of sand that I had played as a child, on the Carolina sounds.

		“There’s enough sea to carry us in. She’ll hit hard enough to wedge herself in the sand.”

		“It is my fault, John,” I said. “Had I not come to you, none of this would have happened.”

		He brushed my comment away with a gesture. “Your father gave me this ship. Owned a piece of it, actually, although I never had a chance to give him his share. She’s a good vessel, and I’d like to save her.”

		“We can try,” I offered.

		He considered that. He was a thoughtful, careful man, and to lose his ship hurt him hard. He eased her speed by taking in some canvas, not that she was making any speed to speak of, but he kept on just enough to give her a little help with the steering.

		There were no toppling combers, no welcoming crowds, no fanfare of trumpets when we came in to the shore. The sea had quieted still more, and the dawn had turned the sand from dull gray to pale flesh color, and we came in easy like bobbing flotsam on the tide, and we bumped our bow into the sand and stayed there.

		We had the boat over and got some men ashore, and with a sigh of relief, I was first to put a foot on land. On land I was my own man again, subject to no vagaries of wind or sea. Yonder was the forest, here was the shore, and both were matters I understood. Somewhere far off, beyond the sand and the trees, there would be mountains, the blue mountains of home.

		We unloaded what we could on the shore and at my advice moved back into the forest’s edge where we not only would have fuel but would be less easily seen and our numbers estimated. Then we got a line ashore tied about a buried log or “deadman.”

		The cook made a meal over a fire of my building. I loaded a musket and my two pistols, and leaving all close by the fire, I scouted a bit. We had landed on a narrow barrier island, but the mainland was but a short distance away. I found tracks of deer and glimpsed some wild turkeys but did not shoot. We had food enough for the time; and it was of no use to warn anyone who might be within hearing of our presence. I went back and sat on the sand with my back against a great driftwood log and watched the fire.

		John Tilly and some of his men were going over the vessel.

		“Hulled twice,” Tilly said, “and she took on a bit of water, but if the weather holds, we can pump her out and float her again.”

		“I am a fair hand with working wood,” I said, “and a better hand at what needs a strong back, so I’ll stand a trick at the pumps.”

		We talked it over, weighing this and that in conversation as we ate. Nor would we wait until dawn, for who knew what might develop with the weather.

		“And the Vestal?” I said. “Do you think she sank?”

		“I do, but Hans—he’s a fo’c’sle hand—said he saw them get a boat or two free of her. So we’d best keep a sharp lookout.”

		“Aye.” We could see the beach for a good stretch in either direction, but there were woods behind us. Yet I fancied myself in the woods and feared naught but an Indian.

		“If they get her afloat again,” Diana said, “what will you do?”

		“Turn inland,” I said. “It is a far piece to where my home lies and almost as far to Shooting Creek, but we’ll be for it.

		“John?” I spoke suddenly, remembering. “There’s an island in a bay not far from here where a man named Claiborne has a station. He does a bit of trade, has a pinnace or two. You might sell him some of your cargo if all is not spoiled or trade for furs. He’s a good man. Cantankerous but good.”

		“Aye. I know the name.”

		Several of the crew were already at work on the hull; others were already manning the pumps. Leaving Diana to get together what clothes she could, for Tilly had told her to take whatever she found that was useful, I went to the pumps. Any kind of physical work was always a pleasure. I was strong and enjoyed using my strength, and the pumps were a simple matter that left one time to think.

		For hours we pumped, and the water flowed from the hull in a steady stream. By nightfall we had lowered the level considerably, and one of the holes in the hull had been repaired. Other men, while not busy at the pumps, went about repairing damage to lines and rigging that had been incurred during the brief fight.

		We had lost four men: two had fallen over the side, and two had been struck down on deck. How many the Vestal lost we had no idea. Our sudden broadside as they came up to use their grappling irons had been totally unexpected.

		The day remained quiet and the sea calm. The sunlight was bright, not too warm, and the work went forward swiftly. In the late afternoon I went ashore and gathered fuel for the night, taking the time to scout around while doing so. The long stretch of beach and shore was empty, nor could I see any smoke or sign of life to the shoreward.

		None knew better than I that while thousands of square miles of land went unoccupied and unused except by the casual hunter, Indian war parties were constantly coming and going through the country. If we escaped a visit, we would be fortunate indeed.

		Over the campfire we sat together. John Tilly spoke of floating his ship on the morrow, then asked of our plans.

		“I am ashore,” I said, “and it is my world. I think we will go inland from here.”

		“It is a long way.” Tilly glanced at Diana. “Are you prepared for such a walk?”

		“Where he goes, I shall go.” She smiled. “I have walked much, Captain. At Cape Ann there were no horses nor carriages.”

		“There will be savages. You understand that?”

		“I do.”

		Henry had come up close to the fire. I had seen but little of him these past days aboard ship, for he had stayed much by himself, leaving Diana and me to talk when we could. It was a thoughtfulness I appreciated.

		He spoke now. “And if you wish, I shall go with you.”

		“We wish it, Henry,” I said. “You will like my mountain country.”

		He shrugged. “I have no home now. There is no use returning across the sea, for much would have changed, and I have changed, also. If you will have my company, I will come with you.”

		“There is one thing that yet must be done, John. As you did for my father, so I would have you do for us.”

		He raised a quizzical eyebrow. “Marry you? Aye, I will do it, lad, and be glad. She’s a fine lass.”

		Tom Carboy had also come up to the fire, leaving behind the work on the ship to drink a bowl of broth. “If the lass will have me, I would be glad to stand in her father’s place, to give her away.”

		She looked up at him very seriously. “Tom, had I no father of my own, I’d be glad to claim you for mine. Would you stand for him?”

		The old sailor looked around, suddenly shy. “I would, miss, I would indeed.”

		“Tomorrow, then?” Tilly suggested. “At the nooning, to give all a chance to make ready.”

		I went for a walk along the shore. Was this the right way for me? Something inside me said it was so, yet I did not know. I had small experience with women and knew little of their ways except what I had observed when Lila and my mother were about, to say nothing of Noelle, young though she was, and the wives of Kane O’Hara and some others whom I’d seen. Yet being a husband could be no more difficult than some other things I’d done.

		The shore was quiet, with only the rustle of the surf along the sand and the mewing of the gulls. I sat on a driftwood log and watched the water roll in and saw the moon rise over the sea.

		She would be well received amongst us, and Temperance, Yance’s wife, was her old friend. It was a good thing, a very good thing.

		The sky was cloudless. It would be a good day on the morrow, a good day. We would launch the Abigail again, with luck, and Diana and I would be married.

		There was a faint sound in the sand behind me, and I came swiftly to my feet, taking two quick steps forward before turning, a hand on a pistol.

		Three Indians stood there in the moonlight, their hands by their sides. Each carried a spear, each a bow and quiver of arrows slung over a shoulder.

		The nearest one, a broad man with a deep chest, spoke. The tongue was familiar.

		“You are Catawba?” I asked in his tongue.

		Immediately they were excited, and all began to talk until the first man lifted a hand for silence. “You speak our words. How is this that you, a white man, speak to us in our tongue?”

		“I have a friend,” I said, “who was the friend of my father before I was born. His name was Wa-ga-su.

		Many Catawba have fought beside us.”

		“Wa-ga-su strong man, great warrior. I know.”

		“You are far from home,” I said. “What can I do for you?”

		“Eat,” he said. “We are much hungry.”

		“Come,” I said, “and walk beside me that they will know you for a friend.”

		Surely fortune was with me, for now we should have company on our long trek to Shooting Creek, for our way was also the way of the Catawba.

	
		Chapter XX

		The way of our return to the home of my people must be devious, for the Catawba had enemies, as did we. Yet I was told by the Catawba there had been no raids since the death of my father, that the Seneca bided their time. “They will come,” he said, “for they will wish to know if the sons are as strong as the father.”

		“Let them rest beside their fires, in the lodges they have built,” I said. “We wish to kill no more of them.”

		The Catawba added sticks to the small fire. “The old men know that times change, and they would be content with peace, but what of the young men who wish to test themselves? How better than against the sons of Barnabas?”

		In the morning we would float the Abigail, and the Catawba would help. They were six strong young men, for although but three had come to the fire, three others had remained behind until it was known how they would be received. Had they known I was a son of Barnabas, they would all have come at once, for had not the Catawba always been the friend of the white man? And did not the sons of Barnabas know this?

		“Many white men do not know the Catawba are friendly, and to them all Indians look alike, so be careful whom you approach.”

		The Catawba smiled cheerfully. “So we came to one man alone. If one man is unfriendly, he is easier to kill than many.”

		They looked at Diana. “She is your woman?”

		“Tomorrow she becomes my woman. You have come in time.”

		“What do they say?” Diana asked.

		My smile was wide when I told her the question and my answer. She flushed. “You have not asked me!”

		“But I did ask!”

		“Not when we would marry. It cannot be tomorrow. I am not ready.”

		“John Tilly,” I explained, “is not only a ship’s master but an ordained minister. As such, he married my mother and father, and he can marry us.

		“Tomorrow we will float his ship. He cannot linger on this coast. It would be foolhardy to trust the weather another day, and as it is, he has been unbelievably fortunate. Only a little wind could pile sand up behind her so she might never be floated.

		“I regret that we must hurry, but unless you wish to go into the forest traveling with a man and unmarried to him, then I think it would be wise if tomorrow was the day.”

		“Oh, you do, do you? Have you thought that I may have changed my mind?”

		“If you have,” I said, growing irritated, “now is the time. Captain Tilly will take you home. He is planning to stop by Shawmut, and he would be glad to take you there.”

		One of the Indians asked a question, and I replied. They stared at her with admiration and many grunts and exclamations. “What is that all about?” Diana demanded.

		“They wanted to know how many blankets I traded for you.”

		“Blankets? For me?”

		Chuckling, I told her, “I said I traded five muskets, one hundred pounds of lead, a keg of powder, and ten blankets for you.”

		“That’s a lie!” she objected. “You have done noth—”

		“Ssh!” I admonished. “What I told them is an enormous price. I told them you were the daughter of a great chief, a wise man, and that you were a wise woman, a plant woman, and a medicine woman. That makes you very important by their standards.”

		“And not by yours?”

		“Of course! I wish them to respect you, and to do that I must speak a language they understand. Now they think of you as a princess.”

		Long before daylight we gathered on the beach to attempt the floating of the Abigail. She had been pumped free of the water she had taken on, and some of her cargo had been landed on the beach. The sand had not begun to pile up behind her, and with a line run out to a boat and twelve good men at the oars, we went to work. Yet it was midmorning before we worked her free of the sand and got her fairly afloat. And it was nearly dusk before her cargo was reshipped and she could set her sails. While she lay off the shore, Diana and I, standing upon the beach, were wed.

		It was a scene I shall never forget. The long sweep of the glistening sands, the vast marches of the ocean nearby, the low stunted growth inland, and about us the small group of British sailors and Catawbas.

		When all was over, John Tilly held out his hand to Diana, but she ignored it and kissed him lightly on the cheek. A moment we lingered, saying a few last words, with a last-minute message from Diana to her father, whom we soon hoped to see, and then they shoved off and were taken aboard.

		We waited only a moment longer to be certain she cleared, but her sails filled, and she bore away to the open sea. We walked inland then, going toward the place where the Catawbas had left their canoe, and only once did we look back. Only her topmasts were visible against the red afterglow of the sunset.

		Diana was quiet, as well she might be. She had trusted herself to a man of whom she knew, after all, very little and to six Indians of whom she knew nothing.

		Their canoe was large, a birch-bark canoe such as the Hurons make, far better than the heavier dugout canoes of the Iroquois. That it was a captured canoe, I had no doubt.

		The inland waters were calm, and we made good time, moving up a bay called the Sinepuxtent. The Catawbas, great wanderers and warriors, now wished to be home. We swept to the head of the bay, had a brief glimpse of the open sea again, and then moved across a wider bay and into the mouth of a river.

		We made camp there under the loblolly pines and some scattered hardwoods, and one of the Catawbas killed a deer that had come down to the river to drink in the late dusk.

		At daybreak we went up the river until it became so shallow we had to walk in the water and pull the canoe behind us. The river flowed from a swamp called the Pocomoke, and we crossed the swamp moving west and south, then up another stream, a long portage, and gradually we worked our way westward. We saw much game but few signs of Indians.

		Coming at last to a wide bay, we followed it down until we entered the mouth of another river.

		Diana and I talked but little, and the Indians spoke only a word here and there, alert for all the sounds of the forest or swamp. From time to time I took my turn at the paddle, for I had long been familiar with canoe travel.

		From the Abigail I had come well armed, with a musket, two pistols, powder, and ball. We had also brought a good stock of food from the ship so that little time would be lost in hunting.

		Our first destination was the trading station of the man named Claiborne in the upper part of the bay, or so I had heard. This was the place where I had suggested Captain Tilly might sell or trade a part of his cargo, but I doubted that he had made such a decision, being eager to get on to the north and hence to Newfoundland.

		At the Claiborne station I was sure I could obtain knowledge of what was happening in the country about and what supplies we might further require. The Catawbas knew of the station but had not been there.

		Those first days, despite the swamp and its mosquitoes, had been idyllic. The weather was fair, the water smooth, and our progress steady. All about us the land gave evidence of fertility, but it was largely uninhabited. Several times we saw distant smoke, as from campfires or perhaps a village, and once, far off, we saw a canoe with three Indians. As we were the larger number, they shied off and vanished into an inlet on the eastern shore.

		To deny such country to the impoverished of England was criminal, and when I thought of the crowded, sweaty, ragged people of the European cities of whom my father, Jeremy, and Kane had told me, I knew this must indeed be their promised land.

		Surely the two peoples had much to learn from each other, yet even as I thought of this, I shrank from it, for I could see no common ground of meeting. The exchange of ideas and methods offered much, but I had dealt with Indians enough to know that our ways and theirs were poles apart. It would be no easy thing to bring them together.

		We moved along at a goodly speed, slowing our pace as we neared the southern tip of Kent Island, wishing not to surprise them into hostilities, for they knew not who we were.

		On the shore we saw several men armed with muskets and with them a few Indians. I lifted a hand, waving to them, and we came on in, moving slowly so they might see who we were.

		The fort, if such it might be called, sat back from the shore on a slight rise of ground. The great gate was closed; only a smaller door that would admit the passage of but one man at a time stood open.

		A thickset man with a wide, florid face came down to the small-boat landing they had built into the water. He stared at us curiously, obviously surprised to see a white girl amongst us.

		“Claiborne?” I asked.

		“I am Deal Webster,” the man said, “a trader here. William Claiborne is not here at the moment.”

		“We would trade,” I said, “and buy supplies. I am Kin Ring Sackett, of Carolina, and this be my wife. She is newly from Cape Ann.”

		“Come ashore! Come ashore!” he said cheerfully. “You be welcome here, and seldom it is we have visitors.” He glanced at the Catawbas. “I do not know your Indians.”

		“They be Catawbas, from Carolina, and friends to all white men.”

		“Ah? Yes, I have heard them spoken of. Fighting men, I hear.”

		“If need be,” I replied cautiously, “but they come now in peace, escorting me to my home in the mountains.”

		I stepped ashore and offered my hand to Diana, who followed me, stepping easily to the small landing. The Catawbas drew their canoe up on the shore near the small pier, disdaining to even glance at the Indians who stood about.

		Those Indians needed no introduction to the Catawba, I knew, for their fame was wide.

		Webster took us to a cabin built against the outer palisade and utilizing its logs for a back wall. It was a pleasant room, with a fire blazing on the wide hearth and a general air of comfort and well-being. Seated at a table, a servant brought us food, well-cooked venison and some pieces of fish of a kind I knew not. The bread was fresh and warm, and there was butter, real butter.

		“We have two cows,” he explained proudly, “and the only ones anywhere about. William Claiborne brought them in, and they do well upon the grass near the fort, yet we must keep them close, for there are Indians out there who would kill them for meat.”

		He seated himself opposite us with a tankard of ale. “You wish to trade? I saw some furs—?”

		“They belong to the Indians. I shall have to pay in gold,” I said.

		“Ah, well!” he smiled. “You will have no trouble in that respect! Gold is a rare thing.” He looked at me carefully. “Know you Lord Baltimore?”

		“I do not.”

		“We have trouble,” Webster said. “William Claiborne recognizes only the government of Virginia, and Baltimore insists we sit upon his land and will have us out of here.”

		“I know nothing of such things,” I said. “We live far from government and have our own, such as we need.”

		We talked long and ate well, and in the end bought what we needed of powder and shot as well as what food we would need for our travels.

		“Inland there,” Webster asked, “where you live. What do you there for powder and shot?”

		“We make our own. There are lead mines in the mountains, and we have heard of others farther to the west. Our powder, too, we make. We have skilled men amongst us, and we have found deposits of iron ore as well.”

		“No gold?”

		I shrugged. “Such a little it is scarcely worth the time, yet we hear of great mines of copper far to the north, and I suspect there is much wealth of which no man knows.”

		At daybreak we again were afloat; our canoe not proving sufficient for us, we had purchased another from Deal Webster, leaving four persons and what supplies we had purchased from Webster to each canoe.

		Down the bay we went to the mouth of the Rappahannock. But on the first day we but crossed from Kent Point to the mainland shore and down to a wide bay where Webster had assured us there was much herring to be taken. We camped there near the mouth of a creek and gave up a day to fishing and smoking the fish.

		Once, as we paddled offshore, nearing the mouth of a great river, we beheld a sail off to the east of us, some small craft sailing up the bay toward Kent Island. Yet it was far off, and we lay low in the water and against the shore, so they saw us not. Yet the sight of that sail left me uneasy, for there were all manner of men about, pirates and such, and many who walked a borderline between piracy and trading, ready to loot and kill where it could be done with safety to themselves.

		It was with relief that we came to the mouth of the Rappahannock. Once upon the river, our days became idyllic. We had smoked fish and venison, we traded with some Indians for additional corn, and we had what supplies we brought from Kent and the Abigail.

		We had only to be wary, for no man or woman traveled in safety where war parties roamed as they did upon these rivers. Yet we met none. Our days were spent moving up the river and to the mouth of the Rapidan and thence westward along that river.

		From Wa-ga-su I had learned much of the Catawba tongue, and traveling with the six warriors, I soon learned more. Diana learned quickly. She had a quick, active intelligence and an interest in all things. Here and there she collected herbs that might be of use, and the Indians showed her others that they themselves used.

		Reserved though she was, she had a natural, easy manner with all people and talked to these Indians as though they were her brothers. Most tribes, I knew, had a tradition among them of certain special women, endowed with unusual gifts of leadership or wisdom. Among the Cherokee these were usually referred to as the Beloved Woman, or some such term, and many times their prestige was such as to overrule the tribal council. I could see our Catawbas were accepting Diana in that way. Part of it was her quality of stillness and inner repose, for whatever happened, she maintained her poise. As the days went by, I began to see this girl I had married was even more than I had suspected and in every way.

		Yet absorbed as I was in my bride, I began to see there was increased wariness on the part of our Catawbas. They spoke no word, but from time to time all would lift their paddles from the water and listen. One such time I took up my musket and looked to its charging.

		“Is something wrong?” Diana whispered.

		“Aye. Unless I mistake them, there is trouble about. We must be silent now.”

		They dipped their paddles more carefully, moving with deep, powerful strokes, and I looked carefully about, scanning the river itself, the trees, and even the occasional glimpse of the blue ridge of mountains that lay before us and toward which we moved.

		The water itself held my attention, for many a floating object could speak of what lay before us. I saw nothing, heard nothing. If sixth sense I had, like my father before me, it was not in working order just then.

		When it came my turn to take the paddle, the Catawbas shook their heads and gestured to the musket. They preferred me armed and ready with the musket than using a paddle I must put down before I could fire.

		We had come, in these past days, higher and higher toward the blue distant mountains, just as blue now but no longer so distant. The current ran stronger, but the river had grown more narrow, and there had been times, for one or another reason, when we had to take the canoes from the water and carry them about some obstruction.

		It was such a place to which we now came. Several large logs or trees had fallen into the water, blocking a part of the stream. Around the end of these logs the water rushed with tremendous force, far too strong a current for three men with paddles.

		The Catawbas wasted no time in debate. He who was in the lead canoe promptly turned the canoe sharply to the left and into the mouth of a small creek. He led the way up the creek to where it widened in a sort of swamp. Taking the canoe in toward the shore, he gestured for all to land.

		“No more canoe,” one of them said to me. “We walk.”

		Swiftly the canoes were taken into the swamp and hidden by vines; others, including myself, worked to assort the goods we carried into packs, Diana taking a somewhat smaller one without hesitation.

		One of the Catawbas slipped away into the woods, going back toward the Rapidan. The rest of us started out, walking swiftly along the flank of the mountain, taking a dim trail southward.

		No attention was given to he who had left us, the Catawbas taking it for granted he would take care of himself and catch up when he could. It was apparent that he had gone to have a look down the river to see who, if anyone, might be following us.

		On that subject I had my own thoughts, private though they were. What Diana thought, I knew not, nor did I ask.

		One name hung in the back of my mind, the name of a man who knew how to hate, a man who would not be frustrated, our enemy always.

		Max Bauer.

	
		Chapter XXI

		We hastened on into the gathering dusk and at last came to a hollow among great trees where boulders lay about and there was a spring from which a small branch flowed.

		The place was shadowed and gloomy when we entered, and the fire we made was small, for hasty cooking. Among themselves the Catawbas muttered, and I knew from a word I caught it was of their brother they spoke.

		“What is it?” Diana whispered.

		“The other one has not come. They talk of it now.”

		She was silent. We ate then and put out the fire. About us the dark columns of the trees lost their shape in the shadows, and only overhead could we see the black fringe of leaves against the starlit sky. A wind stirred. In the aisles of the forest, leaves skittered, and cool was the wind from off the high ridges.

		Three Catawbas slept, and two remained awake. After a time I, too, slept, yet for minutes only, awakening with eyes coming wide and ears stretched to hear the slightest sound.

		At dawn we awakened, chewed on jerked venison, and moved swiftly away. There was no sign of him who had left us.

		“He is dead,” one said when I spoke of him. “If he has not come, he is dead.”

		“You wish to go back? We will go, also.”

		“No. There is another time. There is always another time.”

		We crossed over the mountains at Swift Run Gap and descended into a lovely valley beyond and turned south once more. Diana, although the hard travel left her tired, made no word of complaint, yet I was worried, fearing for her but hating to be driven by whoever it was who came behind us. If the young Catawba had been killed, the blood feud was mine as well as theirs, for he had been acting for us. It was all very well to say they would have come this way, and all might have happened, anyway, yet I liked it not. Had Diana not been with us, I would myself have turned back to see who our enemies were and to take toll of them.

		Yet there was wariness in me, too, for if the Catawba had been killed, someone among them was a woodsman, and one skillful indeed. To hunt down and kill a Catawba warrior was no small thing; of course, even the best made mistakes.

		We held close to the mountains, traveling in the forest when possible.

		On the last morning I came upon a tree that I myself had blazed upon a trail my feet had often trod. “We will be home soon,” I said to Diana, and she put her hand on mine, touching it lightly.

		The trail opened upon a meadow where fresh-cut hay was stacked and beyond it a cornfield. Melons lay on the ground among the rows of corn. This would be a good harvest.

		We saw the palisade before us, low upon its knoll near the creek. The gate stood open, and two men faced us, shading their eyes to see us. I lifted a hand, and there was an answering wave.

		The first to reach me was Yance.

		“Where you been, lad?” he asked, smiling. Glancing at Diana, his smile widened. “I told Temp you’d be bringin’ a lass with you, but not who it was. She’s been devilin’ me for a name, but I haven’t told her a thing!”

		“There’s somebody behind us, Yance. Somebody who wants us real bad. He’s killed one of our Catawba friends, or must have.”

		“It is a bad time, Kin. Two of our men are down sick with chills and fever. Will they be many or few?”

		“Few, I think, but not easy men.”

		He grinned widely, cheerfully. “When have they ever been easy? We were born to hard times and hard men, Kin, and I am thinking we are hard men ourselves.” He glanced at the Catawbas. “Where did you come by them?”

		So I told him as we walked, and he listened, nodding from time to time. He shook his head. “You took a long chance going to the islands, Kin. A long chance.”

		“White women are not so many, Yance, and they are noticed. Yet without Henry I could not have done it.”

		“He is a good man and welcome amongst us.” He nodded toward the settlement. “They know you are coming, and they have prepared a feast for the prodigal.”

		“Me? A prodigal? It should be more likely you.”

		They were waiting for us, and Temperance ran forward when she saw Diana. “Oh, Di! You’re my sister now! If I could have chosen, it would have been you.”

		“Come within,” Lila said quietly. “There is food upon the table, and you be hungry folk.”

		My eyes went to her, this woman who had once served my mother and had married one of my father’s best friends. The size of her never ceased to astonish me, for she was nearly as tall and broad as I, who am larger than most. There was a little gray in her hair now, and it pained me to see it. Yet she was older than my mother.

		My mother, would I ever see her again?

		She was gone across the sea to England with Noelle and Brian, but I remembered her well.

		Jeremy came up from the field, his hand hard from the work there but his smile as bright as ever. “It has been too long, lad. You must stay now.”

		This man had stood over me when I was being born during a battle with the Senecas, guarding my mother during her labor. He had been my father’s friend and had left England with him, a down-at-heel gentleman, a wandering swordsman, and a farmer now but holding broad acres with excellent crops and a good trade in furs with friendly Indians.

		“I have brought trouble,” I said, and explained.

		“The men are coming from the fields,” Jeremy said.

		They started within where the food was upon the table, but I lingered to look about. There was a place where some of the logs were blackened near the ground, a place where fire started by Indians had seared the logs before being put out. My father and his men had come into this country when no white man was nearer than the coast and had remained here until he went beyond the mountains scouting for fresh land. For this was our way, bred into us, and we knew it well, always to go beyond the mountains to open new lands.

		Within all was bright and cheerful—sunlight through the windows upon burnished copper pots and the dull shine of pewter. The floors were spotless as always and the windows hung with curtains. Muskets stood in their racks near the walls, and the heavy shutters were thrown back now but could be drawn quickly shut.

		A strongly built man with a shock of flaxen hair pushed back from the table. “I go to the wall,” he said.

		When he had gone, Jeremy said, “He is Schaumberg, a German. He heard of us and came looking, one man and his woman with a baby son. They came through the forest alone.”

		“He belongs here, then,” I said. “He is a good man?”

		“He works hard, and he is handy with tools. He seems to fear nothing.”

		“It is better,” I replied, “to fear a little. One is cautious then.”

		“Aye, but he is a careful man.”

		One by one they slipped away to the walls, and when I looked again at the rack of muskets, it was half empty. I started to rise. “Sit you,” Lila said. “There will be time enough when the fighting begins, if fighting there is to be.”

		She filled my glass again and stood across the table from me. “I like her. Does she have family?”

		“A father. A good man. He should be amongst us. He would make a teacher,” I added, “and we will need such.”

		We talked long then and of many things. Yance came in and sat beside us. When I asked about our enemies, he shrugged. “We have seen nothing, but they are there. A fawn was crossing our field where they always cross, and suddenly it turned sharp away and trotted back almost the way it came.”

		“If it is Max Bauer,” I said, “he will want victory without cost. He will wait, or he will find a way.”

		I turned my head to Yance. “I want him,” I said. “I want the man myself.”

		Yance shrugged. “Let it happen, Kin. If he comes my way or Jeremy’s, so be it.”

		My hackles rose at the thought of him. There were few men I disliked, none that I hated but him. But this went beyond hate, for we were two male creatures of strength who saw in the other an enemy. No matter how we met, we should sooner or later have fought. It was in our natures, deeply laid, and he knew it as well as I. We ached to get together; we longed for the moment.

		The man was a monster of cruelty, a savage man but cold and mean in his savagery. I had hated no Indian whom I fought. Warfare was their way of life, and they fought because it was their way. They were splendid men, most of them, and although they had slain my father, he himself would have felt no hatred for them. They were men, opposed to him but men, and warriors. They fought, but there was respect there, also.

		It was not so with Max Bauer and myself. We must fight, and one must destroy the other, and each was aware.

		Lila needed no urging to keep me from the walls, for it was in my mind that he would not attack. He would come, he would look, he would go all about us in the forest, and then he would try to find some way he could hurt or injure me or mine before he killed me. He was that sort of man, and he knew that death can be an end to suffering. He wanted me dead but only after I had suffered all a man can suffer. It was his advantage, perhaps, that he wished to kill and I did not. I wanted to fight him, to destroy what he was, to break him. I did not care about killing.

		Jeremy came back and sat down opposite me. “Kin,” he said, “since the death of your father, you are the accepted leader here, but we have troubles coming that you have not, perhaps, considered.

		“The settlements along the Virginia coast are growing. People are moving into the Carolinas. This you know.”

		“I do.”

		“This land we occupy is ours only by right of settlement, which in the courts of England would be no right at all. Think you not that we should take steps to establish a claim to our land?”

		“But how? My father dared make no such claim. He was flying from the queen’s justice, a wanted man. Falsely charged though he was. We have held our land for many years now.”

		“Be wise, Kin. Explore the chances. Perhaps you might write to Brian? Or to Peter Tallis? Believe me, we can wait no longer.”

		What he said was, of course, true. Although I would not say anything of that to Jeremy, I had been worrying over just that very thing and worrying even more since I saw men moving out from Cape Ann and Plymouth, looking for land. The troubles of Claiborne over Kent Island had been explained to me, for although Claiborne had settled there, Lord Baltimore’s grant took in all Claiborne occupied, and he might be thrown off at any time. So it could be with us.

		I worried not for myself or for Yance. There was always the frontier for us. Yet my father had brought men with him, and those men held land because of his urging. Some of those men, Jeremy Ring included, had become well off from the trade and the produce of their land, yet they might lose the land itself if something was not done.

		“I shall write to Peter Tallis,” I said, “and to Brian as well.”

		There was a packet of letters awaiting me and a press of business that needed my attention, for our plantations had grown and their demands upon my time as well. Glancing over the receipts and payments, I could see our small colony was doing very well indeed, but soon it would come to the attention of the tax collectors and of His Majesty’s officials, who were ever greedy for themselves as well as for the Crown.

		In the months that I had been gone in the mountains as well as to Jamaica three shiploads of mast timbers had been sent down the river and loaded aboard sailing ships. Thirty-two bales of furs had been sent, seventy tons of potash, fourteen buffalo hides, twenty fine maple logs for the making of furniture.

		Our enemies awaited us in the forest, but each thing in its time, and the time for our enemies would come when they attacked or made some move against us. In the meantime I would trust to Jeremy and those others and would be about my business here.

		It had never been easy for me to write a letter. I was a man of the forest or of the plow. I could kill a deer for meat, fell a tree, or break ground for a field. I could hew timbers, build walls and houses, but a letter was a painstaking thing that required putting thoughts into words.

		First I wrote to Peter Tallis. My father had told us much of him. From a booth in St. Paul’s Walk where he dealt in information and all manner of things that could be done with inside information or knowledge of where lay the powers, he had become a wealthy and respected merchant. He was the middleman, the man to whom one could go if one wished to approach a minister or anyone in a position of power. If there was merchandise to be sold by some stranger or foreigner, Tallis was the man who could tell the best market, the best price. He was our friend in London, our agent as well.

		Explaining our situation, of which he was no doubt aware, I also expressed my wish to establish legal title to our lands. Brian was in London, undoubtedly seeing Peter Tallis, and together they could develop a solution. That my father had been a fugitive from the queen’s men posed a problem.

		Next I wrote to Brian. As a student at the Inns of Court, he would understand better than I the legal complexities of our situation and those who depended upon us. Of Yance’s marriage he knew. I now told him of mine. At the same time I told him of Legare and his need for a representative in London.

		How strange are the fortunes of men! My father, a strong young man with ambition, had found on the Devil’s Dyke a rotted wallet in which were several ancient gold coins. Their sale had given him his start in life and led to his coming to America. Yet they had also brought much trouble, for the queen’s officers, inspired by his enemies, believed my father had found King John’s treasure, the lost Crown jewels of England, among which there had been some old coins of gold. The find and the fact that my father lived in the fens not far from the Wash where the treasure had been lost was all that was needed. My father had been seized, questioned, and imprisoned. Despairing of making anyone believe his story, he had escaped from Newgate prison and fled to America.*

		Our plantations now did well. Our trade with Indians prospered. Each year more and more people came to America, and we knew a time would come when they would press hard upon us, so already Yance and I had gone beyond the mountains and had explored lands there, building our two cabins and planting crops where only Indians had been before. Or so we originally supposed. Now, from discoveries there, we knew that others had been before us.

		My hand was tiring from the unfamiliar writing, so I placed the quill upon the table and sat back and stared off into nothing, thinking.

		Our father was gone, killed by the Seneca along with his good friend Tom Watkins. My mother was in England with Brian and Noelle. And Jubal? What of Jubal, my strange, lonely, wandering brother?

		For years now there had been no word of him. Each season I watched the trails, hoping he would come again to see us, if for a few days only.

		He was ever the lonely wanderer, ever the remote one, loving us all and being loved, yet a solitary man who loved the wild lands more. He had gone westward, and he had returned from time to time with tales of a great river out there, greater than any we knew, and of wide, fertile lands where there was much game. And then he had come no more.

		Yance came to the door. “Kin? Better come to the wall. There’s somebody out there with a white flag.”

		
			*As related in Sackett’s Land (Bantam Books, March 1975) and To The Far Blue Mountains (Bantam Books, June 1977).

		

	
		Chapter XXII

		Outside the sun was warm and pleasant. It felt good to be back in buckskins and moccasins again. Pausing a moment, I took a long look around and about, and as far as I could see, we were ready. The men had come in from the fields, and those on the outlying farms would have closed up shutters and barred doors by now.

		Since I was hoe handle high, I had been taught to be ready, and so with all of us. A body never knew when the Indians would be coming down upon us, especially the Senecas, who had selected us for their foes. I won’t say enemies because we had nothing to fight about except to make war or protect ourselves. The Senecas lived a far piece away to the north, and it took them days to get where we were. As long as I could remember, they had been coming.

		Mounting the ladder to the walk along the inside of the wall, I looked out over the palisade, and there was the white flag.

		Turning, I looked at the back wall, but Jeremy Ring was there, and Jeremy wasn’t about to be taken by surprise. There was always a chance that under cover of talk they would try to close in on us.

		We had sickness amongst us, so we were short-handed on the walls, but there were six of us up there, and at the first shot the womenfolk would be out to reload for us, and we had two dozen spare muskets, all of which could be kept loaded and ready for use.

		“If you wish to talk,” I shouted, “come out in the open! But no more than one of you or we start shooting!”

		What Bauer had in mind, I had no idea, but by this time he had scouted our position with care. Our fort was well situated, but scattered up the valley were a dozen other cabins occupied by members of our little colony, often enough by families. Each was prepared to defend itself, and each was built in such a way as to receive support from at least one other cabin. In other words, when attacking one cabin, the attackers must in most cases expose themselves to fire from another.

		Yet I doubted if he had any true estimate of our strength, nor had I any of his. Whether he had a half-dozen men or many more I had no way of knowing. We ourselves must do some scouting.

		It was Lashan who came forward.

		He strode into the open and stood there, feet well apart, hands on hips. He wore a cutlass and a brace of pistols but carried a musket as well.

		“You folks in there!” he called. “You give us Sackett and that Macklin girl and we won’t burn you out. If you don’t surrender them, we’ll kill you, every one!”

		“Diana Macklin is now my wife,” I replied, “and we have no intention of surrendering anything. As for you, I would suggest you start back to the coast while you still have supplies enough to feed you.”

		No doubt he had brought his men along with a promise of loot and had never expected to face an established fortress surrounded by what would be to them a trackless wilderness. It seemed the odds were with us, yet I was wary. Max Bauer might hate me enough to follow and kill, but he was a canny man with an eye to enriching himself always.

		Nor was an attack by him to be compared to an attack by Indians. Max Bauer would know something of siege warfare and might many times have attacked such positions as ours. Indians, on the other hand, had not learned how to attack fortified positions. No doubt time would change that.

		Clouds hung low around the Nantahala Mountains to the east, and the nearer slope of Chunky Gal Mountain was dark with foreboding.

		“Going to storm,” I commented idly to Yance.

		“Threatenin’,” he agreed. He shifted his musket. “What you reckon they’ll do?”

		Lashan was still there, standing in the same way, and somebody might have been talking to him from the trees. He called out sharply. “You got an hour. You best make the most of it.”

		“Stalling,” I said. “They’ve something in mind.”

		It was very still. Then, back over the Nantahalas, I heard a mutter of thunder. Rains could be mighty sudden here, sometimes a regular cloudburst. They had better find shelter for themselves.

		Bauer knew, of course, that I had not yet been to Shawmut or Plymouth with whatever evidence I had obtained. He also knew that once I put such evidence before the authorities there, such as they were, his profitable trade was ended. The trade in young white girls was a specialized trade, yet it involved no costly transportation across the ocean, only rare losses at sea, and top prices. No doubt some of his trade had been with the Indians for captives they had taken, but once the word was out, all ports would be closed to him, and he would be a fugitive.

		My first intent had been to get Diana to a place of safety. The trip overland to Plymouth could be a fast one, and Samuel Maverick would put his influence behind the evidence I had. The bare fact that such things had happened was enough to destroy the chances of it happening again.

		So Max Bauer, both for his own safety and the continuance of his lucrative trade, must eliminate me.

		Somehow or other he must lure me from the fort to be killed or destroy the fort itself with me inside.

		Lightning flashed back over Chunky Gal Mountain, and thunder grumbled in the canyons. A few spatters of rain fell.

		“They aren’t likely to try anything now,” Yance commented. “Get their powder wet.”

		“I was thinking about my cabin,” I said, “and my corn crop. Be a while before we get back out that way.”

		“Likely.” We were both huddling under the eaves of the blockhouse, watching the forest. “I’ve been thinking,” Yance said, “of that long valley the Cherokees told us about. This here”—he covered the area with a gesture—“is all right, but that sounded mighty nice.”

		“That’s the trouble, Yance. There will always be a place somewhere that sounds nice. Some of us should stay and build here.”

		He chuckled. “But not you an’ me? Nor Jubal. Wonder where ol’ Jube is about now? Yonder by his great river?”

		The rain fell hard. “Get yourself something to eat, Yance. I’ll stand watch.”

		The rain had drawn a veil over the Nantahalas and over Piney Top, and it was falling now on the Tusquitees and in the dark canyon of the Nantahala River where the Indians said they had killed the great horned serpent they called ulstitlu and taken the gem from between his eyes.

		It was a deep, narrow, dark canyon where the sun reached only at midday. The Cherokees said that was the meaning of Nantahala, “the Land of the Noonday Sun.”

		Jeremy Ring came and stood beside me and watched the steel mesh of the rain.

		“I miss your father,” he said suddenly. “Barnabas has been gone for several years, but his stamp is upon everything. He was an extraordinary man.”

		“He made big tracks,” I agreed.

		“You will do as much, Kin. I have no doubt.”

		I told him about Jamaica then and of my fight with Bogardus. Swordsman that he was, he must have every detail, and we refought the battle, move by move. Yet as we talked, we scanned the edge of the forest all around.

		“I must go again to Shawmut,” I told him. “I must take the statement I have from Adele Legare as well as the letters I have written to Brian and to Peter Tallis. You are right. We must wait no longer about establishing a legal claim to our lands.”

		“We must consider alternatives, too,” he said. “Although I should hate to give this up, it may be necessary.”

		“Aye, but there are lands to the westward. Good lands. Yance and I have seen them.”

		“The place you have now? Is that good?”

		“It is not the best. It is too high up. It is only beautiful, with just a little corn land. Down below in the flat lands is where we must have land. The soil is rich and deep.”

		“Do not wait too long.”

		“It will be a hundred years before men get over there unless it is the French. Jubal saw Frenchmen over there, and they claim it all.”

		“Settlers?”

		“Trappers and hunters like us. I do not think the Indians would let anyone settle. There has been much fighting there, and some parts of it they shy from. They say it is haunted ground.”

		After a while I went below to my own place, and Diana was there. The table was set, and she was standing before the fireplace, a long spoon in her hand.

		“I wonder,” I said, putting my hands on her shoulders, “how I was so lucky.”

		“You married a witch,” she said, smiling.

		“Why not? We did not have a witch. Every community should have one. I wish you would put a spell on Max Bauer and make him disappear.”

		She dished up a bowl of stew and put it before me. “Eat,” she said. “I do not think he will wait until the storm is over.”

		“His powder will be wet.”

		“His blades will not, and if they are, it will not matter. Do not take him lightly, Kin.”

		She sat down across from me. “I worry about father.”

		“We will know soon. When this is over”—I gestured toward the outside where Bauer was—“we will go north and bring him down to join us.”

		We talked long while I waited for sounds from outside that did not come. At last I went again to the wall to allow Yance to eat.

		The clouds were lowering, and there were occasional drizzles of rain. There was no sign of movement from the forest, and I expected none. He would wait. Perhaps Max Bauer had decided upon his course of action, but if he was the woodsman he seemed to be, he could live, at least for a while, on the forest around him. He would know that we had crops. We had much work to do outside, and we would weaken ourselves in scattering out to attend to it. Or so he hoped.

		Yet the game would lie quiet while it rained, and to come upon anything worth hunting, he would have to startle it into movement. Nor would the immediate forest offer much. We knew that, for we now hunted far afield despite the fact that we had tried not to disturb the game close by, wanting to allow the deer to range freely until some emergency. Buffalo had become scarcer with each year in the areas east of the mountains.

		Kane O’Hara came along the walk to me as soon as I returned. “I don’t like it,” he said irritably. “We’ve work to do. We’re losing time.”

		“There’s no help for it,” I said. “He knows our situation, and he will use it. He wants us to become careless.”

		“We’ve fought too many Senecas for that.”

		“That worries me, too.” I watched the woods as I spoke, my eyes straying along the tree front. “Suppose he manages to meet them and set up a joint attack?”

		“What kind of a man is he?”

		“Big, very strong, very tough, a good woodsman, and a shrewd, dangerous man. He wants me and he wants Diana, but he wants all we have here that is portable. By this time he knows our strength, and he knows we’ve done a lot of trapping. He will know we have bales of furs here, and we have women.”

		Kane stared gloomily over the wall. “This looks like our best crop,” he commented. “It should not be neglected now.”

		After a pause, he asked, “How’s that country out west? Where you and Yance have located?”

		“Beautiful, but the soil is average. We could do better down in the bottoms, but you know how it is with Yance an’ me. We like to be high up and where there’s game. In the bottoms along the creeks there are meadows where the grass grows knee-high to a man on horseback.”

		“I’d like to see that,” Kane said enviously. “How far does it go, Kin? Is there no end to it?”

		“There’s always an end. At the Pacific sea, more’n likely.”

		It was very still. The rumbling of thunder was occasional but distant. The rain had become a fine, soft rain, and the air smelled fresh and cool. In the forest no leaf moved, nor was there a sound or any sign of smoke unless a faint blueness in the air to the eastward might be smoke.

		A stealthy attack by night was likely when some of my men must sleep. No more than two could be on the walls at once and must not follow prescribed patrols but must be careful to set no pattern Bauer might recognize. Yet there was no way we could, with only two men, keep a proper watch. Fortresses and walls have forever distressed me. I am not inclined to defense, for it is better to be the attacker. We had women, children, and goods to defend, so we had no choice, yet I would have preferred being out there in the forest.

		The thought held my attention. What was it father had advised? “Attack, always attack. Whether you have one man or fifty, there is always a way of attacking. No matter how many his men, the enemy must be attacked.”

		Of course. But how?

		“Tonight,” I said, “I may go into the forest.”

		“Aye,” O’Hara agreed. “It has been on my mind, but we can ill afford to lose a man, and especially you.”

		The crops could not wait, nor could my letters to Peter Tallis and Brian, for the more I considered our situation, the more it disturbed me. Our approximate location was known to some in Jamestown, although none of them had been so far inland. They also knew we were shipping bales of furs; occasionally gems were sold by us, and we were self-sufficient. It could be no more than a matter of a short time until settlers came around us, and some one of them might have the power to get a grant from the queen, even of our lands. We had no legal right to them, only that of first settlement and occupation.

		It was the experience of William Claiborne that came to haunt me, too. He held lands, traded in furs, and was doing very well until Lord Baltimore’s grant took in even the island on which he resided.

		Kane walked on around the wall, and Diana came from the house bringing fresh coffee. It tasted good, and we stood together under the eaves.

		“I have brought trouble upon you,” she said. “Were it not for me—”

		“I will not have it,” I said. “You have no reason for blame. What happened has happened. Now we must do what we can.”

		We walked along the wall together and from time to time stopped to study the forest out there. Since I was a small boy, I had watched that forest for enemies or for game, and I knew its every mood and shading, how the sunlight fell through the leaves and where the shadows gathered. It held no mysteries for me but much of memory. I had played there as a child with Yance, Jubal, and Brian, later with Noelle. We had climbed its trees, picked berries there, and played hide-and-seek under its branches.

		My father had ever been a pillar of security. He was always there, ever kind, ever considerate, always strong. He had a temper, and I had seen it from time to time, but we all relied on him, not only we children but the adults as well.

		Now it must be I who was strong. I must be the one to hold our little community together, to provide reassurance. That was why I could no longer wait for an attack, for Bauer was too shrewd a man. He would contrive some ruse, some stratagem, some trick.

		“Never let an enemy get set,” my father had said. “Attack, worry, keep him off balance. Never let him move from a secure position or give him time to move his pieces on the chessboard.”

		It was never a part of my thinking to shelter women from the truth. I had learned from my father to trust their judgment. “Tonight,” I told Diana, “I am going out there.”

		“But what can you do?”

		“I won’t know until I see, but I must do something.”

		“What about Yance?”

		“Yes.” I knew what she meant. “Yance might be better than I. He is very wily. But the responsibility is mine. For whatever reason they are here, it was I whom they followed. Although he is attacking all of us, he is my enemy, and it must be up to me to do something about it.”

		“But what can one man do?”

		“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I must just go out there and see.”

		Oddly enough, I wanted to go. Lurking behind walls was uncomfortable for me, for I was a man of the forest and the mountains. To let an enemy have the time to choose when and how he would attack had never been my way, and now that I had resolved to go out there, I was enormously relieved.

		“You’d better rest, then,” she said. “I’ll get Yance.”

		She went down the ladder, and I waited while the rain softly fell; under the low clouds the forest was a darker, deeper green, a richer green.

		There was no way to plan for what lay before me; only when I was out there and found their camp could I decide what would be best to do. Out there in the forest at night, yet it was a forest I knew well from the slopes of Chunky Gal and the Nantahalas to Piney Top and the Tusquitees, from Compass Creek to the Gap and Muskrat Branch. And even far beyond from the Chilowees to the Blue Ridge I had roamed and hunted, fished the streams, and lived off the fruit of the land.

		I had fought the Senecas there, too, the warriors of the northern lands, the snakelike, wily, crafty, and very brave Senecas.

		Tonight I would go.

		Tonight.

	
		Chapter XXIII

		Then the rain fell no longer, but the forest dripped. Heavy were the leaves with rain, soft the grass beneath the moccasins. The narrow door opened; wraithlike, I slipped through and stood against the wall. Silent in the darkness, listening.

		Black and still was the night. Water dripped from the branches, and I crossed the open acres about the fort and went into the trees. Among them, my body close along a slim dark tree, I waited again and listened. I did not know where lay their camp, but this night I thought they would have a fire, burning low now.

		Only slightly blew the wind, a baby’s breath of wind, but I moved across it, my nostrils ready for the slightest smell of smoke.

		Nothing.

		How many watched the fort? Or had they all withdrawn to rest? My hand felt for a leaf, which was wet, and I put the wet fingers to my nose, for a wet nose smells better. A smell of rotting vegetation, for I was near the bank of a creek where there was a bit of marshy ground.

		The tree beside which I stood was a chestnut. My touch upon the bark told me that, but this mountainside, as all through the hills, was covered with a variety of trees: chestnut, oaks of several kinds, tulip trees, red maple, sourwood, and many others. Some I knew by the smell, all by the touch. Careful to make no sound, I worked my way into the forest, working my way deeper and swinging in a rough half circle, always alert for that telltale whiff of smoke.

		It did not come.

		Before me the forest thinned. Only a few yards farther was the trail that led along the west side of Piney Top to Tusquitee Creek. Pausing, I listened. My ears heard nothing; my nostrils found no smell of smoke, only the faint sweetish smell of crushed magnolia, not unusual, for there were many about, and their leaves often fell and were crushed underfoot. None of our people had been out, however.

		It was probably nothing. I waited, and then I heard faint stirrings. How far off? Carefully I worked my way through the forest. The sounds had ceased. Ahead of me was thick brush. Wary, I avoided it.

		With the rain, wild animals and most birds had taken shelter, so I could rely upon none of them to give me warning of a foreign presence. Yet as boys we had been taught by the Catawba to develop our sixth sense and to be always aware. We would take turns at staring at one of us until he turned suddenly, becoming aware of our attention. By continual practice we had become as sensitive to this as any wild animal.

		Often our father, when in the woods with us, would suddenly stop and ask that we describe some area just passed or the tracks of animals or insects we had just glimpsed in the dust of the track. With time our awareness had grown until we missed very little.

		In the wilderness attention to detail was the price of survival.

		Abruptly I paused. A faint smell of wet buckskins and wood smoke. I held perfectly still, then turned my head this way and that to hear the better and to catch any vague smells. Primitive man, I suspected, used his nostrils quite as much as his eye or ear, but civilization, with its multitude of odors, soon distracts the attention until the brain no longer registers them on the awareness. It was different living in the wilds.

		Careful to permit no leaves to brush my shoulders, I worked my way through the brush and trees, pausing often to listen. It was a murmur of voices I heard and then the stronger smell of wood smoke; a moment later, the glimpse of fire.

		At that moment I stood very still, alert to every sound. Now I was close. I had found them, but what was to be my next move, I did not know. At least one of them, Max Bauer himself, was a skilled woodsman, not to be trifled with. I wanted to see, to hear, to estimate their numbers, but not to be heard myself.

		After a moment I edged closer, not over a few feet, and could see into their camp. I took care not to look directly at Bauer, although I could see him, or at Lashan, who was lying at one side.

		“Not at daybreak,” Bauer was saying. “Indians often attack then, but after daybreak when they have decided there will be no attack and they have relaxed. Some will be eating, some will be beginning their day’s work. Not more than one, probably, on the walls. Lashan, you are good with a lance. Can you get that guard for me? Kill him instantly?”

		“I can. At thirty feet, which is the closest I can get, it will be easy.”

		“Then kill him. I want him dead. If we cannot strike when the gate is open, we will go over the walls. Toss loops over the tops of the poles, and up you go, but I want at least a dozen men going up at once. The surprise will be complete. No looting and no women until every man is dead, you understand? Any man who does otherwise answers to me.”

		Lashan suddenly got to his feet. “Max? There’s somebody out there!”

		Turning swiftly, I slid through the brush and hit a path on the run. So far I thought I had made no sound, but behind me I heard a shout.

		“All of you! Out there! Get him! Alive, if you can, but get him!”

		Down the path I fled, knowing not where it led except that the general direction was toward Compass Creek. Turning from the path, I slid through a gap in the trees and ran desperately. Pulling up sharply, I heard a rustling in the brush before me. Turning, I ran on, but slower, not knowing where to next expect an enemy.

		A narrow, natural avenue through the trees opened. The clouds had broken, and there was a faint light. Dimly I could see, and I plunged on. If they took me now, it meant not only death but that they would use me, somehow, to force an opening of the gates.

		Turning sharply right, I ran up a track that ran along a creek bed. The Tusquitee, I thought. The sky had clouded over again. Turning again, I started up a steep, rocky slope. I was hurrying, wanting to get back, to warn them of the impending attack. I saw an opening and plunged into it. Suddenly there was a sickening feeling of collapsing earth; a bank gave way, and I fell.

		A sickening sense of failure and fear. I brought up with a terrific jolt, my skull rapped a rock, and that was all.

		A groan, and a groan stifled. A feeling of chill, a sense of being wet, and a dull throbbing in my skull. My eyes opened on a gray world, low gray clouds, a grayish-black bank of mud rising above me and the crumbled edge over which I had fallen. It was not much of a fall, and I had landed in soft earth and water at the creek’s edge. If only my skull had not rapped against that rock.

		Heaving myself to a sitting position, I sat there while my head buzzed. It was daylight. What hour I knew not. Our enemies had not found me, or I should be either dead or a prisoner.

		Shakily I got to my feet. The trail where I had been running was obviously long unused and had been undercut by the creek at high water. My head ached frightfully, and my neck was stiff. One knee had been bruised, also.

		Looking around, I judged that the creek beside which I had fallen lay somewhere on the north slope of Piney Top, and to get back to the fort by the quickest route would be over the top of the ridge, roughly a climb of some two thousand feet, the last thousand feet very steep indeed.

		Carefully I looked all around. The place where I had fallen was a small creek bed littered with stones and logs and scattered debris from the mountains above. The creek was only a couple of feet wide, a few inches deep. It was thickly walled with timber and brush right to the edge of the bank, and the mountain rose abruptly just beyond a curve in the stream bed.

		There was no sound but that of a mockingbird singing in a tree a short distance off. I turned and started toward the mountain and almost fell. My knee was hurt worse than I had believed. My eyes swept the ground for a stick to be used for help in walking. Seeing nothing of the right sort, I staggered on, rounding the bend to find a broken branch about six feet long and an inch to two inches thick lying at the stream’s edge. Taking it, I started on.

		It was slow going. My head throbbed at every step, and my knee was stiff. It hurt when I walked, but there was no help for it.

		Was I too late? Had Bauer made his attack? In an agony of fear, I pushed on, working my way through the laurel and up the slope. It was slow, painful work, with my leg so stiff it was awkward to walk. Yet at last I came to a low saddle with Piney Top on my right.

		Grasping a branch for support, I stared through the leaves at the valley of Shooting Creek.

		The fort was still there. Slow smoke rose from its chimneys, and all was still. From where I stood, no scene could have seemed more peaceful with the slow smoke rising and the sound of the creek stilled by distance. The fields lay easy under the sun, an island of cultivation in the vastness of the wilderness around.

		Nothing yet. Or had it all been done? Had the fort been taken, our people slain? I could not believe it. Surely there would be some sign, some evidence of it, and there was none. But I was still far away, at least two miles in crow-flight distance but more than three miles on the ground and the way I must go. Not less than an hour, perhaps more.

		Painfully I hobbled on, seeking the best route down the mountain. My knee had swollen, binding my pant leg as it stretched the buckskin.

		To return was all I now thought. My venture had been for nothing. I had hoped to find some way, some means for creating havoc among them. I had done nothing but get myself hurt, and the news that they meant to attack would come too late to be of help now.

		The mountainside was steep and the forest thick. It was at least two thousand feet of descent, but carefully I eased through the laurel and stopped under a huge old maple, lightning struck in some bygone time. Listening, I heard nothing. Soon the noise of the creek would make it doubly hard, for they did not call it Shooting Creek for nothing.

		There was much fallen wood here, dead branches from the tree, and some great slabs of bark. A signal fire? It would only serve to let Bauer and his crew know where I was, and my own people might misread the signal and think me in trouble. They might try to reach me and so expose more of our strength to disaster.

		What I did I had to do alone. And I had to trust to Yance and Jeremy, to Kane O’Hara and the others, to keep the fort. My task now was somehow to get down the mountain and into the fort.

		Ferns grew waist high about me, and there was a tangle underfoot that I managed badly with my game leg. The continued silence from below worried me. There was no sound, no shot. Nothing.

		What could have happened? When I stopped again, it was in a clump of yellow birches growing around an outcropping of rock. Sitting down on a rock, I took my knife and cut a thin slit in my legging to ease the swelling and constriction. It helped.

		Wary, I studied the mountainside below me and tried to see into the trees beyond the creek, but I saw nothing. A wood thrush skimmed past me and lighted on a branch almost over my head, regarding me with curiosity.

		The clouds seemed to have broken, and here and there sunlight streamed through. Rising, I started again to limp my way through the forest. My move to somehow attack Bauer and his men had come to nothing, and I would be lucky to get back alive, all because of that fall into the gully.

		Already the day was fading, and with darkness my chances of getting to the fort were greater, my chances of getting in much less. My fears grew. What had happened?

		So far as I could see, and my vantage point permitted me to see into the enclosure, I saw no movement either in the yard or on the walls. Yet at the distance it was unlikely I could make out the figure of a man unless he was moving, and then only the movement would be visible.

		Taking up my staff, I worked my way down the slope, traveling diagonally along it through the timber and brush. By the time I neared the bottom, shadows were long in the narrow valley.

		Our fort lay no more than three hundred yards away now and scarcely half that distance from the edge of the trees, yet that was where Bauer’s men would be if they had not begun their attack.

		My leg throbbed, as did my head, although that ache had dulled as the day went by. Yet even my leg had loosened up some due to the constant movement and the release of constriction by slitting my legging.

		Longingly I looked toward the fort. There were no lights. I told myself it was too early, yet it would be dark in the cabins, and there should be lights if anyone were alive to light them.

		The valley around the fort was empty. Nothing stirred, nor was there any suggestion of movement.

		Now was a time when I could use the help of the Nunnehi, the immortals that dwell beneath the mountains and rivers of this strange, wild land. The Cherokees spoke of them, whispered of them rather, with many a glance over the shoulder and into the shadows, for none knew when they might be about.

		Suppose the fort had been deserted? That Yance had led the others into the forest? Yet that made no sense, as we had too much at stake in that small fort, all our families; our stored grain, jerked meat, whatever we had gained by our hard years on the frontier, were there or in the scattered cabins.

		Yance was a shrewd one. Deliberately he might be playing possum, watching for a chance to make a strike that would destroy Bauer and all that he stood for.

		Aware that I had been in one place too long, I moved, easing my way through the tangle of brush and trees near the clearing.

		A faint whisper of movement alerted me. Knife in hand, I looked all about. Something was moving nearby. Some crawling sound. Drawing back, I put my back against the trunk of a huge old maple and waited.

		Waited, knife in hand.

	
		Chapter XXIV

		My body was flattened against the maple, a big old tree at least three feet through, so my back was well covered. I gripped the staff in my left hand, but the knife I carried low, cutting edge up.

		Whoever was coming was a woodsman. I knew that by the way he moved. Something stirred in the leaves not three feet away. A sudden lunge and I could have the blade into him, but I was never one to start shooting or cutting on something I didn’t see. There are would-be hunters who will blaze away at anything that moves, but I must see and identify.

		He was rising from the ground, and I knew he sensed my presence. He knew something or someone was close by; it is a feeling one gets.

		I took a careful step forward with my left foot, putting the end of the staff firmly on the ground, ready to cut upward with the knife.

		A hand, then the rough outline of a head. Starting forward, I suddenly froze in place. I knew that—!

		“Yance?” I breathed the word.

		He came through the leaves as though materializing from them. He was grinning widely. I could not see his eyes, but his white teeth showed his smile.

		“Worried about you, lad. Where’ve you been?”

		“Waiting for you,” I replied softly. “What’s happened?”

		“Jeremy’s holding the fort. We’re hoping to get them out in the open. Get them to thinkin’ maybe we’ve slipped away. No fires, no lights, everything quiet and ready.

		“Me an’ the Catawbas, we didn’t take to bein’ cooped up, so we slipped out. We’re all here, holdin’ fast. If they rush the fort, we’ll take them from behind, and I think they’re fixin’ to.”

		He moved closer. “You all right?”

		“I took a fall.”

		We waited together, listening. It was good to have Yance there beside me, for we had been a team since we’d been old enough to travel together.

		“How’s Diana?”

		“Worried about you. She’s got herself a couple of pistols hard by, an’ she’s ready.” He turned to look at me. “You picked a good one, Kin. She’ll do.”

		It was dark now, but the clouds were broken, and here and there we could see a scattering of stars. The air had grown suddenly cool. I sheathed my knife for the moment, drying my hands on the front of my buckskin shirt. The night was very still, and we waited, listening, our ears seeking out the unnatural, unexpected sounds, but there were none. It reassured me that the Catawbas were out and around, for they were good men and great warriors.

		We could but dimly see the stark black line of the fort against the sky and the huge old trees that lay just beyond it. From where we now lay the fort was only slightly more than a hundred yards away, the ground open. Only on the north side had we allowed the trees to grow close to the fort, as the half-dozen trees left standing there provided shade during the hotter months.

		It was quiet. Yance put his lips close to my ear. “Kin? I’m scared. Something’s wrong!”

		My eyes were on the line of the wall against the sky. A breeze stirred the branches in the chestnut trees beyond the wall. I could see the branches move slightly against the sky.

		Suddenly I swore bitterly. The branches moved! But there was no breeze!

		“Yance! They’re coming over the wall!”

		And then I was running. My injured leg forgotten, I lunged from the ground and ran for the fort, Yance only a step behind me.

		As we ran, we saw several men round the corner of the fort just as the gate swung wide. “In here!”

		There was a shot from inside the fort, then a scream and another shot. Men were crowding at the gate, and Yance and I reached it on the run.

		A burly bearded man, pistol in hand, turned to shout. At that moment there was a flash of light from inside, a pistol that missed fire, and I caught a fleeting glimpse of his shocked expression as he recognized me, and at that same instant I ripped him, low and upward. He let out a gasping cry, and I shoved him back, grabbing for his pistol with my left hand. He let go of it, falling back, and then I was past him and in the gate.

		Yance was at my shoulder. “Sackett here!” I yelled not wanting them to shoot into us, and I heard Jeremy’s answering shout.

		How many there were of them I never knew. It was cut and shoot. I fired my pistol, then threw it at a head that loomed before me and had the satisfaction of seeing it bounce off a skull.

		Yance was down, then up. A wicked blow, a glancing one, opened a gash in my skull. My head rang with the blow, but I kept my feet.

		Pulling back, I looked wildly around, seeking Bauer, but he was nowhere in sight. The door to my house stood open, and I sprang past the fighting and ran to it.

		“I wish he was here,” Bauer was saying, “to see you die.”

		He held a pistol in his hand, and he was facing Diana. “I am here, Max,” I said, and he turned sharply.

		He was not one to dally but was ready for instant action. His eyes caught me as his ears registered my voice, and as he turned, he fired.

		Yet his shot was too quick; anticipating it, I had lunged to his right. I felt the heat of the blast and the fiery sting of powder grains on my cheek.

		He turned sharply as I lunged at him and struck down with the pistol barrel. Missing my skull, the blow came down across the top of my shoulder, and only the thick muscles there kept me from a broken bone. As it was, my right arm was stricken numb for the moment, and the knife dropped from my hand.

		He came at me then, a small smile on his lips, for he was sure he had me. The look in his eyes was almost amused. He had his knife low and ready, the pistol in the other hand now. Warily I backed away, watching my chance.

		The room was large for the time and place, but the fireplace, where lay fire tongs and poker, was across the big table from me and hopelessly out of reach.

		There was no nonsense about him now. He was coming in for the kill, and I had only my bare hands with which to face him. He worked me into a corner, and there was no chance to elude him, although I had brought him away from Diana.

		One thing I knew. Somehow I had to kill him, for if he killed me, Diana would die in the next moment. From outside there was a confused sound of fighting, shouts, and the clash of arms. There were several shots. They needed me out there, too.

		Bauer took a wicked slash at my stomach, which I evaded by a leap backward that brought me up hard against the wall. He lunged with the knife, but I sidestepped away along the wall and got into the open again. I feinted a rush, but he merely smiled. He moved quickly, cutting left and right. He ripped a gash in my hunting jacket and scratched my arm. The numbness was almost gone now. I backed away again, and he came on and thrust hard.

		Slapping his knife hand aside with my left hand, I grasped his wrist with my right and threw my left leg across in front of him and spilled him over that leg to the floor. Desperately I tried to wrench the knife from him, but his grip was strong. We rolled over on the floor, and I was up first. He was too strong and too heavy on the floor. To fight him, I had to be on my feet.

		He came up fast, and my kick missed his head. My heel hit solidly against his shoulder, but he only missed a step and came on.

		He slashed at me, and I hit him across the mouth, throwing a kick at his kneecap that missed, and then he was on me. I went down before his attack, and then he was atop me and holding my throat with one hand and coming down with the knife. Somewhere he had lost his grip upon his pistol.

		The knife came down hard, and I twisted my head only in time. The knife hit the floor, and I hit him with my fist with a blow that turned his head and momentarily stunned him.

		Throwing him off, I leaped to my feet, and he came up, knife in hand. Diana suddenly called “Kin!” and tossed me the poker from the fireplace.

		I caught it deftly. It was two and a half feet long with a point and a hook, also sharply pointed. Holding it ready, I moved in. He leaped at me with the knife, and I thrust hard with the point of the poker. It caught him coming in, and the point went in all of two inches low on his right side.

		He jerked back, but twisting the poker, I caught the hook in his clothing and jerked hard. His shirt ripped, and the hook tore a bloody gash—not deep—across his belly.

		From outside the noise of fighting had ceased. His smile was cool. “It is too late now,” he said. “My men have won. Give her to me and that letter and you shall go free and we’ll not burn your fort. After all, there are other women.”

		My poker held ready, I made no reply. His knife was not a small one but a fifteen-inch blade, thick and heavy. Blood was staining his shirt from the wound on his right side, and there was an angry streak of blood along the thin cut on his belly.

		The poker, for all its usefulness, was unwieldy, and if his wounds bothered him, there was no evidence of it. He was an unusually strong, agile man and obviously was no stranger to hand-to-hand fighting.

		Suddenly Diana screamed, “Kin!”

		Lashan was in the doorway, pistol in hand. As my eyes caught him, his pistol was lifting to take dead aim at me. I could not hesitate nor even take the time to think, I simply tossed up the poker, caught it by the middle, and threw it as a spear.

		The poker struck him even as he fired, deflecting his shot by only a hair. The ball struck behind me, and I saw Lashan fall, and the next instant Bauer was on me, thrusting and stabbing. Whether he had hit me, I did not know, but his blade was bloody. Back hard against the wall, I grabbed his head by both ears and jerked his face down as I butted up with my skull. I felt his nose crunch, and then I shoved him off and swung a right fist at the point of his jaw. It caught him off balance, and he fell backward to the floor.

		He had lost his grip on the knife, but he lunged up from the floor and came at me. I struck straight and hard to his already broken nose. Both of us were bloody, but neither had time to realize whether we were hurt or not. I struck him again, and he grabbed at my throat with both hands.

		Stepping aside, I hit him again. He closed with me and got a hand up, clawing for my eyes. Twisting my head, I got my shoulder under his chin and jerked up hard. Again I shook him off. He was weaving now, exhausted as I was, but I gave him no chance. I struck hard with my right, and as he staggered, I knocked him back against the doorjamb.

		Lashan was up, his face bloody from where the thrown poker had struck him, but before he could join Bauer against me, Yance loomed in the door. Lashan turned, and Yance, gripping a pistol, shot him.

		He fell backward, turning as he fell, and Bauer broke off the fight and plunged past Yance through the open door. The gate yawned opposite.

		Some of his men lay dead; others were fleeing across the open ground toward the forest. He was running toward the gate, blood flying from his wounds, when Diana tossed my knife. I grasped it by the point and threw—

		The knife struck him in the middle of the back, and he took one last leap forward, then sprawled on the ground just outside the gate.

		For a long moment I simply stood there, staring at his fallen body, hands hanging empty at my sides. There was no more fighting. Our Catawbas had scattered into the woods, and I knew there would be no stragglers reaching the coast, not even to report what had happened. I could only stand, exhausted and empty, staring at the man who had brought so much trouble to so many. That he was dead I had no doubt, for my knife must have severed his spine, and it had been thrown hard.

		A bad man but a damned good fighting man. Almost too good.

		“Kin?” It was Diana. “Come, you’re hurt. Let me see to you.”

		Dumbly I let her lead me inside and to a seat. Now, of a sudden, I began to hurt. My bruised leg, oddly enough, hurt the most.

		Outside I could hear the mumble of talk as our people cleared up, carried away the bodies of the dead, and once more closed our gates against the world.

		Yance came in. He looked at me, worried. “You all right there, big Injun?”

		“All right. How about the others?”

		“Wounds—mostly scratches. We were lucky. And waiting for them.”

		Lila came in and watched Diana’s skillful fingers.

		“You’re like your pa,” she said. “You fight well.”

		“And Jeremy,” I said.

		One of the candles had been knocked over during the fighting but had luckily gone out. Lila lighted it again, adding more light to the room. Outside, the lighted bundles of brush that had given light in the yard were slowly burning down.

		Leaning my head against the back of the chair, I closed my eyes. Diana was putting something cooling on the places where I had been cut and stabbed. She was using some concoction made from herbs that she kept ready for such things, and Lila was beside her.

		Apparently I had been stabbed at least twice and had several bad scratches, yet at the moment I wanted only to rest.

		Yance and Jeremy came in. Then, as they talked, Kane O’Hara joined them. Three men, they said, had been killed from Bauer’s party. There might have been more who got away into the shelter of the forest. If so, I did not envy them, for the Catawbas were great hunters, and we had long been their friends. The most hospitable of people to friends, against enemies they were ruthless.

		“We will go for your father,” I said, “or send someone.”

		“I know,” Diana replied. “Don’t think of it now. Just get some rest.”

		My eyes closed again. Something was cooking at the fireplace, and it smelled good. Warm, friendly smells were all about me.

		Tired as I was, I did not want to sleep. I wanted simply to enjoy.

		I was home again.
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		A cold wind blew off Hanging Dog Mountain and I had no fire, nor dared I strike so much as a spark that might betray my hiding place. Somewhere near, an enemy lurked, waiting.

		Yesterday morning, watching my back trail, I saw a deer startle, cross a meadow in great bounds, and disappear into the forest. Later, shortly after high sun, two birds flew up suddenly. Something was following me.

		Warm in my blanket, I huddled below a low earthen bank, concealed by brush and a fallen tree. The wind swept by above me, worrying my mind because its sound might cover the approach of an enemy creeping closer. There he could lie waiting to kill me when I arose from my hiding place.

		I, Jubal Sackett, was but a day’s journey from our home on Shooting Creek in the foothills of the Nantahalas, close upon Chunky Gal Mountain.

		All the enemies of whom I knew were far from here, yet any stranger was a potential enemy, and he was a wise traveler who was forever alert.

		Our white enemies were beyond the sea, and our only red enemies were the Seneca, living far away to the north beyond Hudson’s River. No Seneca was apt to be found alone so far from others of his kind. The Seneca were a fine, fierce lot of fighting men of the Iroquois League who had become our enemies because we were friends of the Catawba, who were their enemies.

		Whoever followed me was a good reader of sign, for I left little evidence of my passing. Such an enemy is one to guard against, for skilled tracking is a mark of a great hunter and a great warrior. Nor do I wish to leave my scalp in the lodge of some unknown enemy when my life is scarce begun.

		What was this strange urge that drove me westward, ever westward into an empty land?

		Behind me were family, home, and all that I might become; before me were nameless rivers, swamps, mountains, and forests, and beyond the great river were the plains, those vast grasslands of which we had only heard, and of which we knew nothing.

		About me and before me lay a haunted land whose boundaries we did not know. What little we had heard was from the tales of Indians, and they shied from this land, hunting here but always moving and returning to their homes far away. When the night winds prowled they huddled close to their fires and peered uneasily into the night. There was game here in plenty, and when the need was great they came to hunt. We did not know what mysteries lay here or why the place was shunned, but they spoke of it as a dark and bloody ground.

		Why, in such a land of meadows, forests, and streams, were there no habitations? Once it was not so, for there are earth mounds, and friendly Indians had told us of a stone fort built they know not when nor by whom.

		Who were those who vanished? Why did they come, build, and then disappear? What happened upon this ground? What dark and shameful deed? What horror so great that generations of Indians feared the land?

		There was a legend of white men, bearded men who came to live along the rivers in a time long past. All were killed. Some said it was done by the Cherokee, some by the Shawnee, but it was an old memory, and old memories have a way of escaping their origin, carried by word of mouth or by intermarriage from one tribe to the next.

		There are rumors, also, of a dark-skinned people who live in secluded valleys, a people who are neither Indian nor African, but of a different cast of feature who hold themselves aloof and keep strange customs and a different style of living. But we know nothing beyond the rumor, for their valleys lie far from ours.

		I do not come to solve mysteries, but to seek out the land.

		My father was Barnabas, the first of our name to come to this place beyond the ocean from the England of his birth. Of Barnabas I was the third son, Kin-Ring and Yance born before me. My elder brothers had found homes among the hills. My younger brother, Brian, and my one sister, Noelle, had returned to England with our mother, my brother to read for the law, my sister to be reared in a gentler land than this. I do not believe I shall see them again, nor hear of them unless it be some distant whisper on the wind. Nor shall I again see my father.

		I had been called the Strange One, like the others but different. I loved my brothers and they loved me, but my way was a lonely way and I went into a land from which I would not return.

		Of them all my father understood me best, for with all his great strength and magnificent fighting ability there was much in him of the poet and the mystic, as there is in me.

		Our last evening together I would not forget, for each of us knew it was for the last time. Lila, who prepared our supper, also knew. Lila is Welsh and the wife of my father’s old friend, Jeremy Ring, and had been a maid to my mother ere they departed from England.

		My father, Lila, and I have the Gift. Some call it second sight, but we three often have pre-visions of what is to be, sometimes with stark clarity, often only fleeting glimpses as through the fog or shadows. All our family have the Gift to some degree, but me most of all. Yet I have never sought to use it, nor wished to see what is to be.

		I knew how my father would die and almost when, and he knew also when we talked that last time. He accepted the nearness of death as he accepted life, and he would die as he would have wished, weapon in hand, trying his strength against others.

		We parted that night knowing it was for the last time, with a strong handclasp and a look into each other’s eyes. It was enough. I would keep his memory always, and he would know that somewhere far to the westward his blood would seek the lonely trails to open the land for those who would follow.

		A faint patter of rain awakened me and I eased from under my blanket, preparing a neat pack. Daylight, or as much as I was likely to see, was not far off. It had been snug and dry where I had slept, but with only a few inches of overhang to shelter my bed from the rain. I had shouldered my pack and girded my weapons before the thought came to me.

		Smoothing the earth where I had slept, I took up a twig and drew four crosses in the earth.

		The red man was forever curious, and to most of whom we call Indians four was a magic number. He who followed would come upon this mark and wonder. He might even worry a little and be wary of seeking me out, for the Indian is ever a believer in medicine, or as some say, magic.

		So it was that in the last hour of darkness I went down the mountain through the laurel sticks, crossed a small stream, and skirted a meadow to come to the trace I sought.

		Nearly one hundred years before De Soto had come this way, his marchings and his cruelties leaving no more mark than the stirring of leaves as he passed. A few old Indians had vague recollections of De Soto, but they merely shrugged at our questions. We who wandered the land knew this was no “new world.” The term was merely a conceit in the minds of those who had not known of it before.

		The trace when I came upon it was a track left by the woods buffalo, who were fewer in number but larger in size than the buffalo of the Great Plains. The buffalo was the greatest of all trailmakers. Long ago the buffalo had discovered all the salt licks, mountain passes, and watering holes. We latecomers had only to follow the way they had gone, for there were no better trails anywhere.

		When I came upon the track I began to run. We who lived in the forest regularly ran or walked from place to place as did the Indians. It was by far the best way to cover distance where few horses and fewer roads were to be found.

		My brothers ran well but were heavier than I and not so agile. Although very strong I was twenty pounds lighter than Kin-Ring and thirty lighter than Yance.

		Our strength was born of our daily lives. Our cabins and our palisades were built of logs cut and dragged from the forest. The logs for the palisade stood upright in ditches dug for the purpose. Only in the past few years had we managed to obtain horses from the Spanish in Florida, who broke their own law in selling them to us when they departed for their home across the sea.

		Every task demanded strength, for the logs used in building the cabins were from eight to twenty inches thick and twenty to thirty feet in length. There are “slights” and skills known to working men that enable them to handle heavy weights, but in the final event it comes down to sheer muscle. So my brothers and I had grown to uncommon strength, indulging in wrestling, tossing the caber, and lifting large stones in contests one with the other.

		Our Catawba friends marveled at our strength, for quick and agile as they were, and very strong, nothing in their lives called for the lifting of heavy weights. Unaccustomed to lifting, their muscles were longer and leaner. They were excellent wrestlers, however.

		At an easy trot I moved through the forest, my moccasins making no sound on the damp leaves underfoot. Emerging upon a hilltop not unlike the balds found in the higher mountains, I drew back against the wall of trees, letting my soiled buckskins merge with the tree trunks and brush, scanning the vast stretch of land that lay before me.

		For the moment the rain had ceased, although far off against a mountainside I could see a rainstorm drawing its gray veil across the distant hills. Never had I seen a land so lovely.

		Carefully, I studied my back trail or that portion of it visible from where I stood. There was nothing in sight. Had I escaped my unknown pursuer? Not for a moment did I believe that.

		Somewhere before me lay the river called Tenasee, and the long, narrow valley of which we had heard. My father had put this task upon me, to find a new land to which we could move if necessary.

		My father was a fugitive from England, sought because it was mistakenly believed he had recovered King John’s lost treasure from The Wash. Also, we had settled upon our land with no grant from the king or governor, although we had proved useful to the powers that were in Virginia, and they had not been inclined to cause trouble. Yet a new governor might be appointed at any time and my father had warned us that we must seek a new land further west and make our plans if something were to go wrong. We could then, at a moment’s notice, pick up and move west beyond the reach of the king or his minions.

		“See to it, Jubal,” my father had said. “Find us a westward way. The king does not realize the size of this country nor how that size will affect its governing. In the old country, land was held by the king and given to his great lords for their services to him, and it was farmed by serfs. There one must cling to one’s place or become a landless man. Here there is land for all, and no man need work for another.”

		He paused and looked into my eyes. “Do you remember your brothers, Jubal, and all who bear our name. Tis a wide and a lonely land, but if we stand together we have naught to fear.”

		“I shall not forget.”

		“And pass the word, Jubal. Let your sons remember, and your daughters.

		“My envy for you is great, Jubal, for I, too, would see the lands where you will walk. I wish I might feel their rain, accept the shade of the trees, and smell the fragrance of those distant pines.” After a moment he added, “I, too, shall go west, Jubal.”

		“I know.”

		“Where the chips fall, there let them lie.”

		“It shall be so.”

		For too long I stood staring across that vast and lovely land thinking of my father and the long way he had come from his birth in the fens of England to his arrival here, among the first of those who came to this land.

		The far-off veil of rain diminished and then faded. A shaft of sunlight falling through a hole in the clouds revealed a long, loaflike mountain.

		Chilhowee … from there I would turn north. I did so abruptly … and it saved my life.

		A hard-thrown spear thudded into the tree where I had been standing, its shaft vibrating with the force of the throw.

		Dropping to the earth I rolled swiftly over and over, coming up near a fallen tree, bow bent and arrow ready … waiting.

	
		2

		My position was a good one, and above all, I had his spear before my eyes. It was a very good spear, handsomely crafted, and he would not wish to lose it. Therefore I had only to wait, and when he came for it I should have one enemy less.

		It had never been my way to seek trouble, but if one is attacked by a man whose time has come, who would stand in the way of fate?

		My back was well covered by a gigantic uprearing of roots and earth from a fallen tree, and scattered near were many pine cones on which nothing could step without making a sound. Nevertheless, I could take nothing for granted. My bow bent slightly, I waited.

		For a long time there was no sound. The Indian is a great hunter and as such he has patience, yet my life in the wilderness had taught me patience also. One learns to adapt to the land in which one lives.

		My ears were tuned for the slightest sound, my entire body alert to move or adjust. Nothing happened, and the slow minutes plodded by on lagging feet. The low-hanging branches held shadows away from the sun, and the tree trunks were dark columns with only small spaces between. It needed a quick eye to catch any movement among them.

		A thrush flitted from one branch to another and then took off down a long lane of the forest toward the trace I had followed. Somewhere a squirrel chattered irritably, but I heard no other sound, and even a moccasin whispers lightly when it moves.

		Glancing about I managed to keep a corner of an eye upon the spear. Suddenly, a faint sound. My head turned. Quickly I glanced back. The spear was gone!

		Exasperated, I swore softly to myself. I had been a fool! That sound that had diverted me—he had thrown a stick or a chip, and like a child I had taken the bait.

		Moreover, now he had his spear in hand once more and it was, perhaps, his favorite weapon. Certainly he had thrown it with skill, and only my unexpected movement had saved my life. Would I be so lucky again?

		Undoubtedly on recovering his spear he had moved, but in what direction? He wanted to kill me, so he would be waiting in ambush somewhere. At the same time it was best for me to move, for he would soon discover where I lay, if he had not already done so. A moment longer I waited.

		There was, alongside the great fallen tree, a narrow way that was free of the scattered pine cones, and the branches of the dead tree did not begin for at least thirty feet.

		Swiftly, silently, I moved, keeping low alongside the tree and then ducking under it among the hanging bark. Waiting, I heard no sound, and I plotted my next move. Again a swift move and I was among the standing trees, flitting away, an impossible target for a spear … if he saw me.

		Months before I had come this far west, exploring a route to the Great River of which we had heard, and I knew that the trace I planned to follow made a great arc not far ahead, so moving through the thick of the forest I headed for that trace. Hours later, when I reached it, I found no tracks upon the path. Apparently, I was before him. Again I settled down to running.

		What manner of man was he who followed me? A wandering hunter seeking a scalp? Few Indians traveled alone. Usually there were small parties of them when they went either hunting or seeking war. Yet this man was alone. A strong warrior, no doubt, sure of his skills, and a man to be reckoned with.

		On and on I ran, running easily, smoothly. Several times I glimpsed the tracks of buffalo and once those of a deer. Later, as the afternoon drew on, I stopped for a drink at a small creek. Near the water’s edge there were the tracks of a large bear. They were fresh tracks made within minutes of my arrival.

		After a careful look around I made four small crosses inside the bear track.

		Now I no longer ran, but walked, alert for means of obscuring my trail. I walked upstream in the water for a short distance, pausing to make sure the swift current was wiping out my tracks in the stream bed. Then I followed a smaller stream for a hundred steps, followed a log from which the bark had fallen away, and then stepped off onto a rocky ledge and followed it to the end, careful to disturb none of the leaves or gravel scattered upon it. Then deliberately I changed direction and went back toward my last night’s camp, now far away.

		There was a path high among the rocks of which I knew, and when I reached it I found no fresh tracks. This path ran along the way in which I wished to go. As I walked I thought of Pa and how he would have enjoyed this, but so would Kin-Ring and Yance, although Yance would have been inclined to try to ambush my pursuer and have it out with him.

		I had no wish to kill the man even though he had tried to kill me. If it became necessary, of course …

		Night was coming and I was alone. It was time for rest and food underneath three ancient oaks beside a small stream, one leaning far out, on a grassy bank with driftwood scattered along the stream.

		A fire, meat broiling over a flame, a time of eating, of listening to the rustle of water and the subdued crackle of flames, and then of sleep. This is what I wished for, but could not quite have, for a man had followed me and might find me again.

		He had come shrewdly upon me, and I did not doubt he would work out the trail I had left for him. Many another might have lost it, but not this one, I thought. Yet I would wait, for I had an idea.

		My fire was the work of a moment. A handful of crushed bark, a few slivers of pitch pine from an old stump that I had carried with me, then a blow with flint and steel, a spark, then a small tendril of smoke, a puff or two from the lungs, and a flame. It was not always so easy. To light a fire properly one must prepare it well. Fire, man’s first and faithful friend, and ever a potential enemy.

		He who followed might come to my fire, and something told me he would. He was curious now, as all wild things are inclined to be, and I believed he wished to know what manner of man I was.

		Where I was pointed no white man went, although Indians had told me that far to the westward there were men who spoke like those of Florida and who wore iron headdresses. Westward lay the Great River, which some say was discovered by De Soto, but we who know of such things knew it was discovered twenty years earlier by Alvarez de Pineda. Who else might have seen the river we do not know, but there are rumors of others who came, of much fighting and dying.

		My fire blazed up, a small, hot blaze but larger than usual. Deliberately I was inviting him in. By now he knew it was not my custom to build large or very bright fires, and he would recognize the invitation. As he was curious about me, so I was curious about him. Who was this stranger who wandered alone where all went in company?

		He had tried to kill me, but that was expected where any stranger was a potential enemy. Drawing back into the shadows with a great tree at my back, I waited. My longbow was placed near in plain sight, but a pistol lay in my lap. My visitor would be friendly, I hoped, but if his destiny was to die I would not stand in his way.

		Chewing on a bit of dried venison I listened and waited. Then, suddenly, he was there at the edge of the firelight, a man as tall as I but leaner. He was an Indian of a kind I knew not.

		With my left hand I gestured to the earth beside the fire. He came forward on light feet, yet before he seated himself he hung a haunch of venison over the coals.

		“Meat!” he said.

		“Good! Sit you.”

		With a small stick I pushed coals under the meat and added a few sticks, which began to sizzle pleasantly.

		“You go far?”

		“To the Great River, and beyond.”

		“I have seen the river,” he said proudly, “and the Far Seeing Lands beyond.”

		“You speak my tongue.”

		“I speak much with Englishman. My village.”

		An Englishman? So far west?

		“Where is your village?”

		“Far.” He gestured toward the north. “Many days.” He looked directly into my eyes and said with great pride, “I am Kickapoo Keokotah.”

		“A nation of warriors,” I acknowledged.

		He was pleased. “You know?”

		“Every wind carries news of Kickapoo bravery. In every lodge a warrior would wish to have a Kickapoo scalp—if he could.”

		“It is true.” He spoke complacently. “We are great warriors and wanderers.”

		“What of the Englishman? Where is he now?”

		“He is dead. He was a brave man, and took a long time to die.”

		“You killed him?”

		“It was the Seneca. They took us both.”

		“Yet you escaped?”

		Keokotah shrugged. “I am here.”

		Our fire was dying from neglect. I added sticks as did he. He cut a sliver from the venison. “I would learn from the Kickapoo,” I said. “You are old upon this land.”

		“We come, we go.” He glanced at me. “You have a woman?”

		“It is too soon. I have rivers to cross.”

		“My woman is dead. She was a good woman.” He paused. “The best.”

		“I am sorry.”

		“Do not be. She lived well, she died well.”

		We sat silent, chewing on the venison sliced from the haunch. “You are from over the mountain?”

		“Aye.”

		“You know of Barn-a-bas?”

		Startled, I looked up. “You have heard of him? What do you know of Barnabas?”

		“All men speak of Barn-a-bas. He great warrior. Great chief.” He paused. “He was great warrior.”

		“Was?”

		In that moment my heart seemed to stop, and when again it throbbed it was with slow, heavy beats.

		“He is dead now. They sing of him in the villages.”

		My father … dead? He was so strong, so invulnerable. No trail had been too long, no stream too swift, no mountain too high.

		“He died as a warrior should, destroying those who attacked him. So died he who was beside him.”

		“Only one died with him? A young man?”

		“So old as Barn-a-bas. Older.” He looked hard at me. “You know this Barn-a-bas?”

		“He was my father.”

		“A … eee!”

		Again a long silence. I remembered my father and grief held tight my chest, choking in my throat. I stared at the earth and remembered the few arguments we had had and the unkind words I must have said. I had been a fool. He had been the best of fathers and it was never easy to be a father to strong sons growing up in a strange land, each coming to manhood, each asserting himself, loving the father yet wishing to be free of him, finding fault to make the break easier. So it had been since the world began, for the young do not remain young and the time must come when each must go out on his own grass.

		I had known he would die, and almost how, but I had not thought it to be so soon.

		In silence by the fire with only a strange Indian for company I thought of Barnabas Sackett, who sailed first to this wild land and then returned for our mother.

		Our mother? Did she know by some strange intuition of our father’s passing? She had gone home to England to rear our sister, Noelle, in a gentler land. It had been a wise decision we had believed, we had hoped.

		My brother Brian had gone with her to read for the law in London.

		What of the others now? Of Kin-Ring and Yance? Kin-Ring, my strong, serious older brother, born on a buffalo robe in the heat of an Indian battle, with my father’s old friend, Jeremy Ring, standing over my mother to fight off the attackers as the child was born.

		What of Yance? Wild, unruly Yance, strong as a bear, quick to anger, quick to forget.

		Would I see them again?

		Deep within me a knell tolled … I would not. I knew I would not see them again even as both my father and I had known his time was near, for we were of the blood of Nial, who had the Gift.

		My brothers had their world, I mine. Theirs was in the mountains that lay behind me, and mine was the westward way.

		Keokotah looked across the fire at me. “You are son of Barn-a-bas. I am Kickapoo. We will walk together.”

		And so it was.
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		Stark and black were the tall trees, growing misty green along the branches with the budding leaves of spring. I walked to drink water from a running stream and startled a perch, twenty pounds at the least. It swam away, disturbed by my presence. Downstream a deer lifted its muzzle from the water and crystal drops fell back into the stream. It glanced disdainfully at me and walked away, seemingly unworried by our coming.

		With morning our wood smoke mingled with the lifting mists and we heard no sound but the soft crackle of our own fire and the slight hiss of some damp wood we used. A movement in the wild clover made us look up to see something vast and shadowy, some monstrous thing, coming toward us through the meadow grass, emerging slowly from the mist.

		It stopped, smelling the fire at last, and seeing us. It faced us, massive and horned, a huge buffalo bull with a great mass of wool over its face, shoulders, and hump, wool that sparkled with morning dew. Wreaths of fog hung about it as it stared from small black eyes almost buried in the wool.

		The buffalo was no more than fifteen yards away and behind it there were others.

		It stared at us, undecided as to our importance. It dropped its head then, pawing at the grass.

		“Meat,” Keokotah said, “much meat.”

		With one of my two pistols I aimed at a spot inside the left foreleg and squeezed the trigger. The pistol leaped with the concussion, and I placed it on the ground beside me and took up the second, but held my fire.

		The great buffalo stood stock still, staring at us; then slowly the forelegs gave way and the beast crumpled and went to its knees. Then it rolled over on the ground.

		The others simply stood, staring stupidly, unalarmed by the sound because, being unfamiliar with firearms, the sound might have seemed like thunder. One young bull came forward and sniffed at their fallen leader, smelling the blood and not liking it. We stood up then and walked toward them, and the young bull put its head down, but at our continued approach it backed off and they began to walk away across the meadow.

		Glancing at Keokotah I noted his features were unmarked by surprise. Had he seen or heard a gun before? Later, I learned he had not, but he was a Kickapoo, not to be astonished by such things.

		With our skinning knives we went to work, each in his own way but working well together, cutting away the hide and selecting the best cuts of meat. There was fuel here, so we built up our fire and built drying racks for the meat, cutting it in strips to smoke and dry the better. Then we staked out the hide to be scraped and cured.

		Nobody in our time could have been better armed than I. For general purposes I carried an English longbow, with which our father’s training had made us expert, and a full quiver of arrows. I also carried a razor-sharp twelve-inch blade. My true strength, and one which I had not intended to reveal except in emergency, lay in two long-barreled firearms my father had taken from a pirate ship. Obviously a part of some booty the pirates had themselves taken, the pistols must have been made for some great lord.

		They were matched repeating pistols with carved walnut stocks elaborately dressed with scrollwork, masks, and figures of gold. The operating mechanism was nothing less than a masterpiece, designed—according to the story my father had heard, and which he passed to us—by one Fernando, the bastard son of the Cominazzo family of armorers, of Brescia. When that noted family fell upon evil times and was taken by the Inquisitors, Fernando escaped to Florence, carrying only his tools.

		Anxious to obtain a place for himself he labored in secret to create the two pistols. Charges of powder and ball were carried in tubular magazines in the butts, the openings closed by a revolving breechblock into which were cut two chambers. To load, one simply pointed the pistol toward the ground and rotated a lever on the side of the gun. This dropped a ball and a measure of powder into one chamber, sealed off the chamber, primed and closed the flash-pan.

		The pistol could be fired twelve times without reloading. Fernando had taken the finished pistols to the Lorenzoni and won a place in their establishment. Much later, other such weapons were made by the Lorenzoni.

		Barnabas had never used the weapons, worried by what seemed a too complicated mechanism. When I was allowed to examine the guns it seemed to me that I could handle them. They were both beautiful and deadly, but when traveling I preferred to use the longbow and conserve my ammunition. The two pistols I carried in the scabbards provided for them.

		My father had grown up using the bow. In the fens where he had lived it was the most effective way of hunting, whether for birds or for larger game. As we grew up we boys vied with one another in shooting at marks, often at incredible distances for a bow.

		Until I killed the buffalo Keokotah had seen only the scabbards. He was aware of firearms, for he had had contact with the French in the Illinois River country, yet I intended him to believe they were single-shot weapons.

		Keokotah was not yet my friend. We were two strangers traveling together, but at any moment he might choose to kill me. The rules of conduct Europeans were supposed to apply in their dealings with each other were the product of our culture. The Indian, of whatever tribe, came from another culture with none of our ethical standards. He had standards of his own, and in most Indian languages the words stranger and enemy were the same. To attack by surprise was by far the best way, as he had long since learned, and what to us might seem the basest treachery he might consider simple logic.

		My father had gotten along well enough with Indians, but he trusted few of them and few trusted him. It was simply the way it was, and it would need many years, if ever, for the white man and the Indian to come to any understanding. What the white man considered charity the Indian considered weakness, yet if a stranger penetrated an Indian village without being seen he was treated with hospitality as long as he was within the village, for the Indian tried to keep peace in his own village. Once the stranger left he might be killed with impunity. This was the usual practice, yet there were variations.

		Keokotah might travel with me for days, and then, no longer amused or curious, he might kill me and travel on without giving it another thought. And he would expect the same from me.

		At every moment I must be on guard, for at any moment I might be attacked without warning.

		We might become friends, but that lay in the future, if ever. Meanwhile, I would be careful, as would he.

		Westward I had hidden a birchbark canoe when on an earlier trip to the Great River, and now we went that way, taking our time, learning the land as we passed over it.

		That English friend the Kickapoo had known—I must learn more of him. Where had he come from? A prisoner of the French? Taken at sea? Or somewhere ashore? Who was he? What was he?

		Yet I had begun to realize that Keokotah did not respond to direct questions.

		Upon the brow of a low hill we paused to study out the land. A deer moved across before us. The Kickapoo looked about, and then he looked over at me. “Somebody come.”

		I had seen nothing, yet I must not betray my lack of knowledge. My abilities must seem equal to his. To surpass him might be dangerous, and in any case, unwise. He must never know how much I knew.

		I gestured westward. “Hiwasee over there,” I said, “many Cherokee.”

		He shrugged. “Who are Cherokee? Nobody. I am Kickapoo.”

		We remained where we were, studying the country. He might be an enemy, but out there before us there were certainly enemies. The Cherokee we knew, and they knew us. So far we had been friends, but the Indian was often a creature of whim, and the man with whom I traveled was no friend. I might be judged accordingly.

		“Somebody come.” That was what he had said. How did he know? What had he seen that I had not? And who was coming?

		My canoe was less than a day from where we now were, but I said nothing of that. When we came to it would be soon enough. To talk too much is always a fault. Information is power. Also, these paths I knew, and I watched to see if he knew them too, yet in no way did he betray himself.

		Watching Keokotah I was puzzled. His attention did not seem to be directed to any particular point, yet he was alert, listening.

		His apprehension affected me. What had he sensed? What was he expecting?

		A small grove of trees clustered behind us, and before us the hill sloped away toward a meadow lying along a stream. Above us the blue skies were scattered with puff-balls of cloud. It was very still. The deer we had seen earlier came out of the brush again and walked to the stream.

		I started to move but Keokotah lifted a hand. As he did so an Indian emerged from the forest near the stream and stood still, looking carefully about. That he was an Indian I was sure, but he was clad in garments unfamiliar to me. His head was wrapped in a turban. As he stood two others followed him, one of them an old man.

		The old man looked up the slope at us and said something to them we could not hear. The first Indian then faced us. “Sack-ett?” he asked.

		I stepped forward. “I am Jubal Sackett,” I replied. We were separated by all of a hundred paces but in the clear air our voices sounded plain.

		“Our father wishes to speak with Sack-ett,” the young man replied.

		Upon the grass he spread a blanket and then another for me. He stood back, waiting. The old man came forward and seated himself cross-legged. I started down, and the Kickapoo said, “It is a trap.”

		Two more Indians came from the woods and stood silent, waiting. “They are five,” I said, “but they do not threaten us. They wish to talk.”

		“Five? Five is not enough. I am a Kickapoo.”

		“And I am Sackett,” I said, “with whom they wish to speak. Do you come. You can help us speak.”

		Reluctantly, he followed, and I went down and seated myself opposite the old man.

		For a long moment we simply looked at one another. His features were those of an Indian but with a subtle difference. What the difference was I could not have said, but perhaps it was only that he was a kind of Indian I had not seen before.

		He was old, so very, very old, and age had softened features that once must have been majestic. Old? Yes, but there was no age in his eyes. They were young, and they were alert. He wore a magnificently tanned white buckskin jacket that was beaded and worked with colored quills in a series of designs unknown to me. On his head was a turban such as the younger man wore, tight fitting, snug. What hair I could see was white and thin.

		He spoke in Cherokee, a tongue with which I had long been familiar. “I have come far to see Sack-ett,” he said. His eyes were friendly and appealing. “I have come to ask for help, and I am not accustomed to ask.”

		“If there is anything I can do—”

		“There is.” He paused again. “The name of Sack-ett is known, but I expected an older man.”

		“My father, Barnabas. He was our strength and our wisdom, but he is gone from us, killed by the Seneca.”

		“I have heard. I did not believe it true.”

		“Nevertheless, I am a Sackett. If there is something my father would have done, it shall be done.” I paused a moment. “What is it?”

		One of the others had kindled a fire, and now with a coal he lighted a pipe. First he handed it to the old man, who drew deeply on the pipe and then passed it to me. I drew deeply on it also and would have handed it to the Kickapoo, but he drew back.

		It seemed to me that the pipe ritual was not a customary one with him, but I did not know. That the old man was a Natchee Indian I was sure, but our contact with them had been slight, for they lived far to the south along the Great River. It seemed to me he was endeavoring to follow a ritual of other Indians and one with which he believed me to be familiar. It was an unusual experience, for the Indians I had known kept to their own ways and rarely borrowed those of others.

		“The day is long,” I suggested, “and you have far to go”

		“I go no further. I am here.”

		Puzzled, I looked about me, but he only smiled. “It is Sack-ett I have come to see.” He paused and laid the pipe aside, perhaps realizing I was as unused to the ceremony as he. “You are known to us. The Sack-etts are great fighting men but wanderers also.”

		“It is true.”

		“You are just men.”

		“We try to be just.”

		“You have come from afar but you take no more than you need. You do not take scalps. You do not make war until war is made upon you. This we have heard.”

		“It is so.”

		“Your people build houses, plant fields, gather in the forest for food. Sometimes you hunt.”

		“It is so.”

		“It is told that Ju-bal Sack-ett goes toward the setting sun. You are he?”

		“I am.”

		“Why do you go?”

		“I do not know. Perhaps because it is a place I do not know.

		“One night I awakened in the darkness. It was very still. I lay wide awake, listening for something, and then it came to me. A voice said, ‘Go!’

		“One afternoon I was alone upon a mountain and I looked westward and a voice said, ‘Come!’ It is my destiny, I think.”

		The old man was silent for several minutes and when the silence grew too long I started to speak but he lifted a hand.

		“The Natchee are a strong people. We are Children of the Sun. But one day a woman arose among us and spoke with a strange tongue. She spoke aloud with the voice of a man long dead and she said an enemy would come among us, an enemy who would seem to be a friend. This enemy would bring strange goods and strange presents and he would speak good words to us, but one day one among them would seek to destroy our sacred places and drive us from them to live like dogs, with no worship, with no ritual, with no memory of what we were or what we had been.

		“We were to find a new place. We were to prepare to leave all behind and go into a strange, far land and prepare a place against the time of madness. We were to go where the sun goes behind the mountains and there find our place. In her man’s voice she described the place and told us where to go.”

		“But you have not gone?”

		“It was but one voice, and none of us wished to go. We love our land. It has been ours forever, I think. We lingered on, but the voice came again, and then a strange boat came and men gave presents and took things from us and went away.

		“Now some began to believe, and at last it was said that some should go and find the place that is to be ours. Most did not believe, but finally one was chosen to lead the way.”

		“And he went?”

		“She went. Fourteen in all. Ten men and four women went.” He paused. “None have returned. We fear them dead.”

		The tall young man we had first seen, spoke suddenly. “She is not dead. She is mine.”

		I did not like him.

		“They are to be joined together,” the old man said.

		“This has been decided? I do not know your customs.”

		“She will decide. She is a Sun, a daughter of the Great Sun.” The old man paused and I thought I detected a gleam of humor in his eyes. “She is a strong woman. Beautiful, but very strong. She will decide.” He paused again. “He believes he will decide. He is a Stinkard.”

		“I can see that.”

		The old man explained. “Ours is a different world from yours. First are the Suns, who rule. Second are the Nobles, third are the Respected Men, and fourth are the Stinkards. It is our custom that a Stinkard must always marry a Sun.”

		“So he will marry this woman?”

		“As I said, she will decide.”

		“I will decide,” the young man said.

		“His mother was of another people than ours. Among her people women spoke when spoken to. He often speaks of this. Yet,” the old man added, “he is very handsome. Many women look upon him with favor. He is a great warrior, one the greatest among us.”

		“And why have you come to me?”

		“You go westward. You are a great wanderer. I think you could find this woman. I think you could tell her she is needed.”

		For a moment I thought of this. “If she is to be his woman,” I said, “why does he not go?”

		“He is needed. We have trouble.”

		“How long has she been gone?”

		“Four moons. She is great among us.”

		Four months? There would be no tracks. How to find her? It was impossible. Nothing was known of the land to the west. There were vast plains into which no man ventured unless he could follow a stream, for none knew where the water could be found, and most said the distances between water were too great. Later, when men had horses to ride, they might venture into those plains. Now it was foolhardy and not to be seriously considered.

		“Do you know where she went?”

		“We know. We think we know.”

		He sat silent for a few minutes, thinking. Then he said, “Tonight, upon a skin, I shall draw a map. I do not know if it is the place, but such a place is in our memory. It was to such a place she went.”

		“Or planned to go. Who knows what has happened? There are other Indians.” I glanced at the old man. “She is beautiful, you said? Such a one would be wanted.”

		“She is no ordinary woman.” The old man’s eyes met mine. “She can be dangerous.”

		“She is a witch?”

		“No! No. But we Suns have knowledge—” He shrugged. “Nobody will live who tries to take her without her wish.” He gestured at the young man, now across the camp. “Not even he will attempt her.”

		We talked longer and of many things. I did not want to look for this woman, nor did I wish to find her, but he had come to me for help, believing in the Sacketts. After all, we were going west.

		In that I was like my father. From the day he landed upon our shores his one wish was to travel to the far blue mountains, yet once there he wished to see beyond them. So it was with me. All this land about us was unknown and I wished to be among the first to see it. I wanted to drink from those lonely streams, walk the high passes of the mountains, and travel down the valleys by paths I made myself.

		Was that all I wanted? Until now, yes. I wished to see, to know, to find a world of my own in an unknown land. I did not know what else remained for the future, but there was in my dreams something haunting, something shadowy, something that would take no shape. Whatever it was, it was a place or a time that I must find.

		We slept that night beside the stream. Keokotah was disgruntled, and I thought perhaps he might leave me and go on by himself as he had been before our meeting. Yet he did not.

		Before I fell asleep I considered long the problem of the Natchee woman. My father had built a reputation as a trusted man. He was known as a warrior, yet he was also known for wisdom, and that respect and reputation had gone far afield. Such people as the Natchee, whom we did not know, knew of him. When in need they had come to him, or to us, for help. How could I do less than carry on in my father’s name?

		The land that lay before us was vast and unknown, even to most of the Indians. Anyone traveling west must confine himself to the rivers and streams, and all of those streams must begin in higher ground, probably in the mountains.

		Every step of the way was a step into danger. There had been rumors of strange Indians coming down from the north, a fierce lot who destroyed all before them, but warlike Indians were to be expected upon the plains. Long ago an Indian had told my father they could not live without war, and certainly they did not wish to.

		Our choice was simple. We would avoid trouble when possible, face it when necessary. We would have to scout the country with care. When we found Indian sign along the stream we would have to swing wide into the plains, holding to low ground. I was still thinking of this when I fell asleep.

		Keokotah was irritable when morning came. “I no like,” he spat, and he indicated the tall young man whose name I had not yet heard. “I will kill him, I think.”

		“Wait,” I advised, “his time will come.”

		“Hah!” Keokotah said contemptuously. “His time has come and passed. He should have been drowned at birth.”

		Unfortunately, I agreed, and it was not fair of me. What did I know of him, after all? He seemed arrogant, and he wanted the Natchee woman, but since she was beautiful, no doubt many did. I had never seen her but I knew I did not want her. She did not seem like an easy companion.

		True, I knew little of women, but I had seen my father and mother together and theirs was an easy, friendly, loving relationship of mutual understanding. Each had a role to fill and each did so, and together they made a team. In another way, Yance and his wife were the same. The examples I had were all of women who were not abrasive, each strong in her way, and each a companion as well as a wife.

		Yet I was not looking for a woman. My time would come, but a wide land lay before me and it was to that land that I belonged. I would drink from a hundred streams, make paths where no men had been, and eat the meat of strange animals before I died.

		Our campfire was lifting a thin smoke to the sky when the old man came to sit near me. He passed me a roll of hide, but when I made to unroll it he put a hand on mine. “Only when alone,” he said. “I trust you.”

		Well, all right, but did I trust him? I decided that I did and wondered if I was too trusting.

		“He”—the old man indicated the young man who was not near the fire—“must not know. He would go to her, and there would be trouble.” He paused. “I do not know how it is with your people but in ours there are people opposed to people. He is of one group, I am of another.”

		“And she?”

		The old man hesitated. “If the Great Sun dies it is she who will say yes or no, and the Great Sun is not well. He”—the old man indicated the young man—“wishes the power. If he marries her he believes he will have it.”

		“If they are married will he become a Sun?”

		“No, he will remain a Stinkard.”

		I did not wish to become involved in the affairs of a people of whom I knew little and could not know who was right or wrong.

		“I am going west,” I told him, “and I will look for this woman, and if I find her I will tell her she is needed at home. I can do no more.”

		The old man stirred the coals. The fire was dying. Soon we would be moving along.

		“It is a fair land,” the old man said. “I envy you. Never before have I regretted my youth, but now I would be young to walk west beside you.

		“I do not know what lies westward, but we have heard strange stories of ghost cities among the mountains, vast cities hidden in the folds of canyons. And we have heard of witches and wolves and of skinny, naked things that run in the night, things not to be seen by day and things that bring fear to the heart.

		“I do not know what lies out there, but you will see it all, come to know it. My body is old but my heart is young. It will go west with you.”

		He arose suddenly from beside me. “Find her, Ju-bal. Find her for us. It will cause much trouble if you do not.”

		“What if she does not come back?”

		He turned to look at me. “If she is happy, it will be well. You may think I only look to our people, but it is not true. She is not my daughter, but she is like a daughter. I was one of her teachers, and believe me, I wish only happiness for her.”

		“She will be happy with you?”

		“Who can say? She would not be happy with him. He is a bitter, ambitious man. She would rule, and not him, although he does not believe that, nor does he want that. She would kill him, or he would kill her. I feel sure of that.”

		“I will try to find her, and if I do, I shall deliver your message.”

		“Remember, she is a Sun. Elsewhere she would be less than with us. The beliefs of others are not ours, and their ways are different. She is accustomed to power and the use of power. She is a strange woman.”

		Why it should come to me then, I could not say, but suddenly I remembered words from the Bible. “For the lips of a strange woman are as honey, and her mouth is smoother than oil.”

		I shook my head irritably. A vagrant, foolish thought. If I found her I would tell her to go home, although something in my mind said, not to him.
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		Long we sat by the fire, speaking in the Cherokee tongue. The old man was named Ni’kwana, and the fierce young man was Kapata, with an accent on the first syllable. Kapata was also the name for the hawk. The name suited him well enough.

		He held himself aloof, disdainful of our conversation, but several times I saw his eyes straying to the buckskin on which Ni’kwana had drawn his map. I moved it closer to me. He saw the move and his eyes flared with anger.

		He was taller than I by several inches, a lithe young man of uncommon strength. He could prove a dangerous antagonist.

		Ni’kwana spoke of the prophecy. “We have seen no such men since the Warriors of Fire,” he explained, “but each wind brings whispers to make us wonder. Is it true, then? Are the Warriors of Fire returning?”

		The Natchee Indians were one of the few who had any tradition of De Soto, with his muskets and cannon, and it was his men who were known as the Warriors of Fire.

		“He will not come again, but there will be others,” I admitted. “You would do well to beware.”

		“Our neighbors, too, grow in strength,” Ni’kwana said, “and as they grow stronger they become more arrogant. The Creek were once our friends but I fear they are no longer. They look with envy on our fields and our stored grain.”

		He was silent then, thinking as he stared into the fire. Finally he said, “I fear for our people and our way of life. Strange men come and go and the tribes are restless. Our people are uneasy in the night and the young men are restless, their eyes always looking to the horizon. You come from another world. Tell me … what is happening?”

		“There is but one thing we know, Ni’kwana, and that is that nothing forever remains the same. Always there is change. Your people have remained long undisturbed by outside influences. This may seem good, but it can be bad also, for growth comes from change. A people grows or it dies.

		“Over there”—I gestured toward the east—“are people without land. Others have land but wish for more. Now this land has been discovered by them and they will come seeking.”

		“Westward there are vast lands and no people. Will they not go there?”

		“I wish it might be so, but those who come will not go further than what they can see. They will buy some land but will take more. They do not believe this is wrong, for they, too, believe they are The People, and it has been the way of the world for men, animals, and plants to move in wherever there is opportunity and where they can survive.

		“In the land where my father dwelt there were a people called Picts, then Celts moved in, and after them, Romans. When the Romans moved out the Angles, Saxons, and Danes moved in, each new people taking the land and pushing the others out or making slaves of them. Then the Normans came and dispossessed all the others, and their king took all the land for his own, giving it to those who served him best.”

		“It does not seem just.”

		“It never does to those whose land is taken.” I paused and then asked, “And your people, Ni’kwana? Did they always live where they now are?”

		His eyes met mine and after a moment a faint smile came to his lips. “We, too, came from elsewhere. It is not remembered whence. Some say we came from the south, some from the east.”

		“It could be both. You may have come from the south, settled for a while, and then moved westward.”

		“It could be so.”

		We talked long into the night, and the fire burned low. The others slept. “This woman we are to seek? She has a name?”

		“She is called Itchakomi Ishaia. We know her as Itchakomi, or even as Komi.”

		“Is it not unusual to send a woman on such a quest?”

		“She is a Sun, a daughter of the Great Sun. Only he, she, or I could decide our future. Only she is young enough or strong enough to travel so far.”

		“And you, Ni’kwana? Are you a Sun?”

		“I am.” He looked into my eyes again. “I am also Ni’kwana, master of mysteries.”

		What we Sacketts knew of the Natchee Indians had been little enough and that mostly at secondhand, from tales told by the Cherokee, Choctaw, or Creek. These tales might or might not be true. The master of mysteries was akin to a high priest, but something more, also.

		Ni’kwana then asked, “You, it is said, are a medicine man?”

		This was believed of me by the Cherokee, for twice they had come to me when illnesses among them did not yield to their own practice. My father’s friend Sakim had taught me much, and I had learned much from medicine men of the tribes who were friendly to me, yet Sakim had taught me much else besides, and some word had gotten about of my Gift.

		“So it is said.”

		“It is also said that you, among your people, are also a master of mysteries.”

		“I am no master, Ni’kwana. I am one who lives to learn. I go west because there are lands there I do not know, and perhaps to find a home for myself.”

		“Perhaps your home will be ours, also.”

		“If the Ni’kwana is there, then I could learn from him?”

		“Ah … The way is long, and my muscles tire. I do not know, Ju-bal, I do not know. But,” he added, “you could be one of us. I think your ways are like our ways.” He smiled wryly. “At least, the ways of some of us.

		“It is wise”—he spoke suddenly, sharply—“not to trust too much. We Natchee do not all believe alike. There are factions.”

		“Kapata? You said he was not of your blood?”

		“His mother was a Karankawa, from the coast far to the south. Kapata has much of her ways and her beliefs, and they were a wild, fierce people. His mother, it is said, was a fierce woman, and the Karankawa were eaters of men.”

		“This I have heard.”

		Rising from beside the fire I said, “Tomorrow I must go. And you, Ni’kwana? Do you return to your village now?”

		“I have been too long away, and the Great Sun will need me. He grows old, and he is not well. You will find Itchakomi?”

		“I will try.”

		With my blanket I went alone to a place beside a rock, and there I slept. When dawn came Ni’kwana still sat beside the fire as he had when I left him. Whether he had moved or slept I did not know, but Keokotah was ready and waiting, impatient to be away from these people he neither knew nor trusted.

		We ate lightly, but as we moved to go, Kapata was waiting. “She is my woman,” he said, glaring.

		“Convince her, not me,” I said, and moved to pass him.

		He reached for my shoulder but my knife was drawn. “Touch me,” I said, “and they will be calling you Kapata the One Handed.”

		For a moment I believed he would attack, but my knife was inches from his belly, so he held his hand. It was well he did so, for I am a man of peace and would not have liked to send him crippled into the time after this.

		We walked away then and left them staring, some with hope, some with hatred. For myself, although I liked Ni’kwana, I was pleased to be on my way. Keokotah, even more eager to be away, took the lead and soon broke into a trot. I followed, running easily and liking the path as it wound through the greenwood.

		When we came to where the path divided, I took the easternmost. Keokotah hesitated. “The other is closer to the Great River,” he said.

		“I have reason. We will take the right-hand path.”

		He shrugged and motioned to indicate I should lead, which I did. We were nearing a river now and also the place where my canoe was hidden. The river we would follow also led toward Hiwasee, where there were Cherokees. It had been the home of other Indians before them and was a well-known place. So far as I knew none of these Cherokees had known us, but as I was beginning to learn, my father was known to them, and I myself, in a lesser way.

		My canoe remained where it had been hidden, and Keokotah was much pleased. Birchbark canoes were not common. The Iroquois, for example, used only clumsy dugout canoes and were not skilled in working with birch-bark. Mine was light and graceful, an easy canoe to be carried across portages by one man, but preferably two.

		Beautiful was the morning when we went out upon the river, with the sunlight gathering diamonds from the ripples, and overhead a few idle clouds loitering over the blue meadows of the sky. We simply allowed the current to take us along, using the paddles only to maintain direction.

		Once a great cloud of pigeons flew up, darkening the sky for a full two minutes as they swept by, a dusty brown screen between us and the sun. Further along we encountered three buffaloes swimming the river, but we had plenty of buffalo meat and had killed three wild turkeys earlier in the day.

		This was my world and I was at ease with it—with the river, its waters still strong from melting snow, and with the dark, mysterious walls of the forest on either hand. I had never known the ease of cities or the trading and haggling of the marketplace. What I now had was what I wanted, to know the wilderness at first hand, to wander its lonely paths, to discover, to see, to feel, to search out the unknown and meet it face to face.

		“You have been to the Far Seeing Lands?” I asked Keokotah.

		“I have. Others of my people have. We Kickapoo are great wanderers.”

		This he had said before and I acknowledged it, for so I had been told in the lodges of the Cherokees.

		“No people lived there,” he said, “until now. A few came, then more, but they are very few even in this day.”

		“Where do they come from?”

		“North, they come from the north, always there are people coming down from the north. And some from the east.

		“There are people like you who sell guns to Indians. The Indians who have guns make war against Indians who have none, and the Indians without guns come westward to escape. These Indians push against other Indians until finally some have had to go out into the Far Seeing Lands.”

		It made sense. We had heard that the Dutch at Hudson’s River were trading guns to the Indians. One thing more I had learned: more than any other Indians the Kickapoos, because of their inclination to wander, knew most about other tribes.

		The Indian did not own land. A tribe might claim an area for hunting and gathering, but a stronger tribe might push them out, or they themselves might move when game became scarce.

		Other things I learned from the casual talk of Keokotah, and one of these was that only those Indians who were present when an agreement was made need abide by its terms. A chief was so by prestige alone, a prestige won by his greatness as a warrior, his success as a leader, or his wisdom in council.

		That night we camped on the bank of a creek emptying into the Hiwasee. It was a grassy shore with forest all around, fuel enough, and a good place to hide our fire. We talked much, and as we talked Keokotah’s tongue loosened and words forgotten returned to him. His English friend had taught him well, obviously impressed by Keokotah’s quick intelligence.

		Once during the night I caught a faint sound from the forest, not a sound of wind among the trees, not a sound of an animal moving, but of something else, someone or something. I lay wide-eyed, listening. Keokotah seemed asleep but with him one never knew.

		Our fire was down to a few coals, our canoe bottom up on the shore, our weapons at hand.

		All was still, and I heard no further sounds, yet I had heard something.

		Morning came and Keokotah said nothing. Had he heard the sound in the night? Did he not think it important? Or was it a sound he had expected? How could I know there were not other Kickapoos about? So I said nothing of what I had heard.

		It was a lazy, easy, sun-filled morning. We watched the river for other Indians but saw none. Hiwasee could not be far away down the river, and many Indians would be there.

		“What game is further west?” I asked him.

		He shrugged. “Like here.” There were deer of several kinds, one his English friend called wapiti. “I do not know what is wapiti. Much buffalo west. More than here. Bears, ver’ large bears. A bear with silver hair almost as large as a small buffalo.”

		“A bear? As large as a buffalo?”

		“Not so great. Nearly. He has a hump on his back and he is hard to kill. You see this bear you go away before he sees you. He ver’ fierce bear.”

		He dipped his paddle and the canoe glided around a rock, and Keokotah added, “There is big animal, big as a bear, maybe much bigger. He is yellow, long hair, very long claws. He dig. Much dig.

		“Then there is big animal, much meat. He have long nose, two spears.”

		“Spears? An animal that carries spears?”

		Keokotah made a sign for a long nose and two curved spears. An elephant? Here?

		I had never seen an elephant, although Sakim had drawn pictures of them, and my father had, I believed, seen one in England.

		“No.” I shook my head. “Not here.”

		“I speak clear.” Keokotah was suddenly very dignified. “I see only one time. Long time. I know old man who hunt him many times. He is big, ver’ big animal. Much hair.”

		That was wrong. I knew about elephants and they did not have much hair. Only short, stiff bristles sometimes. “There is such an animal, but he does not live here.”

		That was a mistake. “He lives.” Keokotah spoke stiffly. “I see him.”

		He did not speak again for many hours and I knew I had seriously offended him.

		The idea was preposterous, yet how could he have even known of such an animal? His English friend, perhaps? But why would Keokotah lie?

		Twice we sighted Indians on the shore, and once a canoe tried to overtake us, but it was no such canoe as ours and we left them far behind.

		Suddenly Keokotah pointed. A land mass seemed to block the river. “Hiwasee!” he said.

		As if commanded by the sound of his voice, two canoes shot into the main stream, each propelled by four paddlers. Dipping their paddles deep, they overtook us, one on either side.

		“Cherokees.” I spoke to Keokotah. “Hold your hand!”
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		They were beside us, weapons ready. To attempt escape was to die. If we fought, the odds were against us, but I had friends among the Cherokees over the mountains. Even here I might find friends.

		We had traded with Cherokees at Shooting Creek, and we had carried trade goods to Cherokee towns to the south and east of us.

		Of Barnabas they must surely know. His name had become legend. Kin had often gone to their villages and had many friends among them, but of these Over Hill Cherokees we knew too little and that only by hearsay.

		Kin and Yance had hunted with the Cherokee, and had been on war parties with them. Yance, I had heard, was especially loved by them, my wild, rowdy, and reckless brother of great strength and an unfailing sense of humor.

		How could they know of me, the Quiet One? He who walked in the shadows among the laurel sticks and stood alone on the balds when the sun was rising?

		“Hold your hand,” I warned the Kickapoo.

		“They are enemies! I fear none of them!”

		“I know you do not fear and they know it as well, but if you would live, hold your hand and be guided by me. I am not their enemy and they shall know it.”

		“Is it that you fear?”

		“If you walk beside me you shall see if I fear, but if they will permit I shall be a man of peace. I have no feud with the Cherokee.”

		“They need no feud. A scalp is a scalp.”

		My friend the Kickapoo was no fool, but we had no choice. The friendship of the red man was based upon different considerations than with us, although there were places where our trails of belief crossed. It behooves one to be wary when among strangers and not to trust too much.

		To the shore we were guided, and when we drew our canoes up on the land one of my captors reached for my bow. Their village was close-by.

		Drawing it away from him I stared into his eyes and said, “I am a friend. I am Sackett.”

		The warrior’s hand fell away. “Sack-ett!” he exclaimed.

		“He is Sack-ett,” another said. “He has the face of Sack-ett.”

		“I do not know him,” another said. “I do not see him.”

		“We come as friends, to smoke with the Cherokee. Then we go to the Great River, and beyond.”

		A Cherokee pointed at Keokotah. “He is Kickapoo. What do you with our enemy?”

		“When he is with me he is no enemy to the Cherokee. He is a great wanderer. Together we go beyond the Great River. Perhaps we shall cross the Far Seeing Lands.”

		“The land is dead. There is no water. The grass is brown and old, and the rivers do not run.”

		“I shall find water. My medicine is strong. For me the land will not be empty.”

		The brave who said I had the Sackett face now spoke. “I know him. It is he of the great medicine.”

		They stood a little away from me. What they knew of me I had no idea, but it was no time for questions. “I would walk in your village. I would smoke with your chiefs. I would sit down with your medicine man. When I am with you my medicine is your medicine.”

		People had come out from the village and they stood back from us as we were escorted into the gate. The village, surrounded by a strong palisade, was a number of lodges roofed with bark. Outside one of the huts an old man sat cross-legged on a buffalo robe.

		He looked up at me and then gestured that we be seated.

		We sat opposite him and he took a pipe and smoked and then passed the pipe to me. I puffed and then passed it to the Kickapoo, who hesitated ever so slightly and then smoked and returned the pipe.

		It seemed to me there was sly amusement in the old man’s eyes. “You are Sack-ett?”

		“I am.”

		The old man studied my clothing and then my longbow. Then his eyes went to the scabbards at my waist. “What?” he asked.

		“The voices of thunder,” I said, “the voice that kills at a distance.”

		The first Cherokee extended a hand. “I will see.”

		“They are medicine. I give them to no man.”

		His eyes were hard. “Perhaps we take?” he suggested.

		“Many would die.”

		“You would die!”

		“Man was born to die. It is our promise at birth.” I looked at him coolly and tried to make it no threat. “Do not hasten the time.”

		The old man appeared to take no notice of what had been said. “We of the Cherokee hear much of He Who Tells of Tomorrow. We hear of your great medicine.”

		A fire blazed between us, just a small, flickering blaze.

		“There is a magic on the wind, and there are spirits that wait in the shadows. They belong to no man but they sometimes favor we of the great medicine.” My hand moved over the fire, opening in a smooth gesture above the flame, but the fire suddenly turned blue and green.

		The Cherokees drew back, muttering, but the old man did not move. “Ah? I have heard of he who makes the fire change.”

		“The spirits are kind,” I said, modestly. “It is nothing.”

		The old man was amused. “My spirits are sometimes kind,” he said, “although not in the same way.”

		“I have no doubt,” I said. “Beyond the blue mountains your name is known.”

		“You go beyond the Great River? It is a far way, often bloody. Some have gone from here. Some returned. Many were lost.” He paused. “It was from there the white men came, the white men who wore iron shirts.”

		“White men in iron shirts? The Warriors of Fire?”

		He shook his head. “It was later. When I was a young boy. With my own eyes I saw them.

		“He came to eat in our village and he was much hungry. When he came to leave we gave him food and he went quickly away. I was a boy then, and curious. I followed.”

		We waited, and even the other Cherokees were curious, for the story seemed new even to them.

		“He was weak, this white man. He had eaten, but still he was weak. Twice he fell down before he came to the fire where two others waited, so weak they could not stand. He gave them food.”

		“They wore iron shirts also?”

		“They did. Two carried bows such as yours, and one carried a spear. All had long knives. They ate. They rested. They went away. I watched them as they went.”

		“Which way did they go?”

		“Up the Great War Path. The Warriors Path.”

		“You did not follow?”

		“For a little way. They met with two other men, also with longbows and also with long knives, but only one had an iron shirt. This one had killed a deer. He had meat with him, and I watched them eat again. When they started on I went back to my village.”

		Five white men? Only the English used the longbow, and an Indian would remember the bows.

		Who could they have been? The old man to whom I talked must be close to eighty, and it had been when he was a boy. Vaguely I recalled a story told by Jeremy Ring, my father’s old friend, a story of some of Sir John Hawkins’s men who had been left ashore in Mexico, and of how some of those men, not wishing to be imprisoned by the Spanish, had struck out to walk to the French settlements of which they had heard, not realizing how long a journey it would be. Yet three men had gotten through, walking to Nova Scotia in eleven months, from which place they were carried away to France and then to England. These could have been the men.

		“You have come in peace,” the old man said. “You will find peace here, and you shall leave in peace.”

		“With my friends the Cherokee I would have it no other way.”

		We were shown a lodge where we could sleep, but I knew that what had been said was spoken to me only. The Kickapoo would be left alone while in the village, but after that—

		It was only then that I realized that the Cherokee who had wanted my guns had left the group before the old man had given us his permission to stay. That Cherokee would not be party to the old man’s agreement. It was a thing to remember. Perhaps not intended that way, but who could be sure?

		What of our canoe? Would it be safe? From the lodge to which we had been taken I judged the distance. Perhaps it would be well if we slipped away in the night, if that were possible. All we could do now was wait and see.

		The village was larger than I had at first believed. There were many Indians about, and they had dogs, dozens of them, constantly moving around. Yet at night they would sleep. Or would they? Certainly they would be aware of us, and any movement at night might be considered unfriendly.

		We would wait until day. We would eat, we would talk, and we would take our departure quietly, as guests should.

		What happened after that was another thing, and we would be ready.

		Keokotah seemed to sleep soundly, yet who could be sure? Long before daybreak I was up, my small pack prepared, my weapons ready. I expected no trouble within the village, but all did not like us here, nor had they all approved of the old man’s welcome.

		A voice from the door of our lodge spoke. “Sack-ett?”

		“I am here.”

		“Come! It is time to go!”

		Six warriors waited outside. We faced them, prepared for whatever would come. “We are friends.” The speaker was a barrel-chested Indian of some forty years. “We have come to see you safely on your way. Sack-ett has been a friend to our people. We are friends to Sack-ett.”

		They formed on either side of us and walked with us to our canoe. Two men guarded it. Getting into two canoes they paddled beside us until we were well on our way. Finally, they backed water and let us go on ahead. The older Indian lifted his spear. “Go in peace!” he said, and we did.

		Obviously they had feared we would be attacked and had come to see us on our way in safety.

		Would our Cherokee enemies pursue? I doubted it. The warrior faction had made their position known in no uncertain terms, and it was unlikely that a few malcontents would dare oppose them.

		But we were wary, as it is wise to be, trusting to nothing and prepared for anything.

		My father’s reputation had preceded us. He had been known as a brave and honorable man, often settling disputes among the Indians. Often they brought their sick or wounded to us for treatment that seemed beyond what their own medicine men could do. The place on Shooting Creek had become known among not only the Cherokees but other tribes as well.

		We moved on through sunlight and shadow, taking our time on the river, seeing no one. Nearly every day clouds of passenger pigeons flew over us, and we also began to see flights of parakeets, adding touches of brilliant color to the bare trees.

		Many trees were leafing out and much of the brush along the streams as well. Once, glancing back, I thought I caught the flash of sunlight on a paddle blade, yet I did not see it again.

		We put twenty miles behind us before we made camp at a cove near a small creek, drawing our canoe well up into the willows and out of sight. Making a small fire of dry wood that offered almost no smoke, we ate some of the buffalo meat and stretched out on the grassy slope to rest.

		From where we lay we could see upstream for almost a mile, and by turning our heads and looking through the willows we could see downstream for a short distance. It was a quiet, lazy time, but a time I needed to think, to plan.

		If I was to find Itchakomi I must seek sign of their passing. The old man of the Cherokees might have told me something but I had forgotten to mention her to them. The Natchee had been friendly to the Cherokees, I remembered, and they might well have stopped at Hiwasee.

		We had tales of Spanish men being westward, beyond the plains. I believed this to be true, but we did not know. Too little was known in England of what the Spanish were doing, and we in the colonies knew even less. From time to time the Indians brought stories of Spanish men to the westward, but far, far away.

		Where would Itchakomi go? She was to seek out a new land for the Natchee, and such a land must be far enough away to provide escape from their enemies. There were fierce tribes to the north, such as the Seneca, so it was unlikely they would go far in that direction. The plains had to be where they would go, but would they stop there? What would invite them? Only that the plains were empty.

		I spoke of this to Keokotah. “Where would you go?”

		He had been lying on the grass and he sat up suddenly. “To the mountains,” he said. “I would go where mountains are, where water is, where game can be. I would find a place hidden from eyes.”

		“And to get there?”

		“I would follow a river, but not too close. Where water is, enemies can be. I would walk far from streams and come to them only at night, or before night.”

		We talked of this and of many things. Keokotah was learning more English from me, and he had a quick intelligence as well as a gift for mimicry that helped him to learn.

		“You English—” he said.

		“English? I do not know that I am English,” I said. “My father was English, but I have never seen England. I know only America. I think I am American.”

		“Why you American?”

		“Because I was born here. I live here. All my memories are of here.”

		“So it is with me, but I am Kickapoo.”

		“You are Kickapoo, but you are also American,” I explained.

		“You are American. You say I am American. What of Cherokee? What of Seneca?”

		“They are Americans, too.”

		He shook his head. “No Seneca is American. Seneca is Seneca and my enemy.”

		“Far away in Boston there are people called Puritans. They are English by birth. They do not think as I do, but they are Americans, too.”

		“They are not your tribe?”

		“No.”

		“Spanish men your tribe?”

		“No.”

		“Spanish men live in Florida. That is America?”

		“Of course.”

		“Then Spanish men are Americans?”

		“Well—”

		“You say Seneca are American. I say Spanish men are American.”

		“It would be better if we forgot who is Seneca and who is Spanish and just remembered we are all Americans.”

		Keokotah was silent. The idea was new to him and he was not prepared to accept it. But was I prepared to accept the Spanish, our traditional enemies, as Americans?

		Keokotah spoke slyly. “Next time we meet Seneca, you tell him we all Americans. No need fight. You put down your bow. Put down your knife. You walk up to him and say, ‘We all Americans.’ ”

		“And—?”

		“Your American scalp will hang in a Seneca lodge.”

		“What if a Seneca came to you and said, ‘We no fight’?”

		“I would take his scalp, cut off his hands and his genitals.”

		“Cut off his hands?” This, I knew, was often done as well as other mutilation. It was a custom, and a barbarous one. “Why?”

		He stared at me as if my words were those of a child. “If he has no hands he cannot attack me in the time after this. If he has no genitals he cannot breed sons to hunt me down. What else is there to do?”

		I started to tell him white men did not do such things and then amended it. “It is not our custom.”

		He shrugged. “You will have enemies waiting in the time after this, but I shall rest in peace.”

		“But why not have peace here? Now? Would you not like it if you could walk in the forest without danger?”

		“No. Soon Keokotah lazy, fat, useless. Indians cannot live without war. Until an Indian has taken a scalp he is nothing. He cannot get a woman, he cannot speak in council.”

		“That, too, can change. In England most of the titled lords won their titles because of their ability at killing. A man was knighted because of his skill with weapons. Now often enough a man is given a title or knighted who would faint at the sight of blood.”

		“The Kickapoo are strong because of our enemies. Deny us our enemies and we would grow weak. The Englishman taught me to pray to your Christian god,” he added suddenly.

		“And you do?”

		“Why not? All gods are useful. Who am I to say yours is not? The Englishman prayed, and he was strong in death. The Seneca who killed him sing songs of his courage.”

		After a moment, Keokotah added, “If I make one last prayer I ask that your god grant me an enemy. If I have an enemy, even one enemy, I can be strong.”

		“It need not be an enemy,” I protested, “any obstacle can do the same. Anything that makes one struggle to be stronger, to be better.”

		“You have obstacle. I will have enemy. You grow strong in your way, I in mine.”

		He was a most stubborn man, but a strong one. Yet as I protested I had to remember that England became great at sea at least in part because Spain built an armada.
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		We hid our canoe when the morning was bright on the water, and started inland. My father had put it upon me to find a new home for us and to spy out the land. For this I could not remain upon the water, but must explore. Besides, it was a strong craving in me to know what lay about me, and Keokotah felt as I did.

		Rich were the grasses underfoot, and tall the trees when we came to them. There were numerous springs, yet not so many running streams, for this was limestone country, a place of many caves where the streams ran deep within them. Yet I began to see a reluctance in Keokotah, a hanging back at times, and he looked upon the hills with awe and seemed to wish to avoid the caves.

		“The spirits of the dead are here,” he said, when I asked him the why of it. “They are all about. And there are caves where they sleep, not dead, yet not alive.”

		“You have seen this?”

		“I have.”

		“Will you take me to them?”

		“I will not.”

		“I will make strong medicine,” I said, “medicine that will protect us from evil.”

		That he had respect for my magic I knew, and I must keep him respecting it, but to do that it must be used sparingly and with care.

		“I have much to learn,” I said, “and mayhap those who once lived here were of my people.” I did not know this was true, but knew the story of Prince Madoc of Wales, and suspected a connection.

		Night was coming on when we spoke of this, and we made a small camp near a spring in a nest of rocks and trees. It was a hidden place and such as we needed, for we must make fresh moccasins from skins we carried. Moccasins did not last like English boots, but we were skilled at cutting out the patterns and shaping them to our feet.

		What had Keokotah meant when he had said “they lived yet did not live”?

		I knew the folly of asking direct questions, on some topics at least. I said no more, but waited, wishing for him to talk but knowing he would talk of these things only when the mood was upon him.

		The night was very still. We sat late beside our fire building moccasins for tomorrow and other days. Knowing we had the time we each made several pairs, and I wished to wait and hope Keokotah would decide to speak.

		Finally, he did. “Cold came early that year. I saw no bears, and even the birds flew low and fluttered from bush to bush. When the snow fell it fell thick, and soon it was deep and my tracks were deep like the tracks of pasnuta.”

		“Pasnuta?”

		He looked at me with no friendly eyes. “The big one with the long nose. The Poncas call him pasnuta.”

		“I did not know there was a name,” I said.

		“All things have names.” He spoke with dignity. “Pasnuta means ‘long nose.’ ”

		After a moment he explained. “Pasnuta ver’ heavy. He makes deep tracks in snow.”

		“It was an early snow?” I prodded him.

		“I was not prepared. I had meat and a skin, but the skin was not ready. There was no time to build a lodge, and the snow was falling ver’ thick. I looked along the mountain for a place where trees had fallen or great rocks. I looked for shelter from the strong wind that was coming.”

		“And?”

		“I found a cave. Not a big cave.” He held his hands not two feet apart. “A broken rock, black inside. I looked and found a big room, big as three lodges together. I went inside and it was dry, no animal, nothing.

		“Outside I broke branches from a dead tree. Gathering wood for my fire. Inside there was no wind but there was a place for fire. Ver’ old, this place. Ashes, but no sticks, no coals. Stones, like so.” His gestures indicated rocks placed in a circle for a fireplace.

		“I make a fire. The room grows warmer. Not warm … warmer. I think in that place it is always cool.” He was silent and we worked on the moccasins. “The fire is burning. I put sticks. It burns brighter. Shadows move upon the walls. I look … and then I am frighten.”

		“Frightened? Why?”

		He did not speak for some minutes, and I waited, impatient but knowing I must wait.

		“Too many shadows.” He looked up at me. “Shadows made by the firelight, but other shadows, too. Shadows that move not with the others, taller, thinner shadows. I am frighten, but it is cold outside, cold enough to die with no shelter from wind, no fire. And I am Keokotah, who is a Kickapoo, and not afraid.”

		He paused. “I say to my thoughts, ‘No more sticks.’ If the fire go out there can be no dancing shadows, so I let the fire die, but when there are only red coals, there are still shadows, only they dance slow.

		“I build the fire again. The shadows have not hurt me and if I let the room go dark … who knows what can be? Maybe the fire is for the shadows. Maybe they love the fire because it makes the shadows live?

		“The shadows live again. Only the tall shadows, the thin shadows, they dance slower than the others. I am frighten to sleep. All night long I feed the shadows with their firelight. I give them life and make offering of sticks. Yet I am frighten. What if my sticks are no more? I get up and the shadows seem to grow taller. Yet I show how small is the pile of sticks and I go out into the cold for more. I bring them back. I build up the fire.

		“And then I think now I am slave to the shadows. When morning comes, will they let me go? I watch the fire. I watch the sticks. When morning comes I put sticks on the fire and then go out as if for more. And I run!

		“Away through the snow! I run, I dodge among trees, I keep running until I can run no more. I am no longer frighten. I am free! I have escape!” He looked at me. “I will no go back. It is enough.”

		“And your skin? The one you took to the cave?”

		He shrugged. “I think it is there. I do not want the skin. I will not go to the cave.”

		“You will show me?”

		He shrugged. “I show you. I wait two days. If you do not come, I walk away, far away, ver’ fast.”

		For a long time we worked in silence, and the moccasins shaped themselves in our fingers. And then I said, “You spoke of ‘they live yet do not live’ or some such thing. Did you mean the shadows?”

		He was again silent, and when almost an hour had passed and we had put aside our moccasins he said, “There was a deeper cave. I went to it.”

		“Another room?”

		“I do not know what is ‘room.’ Another cave, deeper into the mountain. I looked.”

		“And—?”

		“Three lay sleeping. Three wrapped tight in skins. Skins hard tied about them. Only their faces showed, and their hands and feet.”

		“Tied?”

		“Like buried. Like dead. A skin tied about each, but their faces looked old … so ver’ old! Wrinkled—” He squeezed up the skin of his face until it wrinkled. “When I lifted the pine torch their eyes were alive! They stared at me. They were blue eyes like the Englishman, only fierce, wild, strange! I was frighten. I run back to other cave. The shadows are better than they who lie sleeping with open eyes.”

		The story was strange, yet I believed him. Keokotah did not lie. What he told me was what he saw, but what is it we see? Is it not often what we expect to see? Or imagine we see? He was frightened, so what part was reality and what part imagination? Sakim had taught me to be wary of evidence given by others, for in all evidence there is some interpretation. The eyes see, the mind explains. But does the mind explain correctly? The mind only has what experience and education have given it, and perhaps that is not enough. Because one has seen does not mean one knows.

		I, coming from another world, would have a different supply of information than Keokotah. My explanation might be different. Moreover, I was curious. Blue eyes? Unlikely, but possible, and the three bodies wrapped in hides sounded to me like a burial, and the bodies might be mummified.

		By now I believed Keokotah was my friend. To keep a friend is important and to shame him would be to lose him. Therefore I must not make light of his belief in what he had seen or believed he had seen. I must prepare for what I was to see in a way he would comprehend.

		I would make medicine.

		I must convince him I was making medicine to prepare myself for the ordeal that lay before me. I must make sure he knew that I was impressed by his story and that only the strongest medicine would ward off the evils I must face. I went to sleep that night thinking of what I must do and how to do it.

		At the same time I was intensely curious. Seagoing men have many stories that do not reach their landlubberly friends; some are merely superstition but some are dim memories of voyages made long ago by mariners long since lost.

		Many an ancient archive has been lost in fires, destroyed in sieges, or simply allowed to decay through lack of interest or awareness. Among the greatest of seamen, for example, were the Carthaginians. Descendants of the Phoenicians, who were themselves among the greatest of seafaring peoples, the Carthaginians were denied access to many sources of raw material by their rivals and enemies the Romans. Eventually the Romans destroyed Carthage, but in the meanwhile their ships were continually at sea bringing back cargoes of raw materials and much else. Hanno the Phoenician had circumnavigated Africa hundreds of years before Christ. Crossing the Atlantic would have been much less difficult.

		We do not know where the Carthaginians went except in a few cases, but like their relatives the Phoenicians they were great traders and travelers. The Arabs, who were among the greatest of seafaring peoples, had access to more of the Phoenician records than had Europeans through their captures of such great trading ports as Tyre, Sidon, and Alexandria.

		It was little enough I knew except from sailors’ tales or from the lips of Sakim. As the Moslem religion demanded a pilgrimage to Mecca from each of its followers, many succeeded in making the long trip from wherever they lived, and in so doing brought to Mecca many accounts not only of their homelands but of other lands of which they knew or had heard.

		Hence my mind was not closed to the possibilities of who the bodies might have been. Long ago, when I was a small boy, my father had walked along the outer banks where the Atlantic curls its foaming lips against the shores of America. I had not seen the sea before although there had been much talk of it at home, for my father had sailed his own craft across that ocean.

		The sea, busy moving sand as always, had uncovered an ancient wreck. There was a colony in Virginia by then, but the Mayflower had not yet crossed the Atlantic with its Pilgrims, and the wreck we looked upon was old. Only a few gray ribs protruded from the sand. Perhaps only an abandoned ship that washed up here, perhaps some early venture. Not enough showed itself to explain its construction but my father examined it curiously. When I asked whose ship it might have been, he shrugged. “It is a construction I find strange,” he said, “but I know so little of such things.”

		He kicked one of the timbers, as one will. “Solid,” he said, “and built for the deep sea. This was no coasting craft.”

		Keokotah knew nothing of ships and the sea, and of all this speculation I said nothing. I knew too little myself, just enough to tantalize me and make me long to know more. Yet when I thought back to my opportunities I knew that few boys had grown up exposed to more than I.

		My father’s men had been soldiers, sailors, and wanderers. Sakim had been a seaman aboard a ship with my father, a prisoner taken at sea as my father had been, and several of his men had been soldiers who had fought in foreign wars.

		Soldiering was an honorable trade, and many of England’s men had fought on the continent or in Mediterranean lands. Each had stories to tell and we boys were avid listeners. Yet I had learned more because I was not the hunter and fisherman the others were.

		After Keokotah had fallen asleep I lay long awake remembering my mother. A thought took me: she was in England … suppose she, too, had died and I did not know? But then I would never know now if she were alive or dead.

		I thought of Brian and Noelle. I had been closer to them than the older boys had.

		How different their lives would be! In the England I had never seen they would live, grow, become educated. I longed for them then, and longed for my mother, too. But my star hung over the western mountains and I knew it.

		What would I find there? What, besides a Natchee princess or priestess, or whatever she was?

		But I had nothing to do with her, only to find her and tell her the Great Sun was dying and she was needed. Remembering Ni’kwana, however, I began to wonder whether he really wished her to return or not. I think he feared Kapata and his ambition. But if she did not return, what life would there be for her? Where could such a one find happiness in our wild western world?

		My mind was busy with that when my lids closed. How long they had been closed—it seemed but an instant—I do not know, but suddenly they were wide open, staring.

		Something had moved in the forest! Some sound, some vague whispering of movement against leaves.

		I put out a hand and touched Keokotah. The hand I touched held a knife.
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		Ghostlike, I slid from under my blanket and into the trees. As always, I had chosen my retreat before lying down. Often it is too late when the moment comes, and I wished to make no sound to give away my position. There was no need to worry about Keokotah. He had known nothing else since childhood and knew well what must be done.

		We waited then. I knew not where Keokotah was, nor did the red coals give any light. Our blankets looked heaped as though we still slept. That, too, was an immediate reaction to attack.

		There was no moon, only stars and scattered clouds above the trees. I heard no sound, but there would be none. These Indians knew what they did. The sound that had awakened me might have been a natural sound of the forest or an attacker, momentarily clumsy.

		There would be no chance to use my bow in a first attack. Later—if I survived.

		A wind stirred. Often Indians chose such moments in which to move, covered by the wind sounds. I waited, knife in hand. A low wind sifted through the leaves. I felt body warmth near to me, and when I looked to my right a faint gleam from a metallic armlet told me an Indian lay beside me, not two feet away!

		My knife was ready, gripped in my right hand. He was lying parallel to me, and to stab he must rise up and strike with his right hand. I had known perhaps a thousand Indians and none had been left-handed. When he raised up to strike I would stab him, and it would be only an instant before he was aware of me.

		He must have been a young Indian with not too many warpaths behind him, for he had eyes only for his chosen point of attack. He raised up to his knees, spear poised to throw into my heaped-up blankets. My blade cut sharply back and up, the point going in below the middle of his rib cage, driving to the hilt.

		His eyes met mine in a moment of awful awareness. His spear was thrown as he took the blade. He realized death in that instant and I put my hand against his shoulder and drew back my knife. He started to cry out, but could not. His hand went back for a tomahawk at his belt but there was no strength in his fingers. He fell forward, made an effort to rise, then moved no more.

		The fire blazed up from a handful of leaves and sticks thrown upon it. An Indian lay dead near the fire. Nothing else moved. Wind stirred the leaves again, and the blaze dipped in obedience to the moving air. And then there was a long silence, while the fire crackled.

		A hand reached from the brush toward the fallen Indian’s foot, but before I could rise to bring my bow into position an arrow drove through the air. The hand tightened convulsively into a fist and was withdrawn. And that was all.

		When morning came the two dead Indians lay where they had fallen. The warrior who had taken Keokotah’s arrow was gone, the arrow with him.

		He looked at my Indian with approval and then gestured at the scalp. “You no want?”

		“No. It is not my custom.”

		He did not hesitate, but took the scalp for himself as he had the other.

		“What if they come again?”

		“Their medicine bad. They go home now. He”—Keokotah indicated the Indian he had killed—“was chief. He dead. He medicine no good. Maybe pick another chief, maybe stay home. Two men die, medicine no good.”

		“How many were there, I wonder?”

		He shrugged. “Maybe six, maybe eight. No more.”

		They were of a tribe strange to us both, but there were many such, some even now disappearing. There were Indians my father had met when first he landed in Carolina who were no more. Wars with other tribes, diseases … who knew what had happened to them?

		Keokotah stooped and cut the string that held a medallion on the Indian’s throat. He held it out to me.

		It was a Roman coin. A silver coin of about the size of a nine-penny piece, dated in the third year of Antoninus Pius. The date and other inscriptions were much worn, so that I could not be sure but I figured the date to be about 137 after Christ.

		This was not the first Roman coin we Sacketts had come upon, for once before an Indian had traded us another coin dated only a few years earlier than the one I now had. The dates of both were close enough that they could have been carried by one man or one group of men.

		The coin did not surprise me. For every documented voyage there must have been a thousand of which no record was kept. What reason had the average ship’s master or merchant for keeping records, especially when they might betray his sources of raw material or trade?

		Our travel was no longer swift, for if my people were to relocate so far from known sources of material they must find new sources. They would have to make their own gunpowder, which we had done for much of the time, but they would need lead, also, or copper, from which we had occasionally made bullets.

		Keokotah was sullen. He spoke little and I began to realize he did not wish to go to the cave. Moreover, when he did speak he often spoke of his own village, and I realized I might lose my companion. His own village lay not many days travel away to the north, and he had long been gone.

		At night I now built a small, separate fire, and over this I muttered prayers and recited doggerel learned from my parents. To Keokotah I was making medicine, preparing for entering the cave of the shadows. All this was pure mumbo-jumbo but I liked Keokotah and did not wish him to believe I made light of his fears. “Bad,” I said to him, “much bad! Bad spirits!”

		The cave lay on the south side of a large river, but nearer a branch of that river which forked. He led the way, but he walked slower and slower.

		One night in a camp on a shelf above the river I said to him, “Keokotah, your home is near. If you go to the Far Seeing Lands with me it will be long before you again see your village.”

		I had all his attention. “You could visit your village and meet me in the western lands.” I took up a stick and in the clay I drew a line. “Here is the Great River, running north to south. Here”—I drew a line joining it from the west—“is another river. It is almost due west from here toward the setting sun. Perhaps a little south? You could meet me there. I will return to the canoe, and will go to the Great River and then to this river.

		“It has been told me that this river”—I indicated the one flowing into the Great River from the west—“flows down from the Shining Mountains. That river I shall follow westward.

		“It is also,” I added, “the way Itchakomi was to go. If I am to find her I must seek signs of their passing.”

		“The signs will be gone.”

		“I do not think so. You see, Ni’kwana spoke to me alone. He told me of signs that were to be left for those to follow if Itchakomi did not return. I shall look for the signs.”

		He hesitated for a long time and then he asked, “You do not want Keokotah with you when you face the spirits of the Shadow Cave?”

		“If he wishes,” I said carefully, “but I think this is something my medicine is strong against. It is a trial for me.” An inspiration came to me. “When you won your name, your totem, did you not go out alone to fast? To dream? So it is with me. The spirits tell me this I must face alone. It is for me. It is great danger for anyone else. If I come not to the place by the Great River you will know I have failed.”

		Keokotah did not wish to leave me, but two things tugged at him: his desire to visit his village and his fear of the Shadow Cave.

		“I will go with you even though I fear,” he said. “You are my friend.”

		“My medicine will often protect all who are with me. In this case it will protect only me, I think. I must go into the cave alone.

		“Perhaps,” I suggested, “you were sent to bring me this knowledge. Perhaps those who lie in the cave are my ancestors who have words for me. I do not fear the shadow things, for they know of me. I will go to them. Do you go to your village. In two moons you will meet me at the river of which I speak. I shall leave signs for you to follow.”

		I held up the Roman coin. “This speaks to me across many years.” I showed him the picture of the old man on one side and the young man on the other. “These were great chiefs long ago in a land far from here, but I know who they were and what deeds they did.

		“Those who lie in the cave may also have words for me. We shall see.”

		We parted when the sun arose, and no more was said. Neither knew what lay between us and the river of which I spoke, but each knew he could find the other if he was there.

		I watched him go with sadness, for I have had few friends and did not know if I would have another.

		Now was my time of trial. I had said much to Keokotah because I desperately wished to see the cave where the bodies lay, but I had no faith in my charms against the shadow things. That was spoken for him, to put his fears for me at rest. I am no braver than any man, and the thought of entering the cave filled me with doubt and fear. Yet I am a curious man, and wherever I had gone I had had the feeling that I followed in the footsteps of others. This was a clue I could not, dare not, avoid. I must see, not only for myself but for that most sacred thing, the knowledge of others.

		In a world of many mysteries there are a few doors left slightly ajar for us to see. He who passes one of those doors may deny man knowledge precious to us. How long might men wait before another told of the cave? How many could know of it? The knowledge had been given to me. The mission was mine.

		If I could not solve the mystery of those bodies I could at least report their existence.

		The opening of the cave was small, not easy to find, and such an opening as one might easily pass by, thinking it nothing at all.

		That night I made camp on a branch of a fork on the river. Tomorrow I would venture into the cave. Tomorrow.…

		And when the morning came there were no stars, but only a flat black sky, and there was a smell of rain in the air. I broiled a piece of venison and ate slowly, making coffee from chicory. The wild plants grew along old buffalo trails and elsewhere. There were no blooms this early, but within a few weeks the bright blue flowers would be visible in many a corner and meadow.

		My fire burned low, a sullen flame that brought no cheer. I thought of the cave into which I was going and hesitated. Need I go? Why take the chance? I had never liked caves much, anyway. I gave myself excuses but none of them worked. The cave was there and I would see what it contained.

		When the fire was low and I had drunk the last of my chicory brew I gathered my few things together, put my fire out carefully, and made up my small pack.

		With my knife firmly in place and my guns ready, I took up my bow and started up the narrow, scarcely discernible path. Now for it, I told myself.

		Trees like black bars against the gray rock. Moss hanging, moss clinging. The track was slippery. If it rained I must be careful along here. Below there was a tangle of dead trees, trunks crossing trunks, all blown down by some violent gust long ago. It was a trap above which the track wound along. I could hear the water rustling by. Suddenly there was a crack in the limestone wall.

		Here it probably was then. I looked all around and saw nothing. A small flock of parakeets flew from one tree to another, in pursuit of some unseen food supply.

		The cave was not just as I had heard it was, but no matter. I had found it.

		Black and ominous. I gathered material for a torch but then thought of the candle I forever carried in my small pack. Such a candle can keep a man from freezing in a small space. I got it out, crouched low through the opening, and lighted it. I edged forward and then stood up.

		Before me was where Keokotah had built his fire. The remains of it as though it had just gone out. Some sticks lay close by to add to the fuel. The room was bare and clean, with nothing besides the fire and its ashes.

		My candlelight flickered on the walls but I saw no shadows but those that should be there … or did I? I shook my head, angry with myself.

		Imagination! Was I a child to be frightened by ghosts? Or such a savage as Keokotah, who knew no better?

		Yet what did I know? Were there ghosts? Were there spirits? Who was I to say? All my life I had heard stories of such things. All my child’s life I had been pleasurably frightened by such stories. We had longed for them and had begged my mother, or Lila, or Jeremy Ring to tell us such stories. Now they returned to haunt me.

		I looked at the small opening into the next room. Was that where the bodies lay, with their blue eyes watching? Were they dead? Were they even there? Or were they merely waiting, lying there, waiting for me to enter?

		Don’t be a fool, I told myself. You’re not a child. You are a man. You are not afraid of the dark or of shadows.

		What was that? Had something moved? Or was it some sound from outside? I drew my knife.

		What good was a knife against a ghost? Yet was this a ghost? What kind of creatures could they be? They were but bodies, and Keokotah had seen them.

		Carefully, I looked around again. I edged back toward the entrance hole and listened.

		Nothing.

		Again my eyes went to the walls. The candle cast few shadows, but against the limestone walls the candle gave much light. My eyes searched for shadows, not wanting to find them but not daring to miss them.

		The silent dead lay within that other room. They were the ones I had come to see.

		How long ago had Keokotah seen them? Suddenly I realized I did not know. Had it been just now? A few days ago? Or had it been months? Even years?

		I moved then, and something else moved. I was suddenly still, my heart pounding. Had something moved? Or was I dreaming? Had expectation created the sound? I took a step, and something else stepped.

		It was an echo, that was all. My footstep against these walls. How carefully clean it was! As if the floor had been swept, and not long since.

		My eyes went to the sticks left by Keokotah. They were neatly piled, and ready to be added to the fire, had there been a fire.

		But of course there had been. He had spoken of it, and the ashes were there. This was the fire that brought the shadows to life. Should I light it again? Should I make that experiment too?

		Ridiculous. I was not cold. I did not need a fire. Outside thunder rumbled. Maybe I would need a fire. It was going to rain.

		Well, it was warm and dry in here. I swallowed. It seemed warm, and that made no sense. Such caves were always cool, always almost cold. Had not I heard somewhere that caves kept an even, cool temperature?

		Regardless of that, this cave was warm. Almost as if there had been a fire.

		The hair on the back of my neck prickled and I felt my skin crawl. For a moment I looked at the gray, dead ashes. Suddenly, impelled by what impulse I know not, I bent over and touched the ashes with my fingers.

		They were warm!
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		I felt of them again. Soft, gray wood ashes but definitely warm.

		Well, why not? Was there anything so mysterious about that? I had come to the cave seeking an answer to a puzzle, but Keokotah had come seeking shelter, so why not others after him? And before?

		Again my eyes went to the entrance to the inner cave. I started forward and then stopped. There was a cobweb in the opening. Whoever had been using the cave had evidently not entered the inner cave at all.

		Brushing the cobweb away I ducked into the inner cave, holding my candle before me.

		The three bodies lay side by side, each wrapped in a neat cocoon of skins. They were very, very old skins and looked as if they might disintegrate at a touch. Two of the bodies were those of women, one obviously an old woman, one young. Their faces were shrunken, the skin on their hands and feet also. It was tight to the bone, but I could still tell that one had been much younger than the other. The third figure was that of a man who seemed to have been buried later than the first comers. His skin looked fresher, his face composed as though he had died in his sleep, yet his eyes were open and they seemed to be looking at me as if he were about to speak. I shuddered.

		Beside the first two bodies there was a woven basket containing grain. There was a jar nearby that had no doubt contained water or some other liquid.

		There were no weapons, nor was there any jewelry, yet I had a feeling that when the bodies had been left here there had been both.

		Slowly, I backed away, looking about me. This cave, too, was spotlessly clean. Obviously it had been swept. In vain I looked for some clue as to who these dead might have been or where they had come from. There was nothing, and I had no wish to examine the bodies. Far better to let them lie as they had for these many years.

		Years? Perhaps even centuries. The interior of the cave had a cool, almost cold temperature. It was dry. The warmth of the brief fire in the outer room did not seem to have penetrated here. I backed away, and the eyes seemed to follow me. At the opening, I paused, and something made me speak.

		“I shall leave you now, as you have been. Is there anything I can do?”

		No lips stirred, nor did the eyes blink. I shook my head. What was I expecting? Was I as superstitious as a child? Yet in the eyes of the young man there seemed to be a pleading, a longing, as of something unsatisfied.

		“I wish I could help,” I said quietly.

		I crawled through the opening into the outer cave and gathered my few things. It was time to go. Yet I was slow in the gathering and felt reluctant to go.

		Suddenly a voice seemed to speak. “Find them!” it said. I turned sharply, my brow furrowed. Had I actually heard a voice? Or was it in my own mind?

		Find who?

		Itchakomi? Or was I to find someone else? Someone akin to those buried in the inner cave? Had someone spoken? Or had it been been imagination only? No matter. It was time to go.

		Slinging my pack and taking up my bow, I went out into the morning.

		For a moment I stood still, listening. Every sense alert for possible danger, for it was always nearby. I heard no sound, felt nothing, saw nothing but the quiet forest and the blue sky above.

		I moved out, found a trail, and began walking. As always I checked the trail to see what or who had passed. I found only the tracks of a deer and of birds and one place where a snake had crossed the path. I walked on into the morning. This was a new land for me, a land where few had been before me, and perhaps no white man after those in the cave back there.

		My mind worked on two levels, as always. One was alert for danger, aware of all my surroundings, missing nothing. The other was my own inner thoughts, and this morning I was puzzled about myself.

		Why had I chosen to come west? To explore new lands, I had told myself. To be the first to see, the first to experience. Yet was that all? I was uneasy with the explanation, feeling it was not enough. Was it not simply the desire to be on my own? To experience things for myself? Was I not escaping to myself?

		My father and older brothers had been complete and efficient men, grown so by the demands made upon them, so when living with them I had been content to follow, to accept their judgment, and to leave the responsibility to them. I was as capable as any of them, yet lived in their shadows. To go off by myself relieved me of that tendency to go along. It left all the decisions to me and the responsibilities to them.

		That might explain my actions in part, an effort to escape to myself.

		Yet there was something more. There was an unheard voice that was calling me westward, something beyond my father’s urge to cross the far blue mountains. I did want, however, to see what lay beyond the Great River, beyond the Far Seeing Lands, beyond the Shining Mountains. Whatever else there was might be imagination or some strange communication from someone or something. I had no explanations for that. Sakim and I had often talked of that, and my father had spoken of it.

		Yance scoffed, and we were amused by his scoffing. Yance was a complete realist. He believed in things he could see, touch, taste, and feel. He had little faith in Lila’s second sight or that of my father. He chided them gently or merely shrugged off their accurate predictions. He said, which was undoubtedly true, that our senses picked up vibrations of which we were unaware, warning us of changes in the weather, the approach of enemies, and other such things. He said we were aware on more than one level, of that which drew our immediate attention and of other vibrations or sensings of which our immediate attention took no notice. There was logic in what he said, and we were not inclined to argue.

		The air was clear and cool. The summer sun was not yet in the sky. I moved off, carrying with me a good burden of dried and smoked meat. As I walked I chewed on a piece of this.

		A squirrel chattered at me irritably. A small flock of parakeets flew up angrily, circling a crow who sat on a bare branch. The crow sat waiting, confident.

		A doe started across the trace ahead of me and I froze in position. It paused, staring at me, ears wide, yet as I was not moving and the wind was from her toward me she could not make me out. She would have been an easy kill, yet I did not need meat. We watched each other until suddenly some vagrant shift of the small breeze must have brought my scent, for it bounded into the woods and was gone.

		Yet the momentary halt proved a good one, for as I started to turn something flashed in my eyes, something from far away, beyond the long meadow that bordered the woods into which the deer had fled.

		A spear blade? What else? Quickly I moved into the brush, careful to disturb no leaf or leave a sign of my passing. I was being followed! Or if not followed, then somebody was within too close a distance, and strangers probably were enemies.

		Swiftly, weaving a careful way, I moved off through the thick woods. There was little undergrowth, but the trees, each one large, grew close together. I turned and went uphill, on the theory that someone following a trail will tend to go downhill, since that is the easiest and swiftest way.

		Keokotah, I remembered, had seemed convinced we were being followed, but by whom? Kapata remained the most likely one, for who else had reason?

		Luckily I came upon a small, rocky stream. There was not much water but the bed was scattered with a multitude of rocks, and I stepped from one to the other, running part of the way, moving easily from rock to rock. At midday I sat down on a rock in the shade of a huge old tree and chewed on another piece of the buffalo jerky.

		The rest gave me time to study the crude map drawn for me by Ni’kwana. There had been no time to give it my full attention before this, and I was pleased to find that the western river, where Keokotah and I were to meet, was the very one up which Itchakomi must have traveled. At least, so it appeared. There were other rivers that flowed into the Great River, but this appeared to be the same.

		Yet, why not? It was a large river and offered access to the western lands. It was an obvious route.

		It was not our way to trust to maps, for few were to be found in the western lands or anywhere in America west of Jamestown, and those few were faulty and mostly drawn by hearsay or guesswork. The Indians we had known had a good sense of country and could often, with a few lines, explain it well.

		First I must come to the valley my father had wanted me to find. Had I come straight there I should have been at the valley long since, for it was but a few days travel westward of Shooting Creek, but Keokotah and I had traveled by devious routes, as had I since, partly to reach the cave, partly to throw off pursuit.

		I had found no minerals, and we needed lead or copper as well as sulphur. For this reason I must now travel slower and study the country with greater care, for it was in the vicinity of the valley that we hoped to find what was needed. Yet if necessary we could travel many days to find lead.

		Once, years before, my father had been shown a good-sized chunk of lead that had come from the westward. It was from an outcropping not many days from the river toward which I must travel. There might be other sources as well. One reason for our slow travel had been my quest for evidences of such things, although I was far from expert and knew of few indications.

		Being alone I felt better. The decisions and responsibilities were mine and I need lean on no one or trust to their judgment. A man who travels with another is only half as watchful as when traveling alone, and often less than half, for a part of his attention is diverted by his companion. Several times I stopped to examine outcroppings of rock, but found nothing of which I could be sure.

		Several times I paused to study my back trail but saw nothing to disturb me. I was growing tired and began looking for a place to camp, but a hidden place that would allow me to see any who might approach. The evening was far along before I found a bench back from a creek in a notch of the hills, but I avoided it because there was no back way out.

		I finally settled upon a place under a couple of large old trees facing a willow thicket near a stream. Under cover of the willows I could obtain water, and the foliage of the trees would dissipate my smoke.

		I went past my camping spot and then doubled back in the stream and went through the willows to the place under the trees. It offered shelter from the wind and rain, a hidden place for my fire, and access to water. Above all it was inconspicuous, a place to be passed by unseen.

		My fire was small. In a dish made of bark I fixed a small stew from buffalo meat and a few herbs gathered by the way. With this I ate some cattail roots baked in the ashes of my fire. When the meal was finished and my coffee made of chicory was ready, I carefully put out my small fire.

		It would soon be night. My bed was made of cattail rushes and willow leaves and I spread my oilskin on them and covered myself with my blanket. I was tired. It had been a long day. Tomorrow, with luck, I should find my valley.

		According to various Indians who knew of it the valley was three or four days travel in length, which might make it anywhere from thirty-six to eighty miles, depending on the Indian and how far he liked to travel in a day.

		The night was warm, for since I had left Shooting Creek spring had faded into summer. The trees, just leafing out then, had their leaves now. It seemed just a few days ago that I had left the settlement we called home, but the country changed from day to day and I was lower in altitude here and the weather was warmer.

		Where was Keokotah? Had he reached his village? Or did he travel still?

		And who was following me, if anybody at all?

		Of these things I thought as I lay under the trees. The water rustled, the leaves brushed gently, and occasionally something splashed out in the stream. It was very quiet, very still.

		And then I was asleep.

		Stars were above me when my eyes opened. I knew I had not slept long, but now I was wide awake.

		Something was moving out there in the night. A bear? A panther? It was some large creature.

		A snort, a sound of drinking, and then of water dripping. It moved again.

		A buffalo … no, several buffaloes. I listened, wondering if they had scented me, for they were suddenly still. I could picture them standing, their great, dark heads lifted, nostrils sensing the air, testing it for—

		They moved off suddenly in a great rush. Something had frightened them.

		There was another long silence and then a rustling as of movement, and I heard someone speak in a language I did not know. Another voice answered him and I caught a word which meant buffalo. There was a brief conversation in which I was sure I recognized a voice, and then they moved off.

		How many? Three … perhaps four. I waited, listening, but heard no more.

		After a while I slept, and it was full daylight when I awakened. For a time I lay still, listening to the morning sounds, placing each. There was nothing more.

		Rising, I looked all around and then went down to the stream, making my way through the willows. Listening again, I scooped water in my palm and drank. On the opposite bank there were tracks where the buffalo had come into the water, although some had walked upstream. When frightened they had rushed downstream and out at some other place.

		Gathering my things I took my bow and quiver and scouted around carefully. Fifty yards upstream I found tracks. At least five warriors, traveling at night. That was unusual unless they planned a surprise. Were they hunting for me?

		That voice? I could not place it, yet there had been a familiar ring. Perhaps only my imagination.

		Returning to camp I completed packing my things, tore off a piece of jerky to chew on, and then hesitated, thinking. The Indians seemed to have gone downstream but they might have camped nearby. I sniffed the air, but caught no smell of smoke.

		Staying close to the willows I went back upstream, found a thick patch of forest, and went into it, moving quietly, scouting for tracks. I found none.

		Beyond the patch of forest lay a wide meadow, and here I did find tracks. Five warriors again, no doubt the same ones. Whenever I could get a distinct print I studied it and filed it away in a corner of my mind for future reference.

		The morning was bright and sunlit. From the slight elevation there was a splendid view of forest, meadow, stream, and pool. What a lovely land!

		By noon I was traveling over a plateau, forested and still. Twice now I left marks on trees. I knew about what trace my relatives would follow, and now I was back in their area of travel. High on a tree I cut an A with my knife, cutting deep through the bark. The A was my mother’s initial and one not likely to be associated with us.

		Three miles further I cut another. In each case I cut one side of the A a bit longer to indicate direction. It was an agreed-upon code, but one any of us would have understood after a little thinking.

		It might be a year, two years, or twenty before I was followed, but whenever I was followed the route could be traced by a Sackett.

		Further along, I cut another A and was about to extend one side of it when looking beyond the trunk of the tree I saw a vast gulf. Stepping around the tree, I halted.

		There opened before me a long valley, extending off toward the south as far as I could see. To the north it seemed to end, from where I stood, in a group of low hills. This must be Sequatchie. There were glimpses of a stream running along the bottom. Meadows, trees, it was a fair land.

		An hour later I looked down into an elongated bowl, a grassy cove of what must be more than two thousand acres. A quiet, secluded, lovely place!

		This was where I would return. This would be my home. I started down a steep game trail and stepped on a fallen log that broke under me. I fell. My leg caught between two deadfalls and I heard a sharp snap. I lay still, trying to catch my breath. I started to move, felt an excruciating stab of pain, and looked down.

		I had broken my leg.
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		For a long moment I lay perfectly still, my brain a blank. Then I began to think.

		I was alone. I could expect help from no one. If anyone came my way it would be an enemy or a potential enemy, and there were wild beasts that might flee from a man but not from a helpless one. Wolves and cougars were very quick to sense when anything was injured and helpless.

		My present position, sprawled on the ground among deadfalls and brush, was impossible. Despite the pain I had to move, I had to do something.

		As near as I could see, my broken bone was not far out of line. I had never set a bone, although I had once seen my father do it for an Indian. Hooking my toe under a fallen limb I pulled slightly, and the bone seemed to slip back into place. Backing off from the trap I was in I cut several strips from a green branch and made a rough splint, tying it with rawhide from a small twist I always carried for rigging snares.

		Several times I had to stop and lie still, my brow beaded with sweat. Then I would force myself to continue. Every movement brought excruciating pain, but I could not remain where I was. I had no water and no shelter, and very little of the buffalo jerky was left. Yet if I ate carefully there would be enough to sustain me for several days. I tried to recall what Sakim had taught me about broken bones, but beyond what I had done I could remember nothing.

		One fact was stark and clear. I would be unable to travel for several weeks. I would miss my meeting with Keokotah. Moreover, even to get where there was water I must improvise some sort of crutch, but there was nothing nearby.

		Using my longbow as a staff and taking a good grip on a lower limb of a tree, I managed to pull myself erect. With great care, using the longbow, I moved from tree to tree. In my first view of the grassy cove at the head of Sequatchie I had glimpsed what seemed to be a stream. Perhaps the same one that flowed the length of the valley. It was far away, yet if I could reach it at least one part of my survival would be arranged for. I would have water.

		In such a condition, what would my father have done? He would have survived. So would I survive.

		The hill was steep but slowly, carefully, I edged my way to the bottom. Here the grass was shoulder high, but among some debris from fallen trees near the base of the cliff I found some sticks, one of them of proper height had a branch that grew out on a slight curve. It would make an admirable crutch until I could fashion something better. I would need it, for there were no trees to cling to in the cove’s bottom unless I stayed to the edges, making my journey that much farther.

		My leg was badly swollen by now and I had to slit the leg of my buckskin pants. It hurt and I cringed at each step. Twice I startled deer, but they were gone too quickly for me to bring my bow into play, even had I been able.

		The sun was low in the sky before I was even halfway to where I believed I must go. Perhaps there was a curve of the stream that was closer but the tall grass prevented me seeing it. Yet fortune suddenly conferred a favor. I found a game trail.

		It crossed the cove at an angle different from that I had been pursuing, but undoubtedly would lead to water. When darkness came I simply sat down. There was no going any further and I was brutally tired. My leg had swollen enormously with the exertion, and when I sat down I simply collapsed. I lay right where I was in the grass, making no effort at a camp. I got a piece of jerky from my once-heavy pack and began chewing on it. Fortunately it was very tough and took a lot of chewing. When I had finished with the jerky I slept, and if wild beasts prowled near me I did not know and scarcely cared.

		When I awakened it was broad daylight and the sun was in my face. My leg had swollen to thrice its size and I slit my pants further and rolled the buckskin high, baring my leg. Getting to my feet was a desperate struggle and twice I fell back, each time sending a stab of pain up my leg. Yet at last I reached my feet and once more began hobbling toward the stream.

		The skin beneath my arm where my crude crutch rode heaviest was raw. My leg hurt and my back seemed out of kilter. Desperately I wished to sit down but doubted if I could again get to my feet, so I struggled on.

		My mouth was dry and I could scarce swallow. I had upon rising licked some of the grass leaves for the dew that was upon them but it was all too little. In all this struggle I had gone but a pitifully small distance, or so it seemed, but doggedly, desperately, I struggled on. That I had a fever, I knew. That my wound might be infected was possible, for the skin had been broken although the bone had not pushed through. Then my crutch went into a gopher hole and I pitched forward to my face in the grass. The pain was almost unbearable.

		I lay there, all sprawled out, and then slowly began to pull myself together. I struggled to one knee and then pushed myself erect again. Grimly, I struggled on, and then when I was about to fall from fatigue I heard the rustle of water. There was some low brush and a few scattered trees, and then a grove that seemed to climb the hill.

		The creek was there, flowing out of the trees, and when I stepped back into their shade I saw that the creek came from a cave.

		Water and shelter!

		There was a big old fallen tree near the entrance that made a perfect seat. Sitting down I shucked my small pack from my shoulders and carefully removed my guns and put them down behind a log with my bow and quiver. There were several broken branches about and a couple of them stout enough to make a decent crutch, but for a few minutes, with the water in sight, I just sat there, not wanting to move.

		When I did move I hobbled to the water, scooped up a handful and drank and then drank again. It was only three steps back to the log, and I went there, sat down, and dozed.

		The sun was warm, the afternoon well along, but I had water and I had the cave. Deep inside I had a feeling that I was going to make it. I hoped I would. So many plans, so many dreams, and all ahead of me.

		And a woman I had promised to find.

		Just before sundown I looked into the cave. It was large enough, and it was dry but for the place where the water ran. I crawled into a corner and slept.

		When morning came I got outside to my log and took stock of my surroundings. There was very little strength in me. I needed rest, treatment, and a food supply. If I was careful I had enough of the buffalo jerky left to get me through the week. By then I might be stronger. Sitting on the log I tried to plan my next step. There might be plants about that I could eat. From where I sat I recognized two or three. There were seeds I could gather, and I must get all within the area around me.

		The opening of the cave was fairly hidden from any who did not approach closely, but activity was sure to attract the attention of anyone living nearby. Yet I had seen no signs of any Indian camp, although it was a sheltered and logical spot.

		Again I dozed, or perhaps I just passed out. I did not know. My head buzzed and I felt lost and vaguely too warm. I peered at the plants but lacked the energy to rise and gather them. Fumbling with my pack I got out another piece of the precious jerky. I took a bite, and then with sudden awareness I reached behind me and moved my guns to a place atop my pack to keep them from the damp ground. They were my most precious possessions, not only for what they could do but because they were given me by my father.

		“Take them,” he had said. “You understand them well. Someday they may save your life.” He had paused, turning them in his hands to savor their beauty, their balance. “He who made these was skilled. He worked long and lovingly upon them. If what we have heard is true he staked his future upon them.”

		The sun was warm and pleasant. I did not wish to move. My great, swollen leg was heavy and uncomfortable. Yet if I was to survive, I must move.

		Slowly, with great effort, I got to my feet and limped to the water. It was painful to get down to drink, but I succeeded. Then I noticed some watercress growing nearby. I gathered some from the water and ate it. Then I took my guns and limped back to the cave. Suddenly, fearing what might happen if I became unconscious again, I hid the guns under some dead wood in a corner of the cave.

		On the following day I succeeded in setting several snares. I had seen rabbits about and squirrels. I gathered some seeds from the edge of the forest. My leg was badly swollen, so I made a bark dish in which I boiled water, and taking a bit of buckskin cut from my pant leg I used it as a cloth to bathe my leg with hot water. If it would do any good I had no idea but it felt better afterward.

		That night I slept better and in the morning heated more water, not only to bathe my swollen leg but to bathe my face and hands. I changed the splints on my leg and did a better job. Now what I needed was meat. If only—

		There was a barely visible track near one of my snares! A moccasin track, a foot larger than my own.

		For a moment I stood very still. My bow and my quiver of arrows were in the cave. I had only my knife, for when using the crutch I could not carry water back from the stream and carry the bow as well.

		Was I being watched? Leaning down I dipped my bark container into the stream and then straightened up. Using my crutch I hobbled back to the log, near which I had a small fire. With two forked sticks and a bar across them I had rigged a place to suspend my bark dish above the fire. To prevent the dish from burning I must be sure the flames did not reach above the water level.

		I hesitated. Should I go into the cave for my other weapons and so betray my hiding place? For I doubted anyone had discovered the cave’s existence, hidden behind trees and brush as it was.

		Desperately, I wanted my weapons, but I controlled myself. Someone might be watching, but I must seem not to be aware of it.

		Shaving a small corner of jerky into water I added some bits from cattails. These were pieces cut from where the sprout emerges from the root. I added some watercress and some of the inner bark of a poplar. This stew I concocted was nothing resembling what a skilled cook might have created, but it was all food, and I needed whatever I could get.

		Working about the fire I contrived to get on the back side of the log, using it as a work table on which to prepare my food, but ready to drop behind it if necessary.

		Every move was painful and clumsy. There was no chance of swift movement, but I tried to use what cover there was from surrounding trees and brush to make myself as difficult a target as possible. Whether I was observed or not I did not know, but must carry on as if an enemy was out there, waiting.

		When my stew was ready I ate it slowly, dipping it from the bark pot with a spoon shaved from a piece of wood, and a good spoon it was. Most of those used at Shooting Creek had been made by ourselves.

		As I ate I considered my position. How long it would take for my broken leg to knit, I did not know. Wounds had a way of healing much faster in this mountain country. Very few festered or became troublesome, in part because of the fresh air, the scarcity of dirt, and the simple food. Sakim had told me that in the high mountains of Asia they rarely had trouble with festering wounds.

		At least a month. I had that idea in mind, and it might be wrong, but I’d have to plan for at least that long and probably longer. Which meant I would need food. I would need meat.

		The last of the buffalo meat, which Keokotah and I had carefully avoided using, as it was dried and smoked and would keep, would carry me but a few more days.

		Unless I could make a kill of a fairly large animal I was faced with starvation. So far my snares had brought nothing, nor could I expect much from them. Whatever I caught would be a help, but the herbs and plants I could find within the range I could cover with my broken leg would not last long. I was under no illusions as to hunting and gathering. I had practiced it and had known Indians who did. It needed a lot of walking and searching to keep even one person alive.

		I had wished to be alone, to trust to myself only, but I had not bargained for this.

		Yet as I slowly ate my stew, savoring every taste and taking my time, I considered the edible plants I had glimpsed. The trouble was that with my crutch I could do little, and my range was limited. Of course, I told myself, I would come to be more adept with using the crutch. It would become easier.

		The necessity for keeping my presence hidden was another factor. It was not easy to search for food and hide at the same time. The floor of the cove was covered with tall grass, grass that would move as I passed through it, betraying my presence. To work around the edges under the trees would be more difficult. Yet that was what I must do. I dare not be caught out in the middle of the cove without a place where I could fort up if need be.

		Behind the log I prepared a bed for myself. I had to hope they, whoever “they” were, would not know of the cave. I listened, straining my ears for any sound, pausing to listen from moment to moment as I worked. Finally, I lay down and took a short nap. It was coming on to dusk when I awakened.

		I made coffee from chicory root, speculating on how quickly the plant had gone native. Indians had told me it was unknown to their older people, but had first been seen in what the Spanishmen called Florida.

		Several attempts to establish western bases in the Carolinas had been made by the Spanish, and at least one outpost had been built and occupied by Juan Pardo for a time. It was very possible he had tried plantings of vegetables and herbs, but birds, the winds, and wild animals could easily have played a part.

		My fire was small, the fuel dry wood, and I had placed the fire under a tree so the smoke would dissipate in rising through the foliage. The fire itself would have filled a small cup, no more.

		The chicory tasted good, and when it was ready I carefully put out my fire.

		The longing for home was in me and I thought of Shooting Creek and the good food that was there. I thought of Ma, away in England, and of Kin-Ring, my eldest brother, now head of the family. He would handle it well, for he was an able man. I eased my broken leg, and tried to find a more comfortable position. If they knew the fix I was in they’d come running. That was the Sackett way, but they did not know, and could not know, and unless I used my head I would die here, in this place.

		Suddenly I decided I must have my weapons, even if I betrayed the cave. I must—

		He was standing over me then, a spear poised for a thrust. Kapata!

		And three others.

		It was light enough for me to see his features, and to know that he meant to kill me. I had my knife, but I could not move toward him.

		Kapata raised the spear.

		“No!” One of the others lifted a hand. “Ni’kwana has spoken! He is not to be harmed! Ni’kwana has said this.”

		“Bah! I—”

		The warrior lifted a spear toward Kapata. “Take the skin, but do not kill!” That much I understood although what followed I did not. There was a moment of fierce argument, but the others joined in against him. They had followed to get the crude map Ni’kwana had given me.

		One of the Indians stepped over to where my pack lay. It had been there for the food and the chicory, and the map was in the pack. Quickly, he dumped it all out, picking up the map. He shook it at Kapata and made a move to go.

		Grumbling, Kapata made as if to follow, but then he stopped. He looked at me and then kicked my leg. Agonizing pain shot through me but I did not wince. I merely stared.

		“Coward!” I spoke in Cherokee. “If I were on my feet—”

		“I would kill you!”

		Deliberately, he stooped and picked the pieces of buffalo jerky from the ground, the few, carefully hoarded bits of food to keep me from starvation.

		One of the others spoke. I could make out but little of what he said but something about my leg, and leaving me to die. Then in Cherokee he said, wishing me to understand, “Let him die. Ni’kwana said no kill, so leave him. and he will die.”

		They walked away without a backward glance and I was alone, and alive.

		I had a broken leg, and my last food was gone.

		What now, Jubal Sackett? What now?

		Cool was the wind. I huddled against the log as against another human and tugged my blanket around me. My leg throbbed and the night wind stirred the leaves.
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		When morning came there were no stars, only low clouds and a hint of rain. My leg felt heavy and when I struggled to sit up there was pain. I sat, half leaning against the fallen tree. My head throbbed with a dull, heavy ache and my mouth was parched.

		My carefully hoarded buffalo jerky was gone. Now I must hunt, no matter the risk. Today was not good for hunting, for most animals would be lying up. Knowing there would be rain, they would stay in their beds unless starving, and there was no chance of that now. The grass was green and there were spring flowers everywhere.

		All about was beauty, but the dull gray of the clouds was in my brain also. I felt heavy and tired. I had slept badly.

		Slowly, I tugged myself into a better position, ever careful of my leg. I forced myself to think, to consider. First, a fire, and some chicory. A hot cup might help.

		The forest was silent. The stream rustled along, making no unfamiliar sound. Hunting today would be all but useless. True, I might startle a deer from its bed, but I could never get my crutch dropped and my bow in action in time for a kill.

		After the chicory I would check the snares. One thing at a time, and I must fight despair. I must survive. After all, I was my father’s son, and he had survived worse than this. Grasping a root, I pulled myself to sit on the fallen tree. Then for the first time I saw my crutch. It was broken.

		Deliberately it had been placed against the log, and then stepped on and snapped. I stared at it and then looked carefully around. As always in the forest there was debris, fallen branches, slabs of bark hanging down from fallen trees, leaves and brush. I must make a new crutch, and I must make it now, or I could not move. First, a fire.

		Carefully I took some shredded bark, a few broken twigs from the lower trunks of nearby trees, and some leaves from a dead branch and put together the makings of a small fire. With flint and steel I struck a spark, yet on this morning my hands were clumsy and I must have tried a dozen times before a spark landed in the leaves and shredded bark. It caught, smoked a little, and went out. Again I tried, and still again. Finally, when I was tiring from my efforts, a flame mounted and I added fuel.

		Hitching myself along the tree I then rolled over and, dragging my injured leg, crawled to the stream, where I dipped up water. Inching along, I crawled back to my fire, rerigged the forked sticks and bar from which I had suspended my bark dish, and shaved chicory from the dried root into the dish.

		When I had finished I was exhausted. My injury, the scarcity of food, and my exhausted condition had left me with little strength. Hitching myself into a sitting position against the fallen tree I rested, staring at my fire. From time to time I added sticks to the blaze.

		The loss of the map, if such it could be called, was no great problem. From boyhood we had traveled after only a glance or two at a hastily drawn sketch in the earth or wet sand to indicate streams, paths, and mountains. Every detail of the map was in my mind and I knew where I must go and what I must do. If I got out of this.

		The worst of it was that I would miss Keokotah. What would he do when I did not appear? Shrug, no doubt, and go on about his business. Traveling in wild country is never easy and many accidents can befall one. He knew that better than I.

		Yet I had come to like him. We were still wary of one another, and I particularly, for the thinking of an Indian is not like that of a white man. We grow from different roots, different beliefs, and different customs. But he was a strong, courageous man and a good companion.

		One is strongest when one is alone. Whenever there is a companion there is a certain reliance placed upon him, one’s attention is shared, one leaves part of the alertness to him. This is a danger. Yet traveling alone is also ever dangerous, and even the most careful man can have an accident, as I had proved.

		When the chicory was hot, I sipped it slowly. My stomach was hollow with hunger, but the hot drink helped, and I felt better. Adding fuel to keep some coals alive I used a tree limb to pull myself erect. First, a crutch.

		Yet all the broken limbs I could see were twisted or rotted, and nothing on nearby trees was such as I needed. Using a shorter stick as a cane I hitched along to check my snares.

		Nothing in the first, nor in the second. For a time then, I rested. I lay on my back on the grass staring up at the sky through the leaves. I must not get too far from shelter, for the sky looked more than ever as if there would be rain. Yet tired as I was it was not in me to lie still when there was so much to be done. I drank from the stream and then using whatever handholds I could reach on deadfalls and trees, I struggled erect. My leg was stiff because of the splints, and walking with a cane was almost impossible.

		Again I studied the ground, the nearby trees, everywhere, to find a branch suitable for a crutch. Then I found one.

		The branch was long and straight and still a living branch, for which I was grateful. Green wood is much easier to cut than that which is dead and seasoned. With my knife I cut a notch near the tree trunk and then cut it deeper, working to both sides. Then I broke off the branch and cut loose what remained. Then I found a bent branch that I cut from the tree to make the top of my crutch. Now I must return for the rawhide string I had used in tying the piece to the top of my former crutch.

		It needed an hour for me to return the few hundred yards to my camp, and another few minutes to fashion my crutch. This was my third and by far the best. The first had been merely a branch found by chance, the second somewhat better. If I remained crippled longer I might become quite skillful. God save me!

		Returning I found a bed of saxifrage lettuce, and picked as many leaves as I could find, chewing on some of them as I made my way to camp.

		My coals were still warm and I nourished them back to life, ate some more of the leaves, and rested. I was exhausted and my leg hurt. The saxifrage, while it gave me something to chew and was said to be nourishing, did not satisfy.

		Crawling into the cave, dragging my leg behind me, I recovered my bow and arrows, leaving the guns where they lay. If I could not stalk a deer, I could at least wait where one might come en route to water. The chance was slight, yet I must have meat and it was better than lying here where nothing would come.

		Nearby was a meadow, and deer must cross it going to the stream. The grass was tall, yet there were places where it had been flattened by wind or rolling animals.

		Using my new crutch I hobbled out to a large old tree and sat down to wait. I judged my distance carefully and sighted several times at openings from which deer might come. Then I settled down to wait.

		The sun was still high and I dozed, waiting. I could expect no deer until after sundown, although there was always a possibility. At that time they would be feeding down toward water. They would drink, browse a little, and feed back to where they wished to bed down.

		Once, lying still and resting, I thought I heard a faint whispering of leaves as of something moving among them, but when I sat up cautiously and looked around I saw nothing. Nonetheless, I was disturbed. I slipped off the thong that held my knife in place.

		I was hungry. More than that, I was starving. I had eaten too little in the days before breaking my leg, and even less since.

		Just before me was a faint game trail down which deer and possibly other animals had come to drink. It was upon this I placed my hope. Sitting up, I pulled myself back against the trunk of a good-sized tree, a position from which I could see anything emerging from the woods. I placed my quiver at hand and drew one arrow out for my bow. Another I placed close by in the event I missed or one was not good enough.

		From the position I was in, using the longbow was difficult, but it was my only chance. I waited, dozing a little as the time was still early. Suddenly I was wide awake.

		Something had moved near me!

		Carefully, I looked all around. I saw nothing, heard nothing.

		Something moved close by me. My eyes turned and looked directly into the yellow eyes of a giant cat.

		A panther!

		It was crouched, watching me. It was on my right, not thirty feet away, and there was no doubt as to its intentions. Had it been on my left loosing an arrow would have been easy, but I had to turn to my right, hitching my injured leg around, turning my whole body to face it. I wouldn’t have a chance.

		The cat’s tail was slowly twitching. I saw the shoulder muscles bunch. I turned sharply, feeling a stab of anguish in my leg, and I loosed an arrow just as the panther leaped. Then I fell.

		Turning sharply as I had I lost the support of the tree. I fell headlong to the ground, losing hold on my bow. Yet my fall was fortunate, for the panther overleaped. Spinning swiftly, it was at me with a snarl of fury.

		As I fell I had drawn my knife and as the beast leaped at me I drove sharply up with the knife. It cut into the cat’s soft belly to the hilt.

		Claws tore at me, jaws reached for my head. I stabbed again and then again. I knew the claws were tearing me. The teeth ripped my scalp, I felt the cat’s hot breath and I swung my left fist into its ribs.

		The cat sprang away, gasping. I could see blood along a shoulder where my arrow had cut the skin. The cat was bleeding, but maddened by pain and bloodlust it wanted only to kill.

		Desperately, I rolled over and as the cat leaped I rolled over again and came up sitting. The cat knocked me back to the ground, its teeth going for my throat. With my left hand I grabbed the loose skin of its neck and we fought, desperately, the cat to reach my throat, I to hold him back. At the same time I swung again with my knife.

		The blade sank deep, and as it did so I turned my left fist which gripped the loose skin, turned it so my knuckles pressed hard against the cat’s neck. A paw came up, clawing at my hand. It ripped the buckskin of my jacket, tore the flesh on my forearm, but to let go was to die. I stabbed again and again with the knife.

		It was ripping with one hindleg, but the fierce claws were digging the earth, not me. There were only short, convulsive movements from the other hind foot.

		I stabbed again, and it seemed the struggles grew weaker. Again and again—suddenly I threw the cat from me.

		It lay there, bloody and exhausted, staring at me with all the insane fury such a beast contained.

		The grass and leaves were spattered with blood. Some of mine was mingled with it, but my knife had stabbed deep, again and again. The cat stared, tried to move, and then fell over. Once more it tried to come to itself and failed to rise. The wild eyes glared their hatred, and the beast died.

		My one good leg was ripped and raw, with deep lacerations. My arm had been bitten, when I did not recall, but my forearms and shoulder had also been clawed. My scalp was also torn by teeth, and a string hung near my eye. Yet I was conscious and aware.

		Whatever had been my troubles before, they were more than doubled now. The claws and fangs of a wild beast are poisoned from the fragments of decaying meat around them. I needed to get to the stream, cleanse myself, and try to patch up this poor creature I had become.

		Taking my bow and quiver, I started to crawl, and then I stopped. I had come for meat, and I was leaving meat behind me. A Catawba whom we knew had once said that panther meat was best of all, and Yance, who had eaten it on one of his forays into the deep woods, agreed. So I peeled back the hide and cut a fair-sized chunk from the panther. Then, on my feet and with my crutch and bow, I hobbled back to my camp.

		Falling on the ground I crawled to the stream and lay in its shallow waters near the edge, letting the cool water run slowly over me. And when I looked up, there were stars. My fingers dug into the mud of the stream and I plastered my wounds with it.

		Weak from exhaustion and loss of blood I crawled from the stream applying more mud to my wounds. Somewhere I had been told mud was useful, but I did not remember why. I cared only that it was here and that somehow the bleeding must be stopped.

		Crawling to my bed I pulled the blanket over me and lay shivering. Whether I simply lost consciousness or slept I do not know, but when I opened my eyes I fumbled some sticks into the fire before passing out again.

		It was daylight when my eyes opened. A few tendrils of smoke lifted from my coals and I coaxed them to flame once more, dipped water into the bark dish, and suspended it above the fire. I cut a piece of the meat and dropped it in with some other things gathered when crawling about.

		After a long time I opened my eyes and the water had boiled down leaving a kind of mush of my stew. With my wooden spoon I managed a few mouthfuls before passing out again.

		There was a long while then when I fought wild battles with gigantic cats, when buffalo stampeded over me and Kapata returned with his spear. It was delirium, and I knew it, and from time to time I crawled to the stream and drank. Once I made chicory coffee and then passed out still again.

		Once I chewed on raw meat, and finally I slept, a deep, long sleep almost like the sleep of death.

		In it I felt gentle hands—my wounds were being treated and I was home again.

		Consciousness returned and my eyes opened. I was clearly awake and there was no delirium. I turned my head. An Indian sat by the fire, eating.

		It was Keokotah.

	
		11

		“One leg no good,” Keokotah said, and took another bite from the meat in his hands.

		“I fell,” I explained.

		“Not you.” He pointed into the brush where I had fought the panther. “Him.” He chewed for a minute. “No catch deer, catch you.”

		“You mean that cat had a bad leg?” I struggled to sit up.

		He motioned for me to be still. “You stay. You much scratch. I fix.”

		With gentle fingers I felt of my wounds. Where the flesh had been torn by the panther’s talons my wounds were bound with some kind of poultice. It had not been a dream, then. My wounds had been treated. “I’m obliged,” I said. “Are you a medicine man, too?”

		He chuckled and gave me a wry look. “No medicine man. All know.” He showed me the slender trunk of a young pine no thicker than two of my fingers. Then he indicated the inner bark of the plum. He had pounded them together with some wild cherry bark also, boiled the concoction, and made a poultice.

		“You no come. I know something wrong. I come to look.” He pointed. “I find him. He dead. Some meat gone, so I look for you.”

		He had killed a deer, and he made a broth of the meat, bone marrow, and some herbs. I ate it slowly, savoring every bit. Then I was tired and I lay back, resting and willing to rest.

		“Kapata was here?” said Keokotah.

		When I had told my story he shrugged. “I find tracks. They go to Great River.” He chewed in silence and then glanced at me again. Then he placed my bow and quiver close at hand and lay down and went to sleep.

		It was night and I was tired, but no longer wished to sleep. Keokotah had come back to look for me, and a lucky thing. Could I have survived? I think so. I knew of herbs to treat wounds. I could have survived, yet he had returned. He was my friend.

		Listening to the night I heard no sounds but those natural to the forest and the night—only the wind in the long grass of the cove and the chuckling sound from the stream near the cave mouth. I closed my eyes but not to sleep, only to think.

		When I was up and about, we must move with speed. Kapata would seek Itchakomi and might find her before we could. He was a hard, stubborn man and not to be frustrated by any woman, yet from what Ni’kwana had said this was no ordinary woman. Still, we must hurry. I would deliver the message from Ni’kwana and protect her from Kapata if that were necessary, and then go on about my business.

		It was a new land out there, and I wished to see it. I wanted to wander down the long hills, seek out the wooded canyons, follow its running streams. I wanted to live from the country, breathe the air of the high mesas, and climb where the streams were born from under the slide rock.

		Now I must become well quickly. It was no time to be lying here. I finished what remained of the broth. I would need strength for the bow, strength for walking the long miles, strength for the paddle of my canoe.

		Did Kapata have a canoe? Perhaps not. In that might lie an advantage.

		Wind bent the tall grass, stirred among the leaves, fluttered the small flame of my fire. I closed my eyes. A morning would come.

		Gently, I eased my broken leg. I could manage that leg in a canoe. I would have to sit and not kneel as I most often did, but the bone would knit as well in a canoe as lying here.

		How many days had passed? I had kept no record, had only the vaguest idea. I had slept and awakened, but how long had I slept? Was I not unconscious a part of the time? No matter. It was time to move on and I would move, if only a mile a day.

		How long had Keokotah been with me? Again I had no idea and when I asked he merely shrugged.

		Yet for two days longer I rested, gathering strength, moving about the camp, making a better crutch, planning our move. Of one thing I was sure. Someday I would return to this place, to this grassy cove.

		There was a trail that led through it, and Keokotah was convinced the stream in the cave was the same that issued far below in the Sequatchie valley. I had seen but little of the valley, yet it was a place I could come to love. It was a place where we Sacketts belonged.

		On a tree near the cave I carved an A, but this time I carved an arrow beneath it, pointing down.

		The first day we traveled but five miles before I tired too greatly to go on, but on the second day we reached my canoe.

		The river called Tenasee flowed south, described a great curve, and turned back to the north to empty into the river the Iroquois called Ohio. There was, Keokotah warned, a great whirlpool not far south of where we were. Many canoes had been lost there and Indians drowned. Keokotah had sat on the cliffs above and watched canoes go through or into the Suck, as it was sometimes called. It was a place where Indians said “the mountains look at each other.” The waters above were about a half mile wide, but where they entered the deep gorge they were compressed into a space of less than seventy yards.

		“Can we go through?” I asked.

		Keokotah shrugged. “It is best to hold to the south,” he said. “I have seen some canoes go through.”

		There was a whirlpool where boats were seized and swept round and round, and some were carried into the depths, whence only bits and pieces came to the surface.

		We beached our canoe above the narrow river, and on a small point of land among some willows we ate and slept. Keokotah had not known chicory before but was developing a taste for it. I shaved some of the dried and roasted root into a bark dish and made enough for each of us.

		It was in my mind to collect more of the root, for I had seen less and less of it and doubted it would grow beyond the Great River, where not many white men had been.

		We rested there above the gorge, and at night when all was still we could hear the muffled roar of the waters below us. It was a dangerous place for a man to go, even more so with my crippled leg. If I had to swim against a powerful current …

		Well, one must take some chances, and to go west and not to follow the river would be hard indeed.

		When evening came I paused by the water before going to sleep, and stood there facing westward toward the unknown lands.

		What mystery lay waiting to be solved? What strange lands to be seen? I might well be the first white man other than the men of De Soto to see these lands. Even he had seen but little, and the Far Seeing Lands beyond … who knew of them?

		Even the Indians had not seen most of those lands. Water was scarce and a man could not carry enough. Someday men would come with horses that could carry them far out on those wide, mysterious plains.

		Were there buffalo there? Could a man break a buffalo to ride? The idea seemed ridiculous, but it stayed with me. Why not, if one was captured young and taught from birth to be friendly to a man and if the man fed and cared for it and broke it gradually to the idea?

		When morning came we put the canoe into the water and shoved off, but no sooner were we in the current than we felt the difference. The river seemed to have taken on a new power. The water was dark and swift and the canoe shot forward. There was no visible turbulence, no white water, just a sense of rushing power that swept us along. Keokotah, who was in the bow, turned once to glance at me and then gave all his attention to the canoe.

		Faster and faster we went until suddenly the canoe shot around a point of rocks and plunged into a rocky defile where the river hurled itself against the rock walls, against great boulders, throwing water high into the air. Keokotah was a master, and crippled though I was I had great skill at handling canoes both in rivers and on the sea. The river roared and foamed about us. Dead ahead was a mighty shelf of rock fallen from the cliff above and we were thrown at it with what seemed tremendous force, and then the water whipped us away just as we seemed about to crash. Our eyes were blinded by splashing water as spray was hurled like stones into our faces. We dipped a paddle here and there, fighting for the south edge, which had seemed safest to Keokotah watching from above.

		Suddenly the great whirlpool was just before us, and we whipped around it, but riding the high side toward the south we were flung free and in a moment were sliding downstream at a faster speed than I had ever traveled in a canoe. Then we were in swift but quiet water. Drenched in cold sweat I looked at Keokotah, but his back was squarely toward me and I could not judge his fear, had there been any.

		We were in a deep canyon and found no place to escape the river. Chewing jerked venison we traveled on. It was after sundown when we came upon an island. Easing behind it, we found a small beach of gravel where he could draw up our canoe.

		We prepared no food, nor did we talk. Exhausted, we rolled in our blankets and slept, and did not awaken until the sun was high.

		There followed days of traveling the river. We fished, we hunted, we slept on the banks, and twice we had brief fights with strange Indians, but my longbow carried yards further than could their bows. In the first encounter, the Indians drew off after a man was wounded before they were within bow range. On the second occasion there was an ineffectual exchange of arrows, and then our lighter and faster canoe drew away from them.

		We saw game everywhere—numerous deer and occasional small herds of buffalo. For mile upon mile we saw no human life or signs of any. Several times we saw bears fishing at the edges of rivers. They ignored us for the most part, one standing up to see us the better. After looking us over and deciding we were of no consequence it went back to scooping fish from the water.

		The river turned north, and after a while we entered the Ohio, a much larger river. There was an Indian village near where the Tenasee entered the Ohio but we passed it at night. Dogs barked and a few Indians came from their lodges to look about. We were far out on the water and they saw us not. Some miles further we camped the night on a sandbar covered with willows, building a small fire for the smoke to keep the mosquitoes away, and at daybreak we were in the canoe once more. Ahead of us lay the Great River, which some Indians called the Mississippi.

		My leg was now much better, and soon I would discard the crutch. Whenever possible I moved without it, trying to get the muscles working again.

		Having no experience with broken limbs I had no idea when to get rid of the crutch.

		The Mississippi, if such it was called, proved a different river. It wound and twisted through the land, carrying much debris, huge trees torn from its banks, once even a cut board, which puzzled us indeed. The other river for which we sought would be several days travel away to the south. How far I did not know.

		Keokotah had been there, of course. He had waited there for me and had come looking only when he was sure something had gone wrong.

		We camped on the Great River, on a sandy island partly made up of gigantic old trees that had drifted together, moored to the bottom by their own roots and branches. These were drifted trees from somewhere far upstream. Debris and mud had gathered about them, and an island had been created of several acres. Willows had grown up and some other larger stuff had started. No doubt the island would remain until some spring flood tore it loose and scattered its bits and pieces.

		Our fire was going in a sheltered place behind great roots, and fish were broiling.

		I said to Keokotah, “The Englishman? How did he come to be with you?”

		Direct questions rarely brought a response. He shrugged, and stripped the backbone from a fish in his hands. “He good man.” He glanced at me. “Talk, all the time talk.”

		“To whom?”

		“To me. He talk to me. He say I am his brother.” Keokotah chewed a moment. “He come in canoe. Like yours. He not a big man. Smaller than you, but strong.”

		After a few minutes of silence he added, “He cough, much cough. I think he sick. I say so.”

		The fire crackled, and I added sticks. “He say he not well and he say, ‘You wrong. No sick. I die soon.’

		“He look much at small packet.” He shaped a rectangle with his fingers. “Many leaves sewn at the back. The leaves have small signs on them. He looks at them and sometimes he smiles or speaks from them. I ask what it is and he say this is book and it speaks to him.

		“I listen, no hear it speak.”

		“The signs in this book spoke to him,” I said. “When you look at a trail in the morning, it speaks to you of who passed in the night. It was so with him.”

		“Ah? It could be so.” He looked at me. “You have book?”

		“At my home there were many books,” I said, “and I miss them very much.” I tapped my head. “Many books up here. Like you remember old trails, I remember books. Often I think of what the books have said to me.”

		“What do books say?”

		“Many things, in many ways. You sit by the knees of your old men and hear their tales of warpath and hunt. In our books we have made signs that tell such stories, not only of our grandfathers but of their grandfathers.

		“We put upon leaves the stories of our great men, and of wars, but the best books are those that repeat the wisdom of our grandfathers.”

		“The Englishman’s book was like that?”

		“I do not know what book he had, but you said he read from the book. Do you remember what he read?”

		“What he reads sings. I think he has medicine songs, but he say, ‘Only in a way.’ He speaks of the ‘snows of yesteryear.’ ”

		“François Villon,” I said.

		“What?”

		“That line was written by a French poet, a long, long time ago.”

		“French? He say Frenchmans his enemy!”

		“That was probably right,” I said, “but that would not keep him from liking his poetry. Did you never sing the songs of another tribe?”

		He started to say no and then shrugged. “We change them. Anyway, they were our songs once … I think.”

		“My leg is better. Tomorrow I shall walk without a crutch.”

		“Better you walk,” Keokotah said. “I think much trouble come. I think we have to fight soon.”

		We slept, and once I awakened in the night. Our fire was down to coals, and above us the stars had gone. The air smelled like rain and I thought of us alone in all that vast and almost empty land.

		It was a lonely, eerie feeling. Alone … all, all alone!

		I drew my blanket around my shoulders and listened to the rustling of the river.

		It was a long time before I was again asleep.
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		Now I made ready my pistols. I did not wish to use them but the need might be great. My bow was ever beside me, an arrow ever ready.

		Endlessly wound the river along its timbered banks, brushing the roots of leaning trees, heavy with foliage. Dead trees, uprooted far upstream, were a danger to birchbark canoes, and at no time dared we relax. Around each bend, and the twists and turns were many, might lie enemy Indians or some obstruction to rip our bottom out.

		Yet there was beauty everywhere and we were lonely on the river. The forest was dark and deep with shadows where cypress trees were festooned with veils of Spanish moss. Water oak, hickory, tupelo gum, and many other trees clustered the banks, and hummingbirds danced above the water, opalescent feathers catching the light as if they played with their own beauty.

		We startled a flock of ducks, and Keokotah killed one with an arrow. We lived on and off the river, catching fish, killing wood pigeons and geese. Often we saw bears, but they seemed more curious than aggressive. Ours was an easy life.

		“No mans here,” Keokotah suggested.

		“Sometimes it is better so.”

		He threw me a quick glance over his shoulder, a glance of agreement. Perhaps that was why Keokotah traveled, to be alone with all this, or almost alone. How long would it remain so? Knowing the driving, acquisitive people from whom I came, I did not give it long. We were among the first and the most fortunate. A man might travel forever here, living easily off the country, untrammeled and free.

		“The Englishman? You knew him long?”

		He held a hand above the water. “I am no higher when he come. I am a man when he die.”

		This surprised me, for I had not realized he had been with them so long. This was a mystery. Why would an educated, intelligent man choose to live his life away from all he knew? And how had he come there in the first place?

		“It is good to have a friend.”

		He made no reply, but after a few minutes he said, “It bad. No good for me.”

		“No good to have a friend? But that’s—”

		“I ver’ small. He tell stories. I like stories. No stories of coyote. No stories of owl. Stories of men in iron who fight on horseback.” He paused. “What is horse?”

		Of course, he had never seen a horse. “It is an animal. Larger than an elk. It has no horns. Men ride them.”

		“Ride?”

		“Sit astride of them and travel far.”

		“He has long tail? Two ears … so?” He held up two fingers.

		“That’s it.”

		“I have seen him. Run ver’ fast.”

		“You’ve seen a horse? But that could not be, you—!” I stopped in time. There had been that other day when he spoke of what could only be an elephant, but with long hair. I had made him angry then. “Where did you see it?”

		“Many.” He gestured off to the south. “I kill young one. Eat him.” He looked at me to see if I believed. “Only one toe. Ver’ hard.”

		I’d be damned. I’d be very damned. Horses here? But then, the story had it that when De Soto died his men built boats and went down the river. What did they do with their horses? If they had turned them loose they might well have gone wild. And the Spanish were inclined to ride stallions, using mares or mules for pack animals.

		Horses … now wouldn’t that be something! If we could catch and break a couple of horses—

		If a man had something to ride, those plains in the Far Seeing Lands might not seem so vast.

		Our canoe glided smoothly upon the waters of the Mississippi and as night came on we held closer to the western shores. Once we saw a thin smoke but kept well into the stream, for we would find no friends here. At night we camped on a muddy point and killed a water moccasin as we landed. It was a big snake.

		Keokotah puzzled me. That the Kickapoo were wanderers we had learned from the Cherokees, but I sensed something else in him. Had his boyhood teacher been too good? Had the lonely Englishman taught his pupil too well? Had the Englishman’s teaching created a misfit, as I was?

		The thought came unbidden, unwanted, unexpected. Yet was I not a misfit, too? Had not Sakim’s teaching given me ideas I might never have had?

		Kin-Ring and Yance were better fitted for survival in the New World than I. Yance perhaps best of all, for he asked no questions. He accepted what he found and dealt with it in the best way he could. He lived with his world and had no thought of changing it. If a tree got in the way of his plowing he cut it down. If an Indian tried to kill him, he killed the Indian and went on about his business. Kin-Ring was much the same, although Kin was a planner, a looker-ahead.

		Sakim had been a philosopher and a scientist in his own way, and like those of his time and country his interests had extended into all things. He had questions to ask and answers to seek. He had learning to do, as I had.

		Keokotah had a restless mind. The Englishman had aroused something in him that took him away from his people. I began to see that his thinking was no longer theirs.

		We were strange ones, Keokotah and I, but the result was less for me than for him. The Indian peoples I had known belonged to clans, and the clans demanded that each member conform. The Indian seemed to have lived much as he had for hundreds of years, and now here and there an Englishman, a Scotsman, a Frenchman was coming among them with disturbing new weapons, new ideas. Keokotah was a victim of change. His Englishman had dropped a pebble into the pool of his thinking, and who knew where the ripples would end?

		“Big village soon.” Keokotah pointed ahead of us. “Quapaw.” He swept a hand to include the country we were in and where we had come from. “Osage. Ver’ tall mans.” His hands measured a distance of a foot or more. “Taller than me.”

		Six and a half or seven feet tall? It was a lot. By signs he indicated they were slightly stooped and had narrow shoulders.

		“No good for us. Kickapoo fight him.”

		The village was on the eastern shore so we hugged the western, watching for the mouth of the Arkansas River, which would soon appear. It flowed into the Mississippi from the northwest and despite its flow of water could be easily missed because of the bayous and convolutions of the Mississippi.

		According to Keokotah the Quapaw were allied to or a part of the Osage people, but were inclined to be more friendly than the Osage, who were very jealous of their lands along the river.

		At dusk we killed a deer.

		Night came suddenly to the river. The shadows under the trees merged and became one, the day sounds ended and the night sounds began, tentatively at first. Bullfrogs spoke loudly in the night, and some large thing splashed in the water. “Alligator,” Keokotah said, “a big one.”

		Alligators here? It could be. We often saw them in Carolina, and Yance had seen many when he went south to trade with the Spanish for horses.

		The thought of our flimsy canoe with alligators about was not a pleasant one.

		He made a motion for silence and began dipping his paddle with great care. The canoe glided through the dark, glistening water. There was a smell of rotting wood and vegetation from the shore. Once, on a fallen tree lying in the water we passed only the length of a paddle from a huge bear. He was as startled as we, but we slid past in the dark water and he gave only a surprised grunt.

		It was very still but for the sounds from the forest and the soft rustle of water. In the distance and across the river we heard the beat of drums and occasionally a shrill yell. Then a large island came between us and the village.

		“Soon,” Keokotah whispered.

		Several long minutes passed. Peering into the darkness of the western shore I saw nothing but a wall of blackness where the trees were. The air was damp and still. The current was strong.

		We felt the movement of water before we saw it. There was a push against the right side of the canoe, thrusting us toward the middle of the stream.

		“Now,” Keokotah said. “It is here!”

		He turned the bow into the now strong current from our right and then he dug in, paddling with strength. No longer drifting with a current, now we were breasting one, and a strong one at that.

		It was a rich and lovely country and there was beauty where the river ran. Once a canoe with four warriors tried to overtake us, but their clumsy dugout canoe was no match for our lighter craft and we drew steadily away from them until finally they gave up.

		My wounds had healed well. There were scars on my skull from the teeth of the cat, and there would always be claw marks on my thighs and one hip.

		Without doubt Keokotah had been correct. The panther who had attacked me had had one injured leg and could no longer capture and kill a deer except with the greatest good luck. It must have depended upon slower, less agile game. I must have seemed a perfect catch. I had been fortunate in seeing the beast before it leaped.

		The wounds had healed, but the scars would be mine forever. There were none on my face. Not that it mattered. I smiled at myself. Where I was going no one would care about my looks, and my mother and Lila were far away.

		The Arkansas wound about as much as had the Mississippi, and its banks were heavy with fine timber. One of the cargoes we had often sent to England for sale or trade was timber for the masts of ships. Here there were many tall, fine trees. My eye had learned to measure them, for often as a boy I had gone timber cruising with my father or Jeremy Ring.

		Often we had sat long hours studying the crude charts we had and maps my father had put together from the stories of Indians and our wanderings. Somewhere to the south was a great gulf into which the Mississippi must flow. Someday men would build ships here and send their timbers, furs, and whatever else there was down the river to that gulf and to the sea.

		The great civilizations had often been born of rivers or at river crossings. The Nile, the Tigris-Euphrates, the rivers of India, the Tiber, the Seine, and the Thames. One day such a civilization might grow along the Mississippi.

		Always my eyes were alert for what could be found. This had been our way at Shooting Creek, for whenever we returned from a hunt our father had questioned us as to what we had seen. He wanted not only animal or Indian sign, but the kind of rocks, the timber, possible sources of minerals of which we always stood in need.

		We had located deposits of sulphur, iron, and lead and of course were always alert for gems. Some had been found of real quality, and one such might buy the entire cargo of a small ship.

		We had double reason for being alert now. Any Indian whom we saw was a possible enemy, and we must now watch for signs of Itchakomi and her party.

		Several times we stopped at places that offered campsites, but we found nothing. How were they traveling? By canoe or over the land? The Natchee were a river people, so they must have canoes.

		Our first discovery was by chance. Weary with a long day’s struggle against a strong current, we had sighted a creek entering the river, and we turned our canoe into the mouth of the creek and pulled it up on the muddy bank. Keokotah had leaped ashore to scout the place and as I tugged the canoe higher and made it secure with a length of rawhide rope tied to a root I glimpsed something in the mud.

		Taking hold I started to pick up what seemed like a bit of metal, and it resisted. Surprised, I dug around it and found that what I had was chain mail.

		It needed time, but I dug the mud from around it and then dipped it into the stream to rinse more mud away. It was a coat of mail once worn by some Spanish soldier. One of De Soto’s men? Probably not, but it was possible. De Soto had come to the Mississippi something like a hundred years ago, but other Spanish soldiers might have been around since then.

		Keokotah had a fire going, and when I came up with the coat of mail he showed me the remains of another fire. He had built his own away from it so I might see. It was an Indian fire, and just back from it at the edge of the woods a shelter had been built of woven branches, some from living trees.

		“Natchee,” he said.

		It had been a shelter for one person, and a bed of boughs and cattails had been carefully prepared. It was old. Weeks, but more likely months, had gone by. The cattails, evidently green when laid in place, were dried out and dead now.

		It was a shelter for one person. Itchakomi?

		There were no tracks. No other signs. Yet others had camped here; probably the wearer of the coat of mail had been one of them, in some bygone year.

		Sitting by the fire that night I cleaned the mail still more, working the rust out of it and rubbing it with sand to bring back the brightness. I explained its purpose to Keokotah.

		We kept our fire small, for we had no wish to attract attention. The finding of the coat of mail on the same site as what could have been Itchakomi’s camp did not surprise me. Others had stopped here for the same reason we had, and as still others would in years to come. A good campsite for one is also good for another.

		Looking down at the bed where Itchakomi could have slept I wondered how she fared? Was she still alive? Had she found the place she sought?

		She was a Sun, a great lady among her people, yet when she traveled it must be like any other. Among the Indians we had known there was nothing comparable, although we had heard many stories of the Natchee. She was seeking a new home for her people just as my father had done, and as I had been doing when I sought the valley of the Sequatchie. I wished her success.

		As for Kapata … we would meet again.

		I was sure of it, and when we did I would be on my feet and armed.

		I hoped it would be soon.
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		There was sunlight on the water that morning, but shadows still lurked under the trees along the banks. The trees leaned over the river, brushing our heads with their leaves as we passed. We paddled on into the morning, wary of what might come, knowing that danger could await beyond every bend of the river.

		Kapata was somewhere ahead of us, I believed. Our good fortune was that he did not know we followed. How long we would have such fortune we did not know.

		Peace lay upon the land, the ripples caught diamonds from the sun, and a kingfisher flew up, skimmed the water ahead of us, and then veered suddenly. Keokotah shipped his paddle and took up his bow, notching an arrow. Something had startled the kingfisher, something ahead of us, just beyond the point of trees. I handled the paddle as gently as possible to provide a good shooting platform for Keokotah.

		A tumble of dead trees on the point obscured what lay before us. Dipping the paddle deep I propelled the canoe past the point, ready to backwater into the protection of the driftwood.

		Smoke slowly rising from burned lodges, a bloody man standing erect amidst a welter of sprawled bodies, skulls stripped of their flesh bobbing on stakes or poles, broken pots and kettles strewn about—a village destroyed, looted, its people slain. Never had I seen the like.

		As we pushed our canoe ashore the standing warrior fell and we went to him. His skull was bloody, for his scalp had been ripped away when they believed him dead or did not care. A terrible gash, straight and clean, had laid open his body for all of twenty inches, and there were similar gashes in his thighs. The wounds had bled badly, but his eyes were open and aware.

		He had fallen among other bodies, mutilated and dead, so we lifted him away and Keokotah brought the campfire to life and dipped water from the river into a piece of broken pot, to be heated.

		We bathed his wounds clean and with sinew such as we always carried we stitched the slashes in his legs and body. He lay still, perfectly conscious, but making no sound as we worked.

		No others lived. I put out a few fires, wandering about through the scene of horror. Everything of value had been carried away or destroyed. It was apparent the raid had caught them still asleep and had been totally unexpected. What weapons that had not been carried away had been thrust into the dead or dying.

		I brought water from the creek, and the wounded Indian drank thirstily. When I took the cup from his lips, he spoke, looking at me.

		“He say he is Quapaw,” Keokotah said.

		I gestured to Keokotah. “He is Kickapoo,” I said.

		“He knows what I am,” Keokotah said. “He knows not you.”

		What could I say? That I was an Englishman? He would not recognize the tribe, and who was I, really? I had been born here, in this land, so I could be called an American. But what did that mean? The Quapaw was born here, too.

		“I am Sackett,” I said, “a son of Barnabas.”

		“Ah?” he whispered. “Sack-ett!”

		He knew the name. Had my father’s reputation traveled so far, then? It was true that he had been in America for most of thirty years, and much of that had been lived at Shooting Creek. Indians of many tribes had traded with us and we ourselves had wandered.

		We moved the bodies to one side. We straightened up the camp nearest the shore and we prepared a broth for the wounded man, scarcely believing he would survive. Our treatment was whatever we each knew, Keokotah from his own people and I from mine. Sakim had spoken of the necessity of cleaning wounds, and this we had done. He had commented on the fact that wounds healed more quickly in America than anywhere he had been. Fewer people? Cleaner air? More simple food? I did not know, nor did he.

		Who had attacked the village? We gathered it was a tribe from the south, the Tensas, but they were led by a man not a Tensa, and some of the warriors had been Natchee.

		“They look for woman,” the Quapaw said, “a beloved woman.”

		I knew the term from the Cherokee—a beloved woman was one who through wisdom, bravery, or both had won a revered place among her people. She was a woman whose word could stop or turn aside a war party, could overrule a chief. They occurred but rarely.

		“A Natchee woman?” I asked.

		“Natchee … gone, long time gone.”

		We had fumbled together a way of speaking. He knew some Cherokee, as we did, although Indians who knew the language of another tribe were rare, usually the sons or daughters of captured women or adopted sons. It was a custom among many tribes to adopt a son from among prisoners taken to replace one lost or slain.

		“Big Natchee warrior want her. He lead war party. Say to Tensa he get many scalps for them. Come with him, his medicine is strong.”

		Kapata …

		Yet why attack a village where he must know she would not be? To win prestige and gain followers?

		Keokotah agreed when I expressed my thoughts. “He big man now. Take many scalps. His medicine strong.”

		Young warriors eager for renown would follow any leader who promised success. Now, after taking the Quapaw scalps, the young men of the Tensa would be eager to follow this leader. No matter that he was not of their tribe. Such things had happened before and no doubt would again.

		Kapata would have no following from among the Natchee beyond the two or three who had come west with him. He would need to win followers to make up a strong party.

		Who knew with what eloquence he had spoken to persuade them? But the young men of all tribes were eager to take scalps and the prestige that followed. No doubt Kapata had scouted the Quapaw village and knew that most of its young men were away and that it would be an easy victory. He would have known that Itchakomi was not there.

		The passions that stir Indians are no different from those of Europeans or Asiatics. Ambition, hatred, fear, greed, and jealousy are ever-present. Kapata was the son of a Natchee man and a Karankawa woman, and the Karankawa were despised by the Natchee. Kapata must have grown to manhood fighting to overcome that stigma and striving to assert himself and his manhood. To marry a Sun would be the ultimate, to be himself regarded as a Sun.… He knew of no such thing happening before, but his fierce Karankawa mother had instilled in him the feeling that he could do anything. She must have told him of the Karankawa warriors, feared by all.

		Sitting beside the wounded warrior, who was now either unconscious or asleep, I tried to understand he who had become my enemy.

		It was not until the third day, when we had moved well upstream, that the men of the massacred village returned. We heard their wailing and I went down by canoe, approaching them warily.

		Seeing me, they rushed to the shore, and I motioned for them to follow. After a moment of hesitation, several armed and dangerous warriors did follow.

		Akicheeta—for that was the name of the wounded Quapaw—was awake when they entered our camp, and he explained what had taken place. He also explained that we were seeking the Natchee woman.

		I asked about the river. “Spring much water,” he drew a route with his finger in the earth. Making zigzag lines to indicate mountains, he showed how the river emerged from a great cleft in the rock. Between us and where the river emerged from the canyon he showed a place where the waters would be shallow at midsummer. “No canoe,” he said, making signs to indicate the water would be only a few inches deep.

		“How far to the mountains?” I asked.

		He shrugged, and I held up ten fingers. “More!” he replied.

		“Spanishmen?”

		He shook his head. “Conejeros!” He swept a wide area before the mountains and made a gesture of lifting my scalp. “You see!” he warned.

		The name was strange to me, but Keokotah spoke longer with him and told me later it was the name of a very fierce tribe of Indians who lived at the edge of the mountains. They hunted buffalo and then retired in the hotter months into higher country. In the winter they hid their lodges in sheltered places where there was wood to burn.

		The Quapaws treated Keokotah with respect while he ignored them, holding himself aloof for the most part.

		Several commented on my scarcely healed wounds, the deep claw marks on my body, and Keokotah told them, with some embellishment I am sure, of my killing the panther with a knife when I had a broken leg. I could grasp enough of what he was saying to know that I lost no stature in the telling and that the panther had suddenly grown larger than I remembered.

		Suddenly, and for the first time, Keokotah brought out a necklace of the panther’s claws. Evidently he had taken them from the dead cat while I had been sleeping, and he had carefully strung them on a rawhide string. Looked at now, the claws were formidable and longer than I remembered. To tell the truth, I had been rather too busy to notice dimensions.

		The Quapaw had treated me with respect before, but now my stature had grown. With a gesture, Keokotah put the necklace around my neck. He had said nothing about the cat’s crippled leg, and who was I to spoil a good story, especially when it made me look so good?

		All I could remember was the sudden attack, the wild, terrible scramble among trees and brush, and the hot breath of the panther, the scrape of his teeth on my skull and my stabbing and stabbing with the knife. All I had been was another animal fighting wildly, instinctively for life. The cat, in all honesty, had been a big one. I could remember its weight on me and my frantic efforts to escape it.

		My broken leg had knitted well, though I still limped a little, but whether it was necessity or habit I did not know and began consciously trying to correct it.

		We left the Quapaw and moved upstream slowly. The current was still strong, but there were fewer obstructions. We rarely saw drifting trees, although once we did paddle through a dozen or so dead buffalo. The stench was frightful, and we paddled vigorously to escape them.

		Only rarely did we see the smoke of a village, and we passed no canoes on the river. There were trees close to the banks but we often caught glimpses of bare, grass-covered hills beyond.

		Coming upon a clump of chokecherry bushes we camped to make arrows—many Indians favored the slender branches of the chokecherry over all others, although reeds and some other woods were used by some tribes, with much depending on what was available and light enough. The arrows made by Keokotah were about twenty-eight inches in length, and those I made for my longbow somewhat longer. His bow was about four feet long and he could use it with amazing speed and skill.

		Every move was made with caution, as ambush was a favored tactic of the Indians, and we knew not what awaited us. Food during those weeks was no problem. There were fish, ducks, and geese, and now we found wild turkeys again and occasionally a deer. Lower down we had had to be watchful for alligators, but we saw them no longer.

		On the second day after the arrow making we saw where several canoes had been drawn up at some time not long since. Edging in, we found a camp, now abandoned.

		Three canoes, good-sized ones. Several warriors, maybe as many as a dozen. Keokotah found Kapata’s moccasin print among them. After we had studied the ground we decided there were at least ten of the Tensa as well as Kapata and his few Natchee. They were but a few days ahead of us. Somehow, if we were to warn Itchakomi, we must overtake and pass them without their being aware.

		Every day we saw buffalo, usually in small herds of two dozen or less, but many herds within a short distance of each other, so we might count fifty such within the range of our eyes.

		Our supply of food was running low and so we needed to hunt, not only for food but for the warm robes of the buffalo. The cold season was coming on and the nights were already growing chill. Despite the numbers of the buffalo, we had no success in getting near them, for they had been lately frightened, no doubt by Kapata and his people.

		We killed several antelopes, but their skins, while useful, would not do for the intense cold of the prairies. The water was growing more shallow, the river itself wandering from side to side in its sandy bed. Here and there in the bottom there were strips of gravel and even clumps of brush. Often the course of the stream was heavily walled by brush, and the trees along the banks grew very dense.

		Long before Sakim had left us he had suggested to each that we learn as much as we could of the Indians, of their nature and customs. When we returned from hunts or visits with the Indians we had always gone to him to relate what we had learned, until the study had become a habit for each of us.

		On the long days in the canoe I plied Keokotah with questions. At first he shied from direct questions, but after a while we began comparing notes on our peoples. He had never known a case of baldness and it was necessary that I describe it to him before he understood. He then recalled seeing a white man who was bald, but never an Indian. Nor had I. Nor had I seen one crippled by rheumatism, and decayed teeth were rare.

		Coming upon a thick stand of willow and cottonwood we decided to abandon our canoe. The water had been growing less and we could see a strip ahead where it seemed to disappear completely. We lay the canoe bottom up among several dead logs, and scattered debris across it both to shelter it from the sun and to mask its appearance.

		Our packs were small, for now our need for food had grown. For days we had found no fish, and the game shied from us. Yet that very night our fortunes changed.

		We had been following the riverbed, keeping to the shelter of trees and brush when possible, and suddenly we came on a pool where a buffalo cow and a small bull calf were watering. The distance was great, so Keokotah yielded the chance to me and I brought the cow down with one arrow. The calf ran off a short distance and we moved in to skin the cow and cut out the meat.

		On the shore, in a hollow we found, we built a small fire and cutting the meat into strips began the tiresome process of curing what meat we could. We gorged ourselves on fresh buffalo steaks, for I had acquired something of the Indian habit of eating enormously when there was food against the times of famine that would surely follow.

		At daybreak when I went down to the thin stream of running water to bathe, I saw the buffalo calf. It stared at me, seeming unsure of whether to run or not. I spoke to it, and pitying it, I left a small mound of salt on a flat rock. As I walked back to camp I saw the calf sniffing at where I had stood. When I walked back to look again, the calf was licking the rock where I had left the salt.

	
		14

		We saw the rain from afar when we topped a ridge a quarter of a mile from the river. We saw its steel battalions marching across the plains toward us, but there was no shelter. A lone tree with arching branches offered itself but we knew better, for it is the lone trees that draw the lightning.

		We moved to lower ground, skirting the trees along the riverbed. Within minutes that riverbed was no longer dry sand with a trickle of water but a rushing river, a flash flood brought by the rain.

		The oilskin preserved from my father’s seagoing days was quickly donned, more to shelter my guns and keep their powder dry than for myself.

		The storm approached and we could see the metallic veil it drew across the country. Then it hit us and in a minute we were dripping. But we walked on, the grass slippery under our feet. Then there was mud, and we turned down the hill toward the forest along the river where we might find fuel. Glancing back I saw the buffalo calf, woebegone and lonely. “Come on!” I called. “Come with us!”

		It lingered, staring after us wistfully. I called again and it advanced a few steps and then hesitated. We dipped down a slippery bank into the trees.

		All was wet and dripping, but we found a place where the tightly woven branches of several trees had kept the leaves almost dry. We stopped there and wove a few branches and slabs of bark from fallen trees into the mesh of branches above to offer more protection.

		Under the canopy lay a network of fallen trees and limbs, crisscrossing each other. It reminded me too much of the place where I had broken my leg, and I walked with care. From some of the fallen trees great slabs of bark hung down, and beneath their shelter bark and leaves were still dry. We gathered some and nursed a small fire into being.

		Ours was a sheltered place, deep among the trees. We laid boughs above us from one tree to the next, resting them on branches or the stubs of branches until we had made ourselves a crude but effective shelter. Large cold drops fell but they were nothing, and outside the rain poured down and winds blew.

		Keokotah began working on the buffalo robe taken from the cow we had killed. He scraped away what flesh was left and staked out the hide to stretch it. All this should have been done completely before this but there had been no time. I set myself to making a pair of moccasins from the hide of a deer killed long before.

		Looking around, I saw the buffalo calf not over fifty feet away, and I spoke to it. Keokotah looked and grunted something and when I looked at him again he made a derisive gesture implying the calf thought I was his mother.

		“He’ll leave us when we come up to some other buffalo,” I said, and believed it.

		From time to time we arose and added to our shelter, placing more bark to keep out especially disturbing drips. It was a makeshift camp, but pleasant enough and well hidden.

		Moving about, I pushed further away from our camp and came on several elms weighted down with grapevines. A bear had been feasting here but many grapes still hung, and I gathered as many as could be carried and took them back to camp. We ate, enjoying the change from a diet of fresh meat. I carried a couple of bunches to the calf but it moved off. Still, I left the bunches I carried and later saw him nuzzling them. I suspect he ate them but did not watch, for as I returned to camp I heard the sharp crack of a breaking branch.

		Crouching where I was, I wished for my bow, two dozen feet away. Instead, I drew my knife, waiting.

		Our fire smoldered. Keokotah had disappeared but would be waiting somewhere near. A bow would do little good in this dense stand of trees and brush, anyway. He would have his spear.

		All was still for a long moment, but then I heard something stirring not far off, and the sounds of movement such as a man might make. Then there was a sort of clicking as of sticks being piled together. Easing a step to one side, I peered through the trees.

		There was a small open space nearby, and an old Indian was gathering firewood. He seemed uneasy, straightening up to look around, and I glanced around also, watching him from the corners of my eyes. He gathered more sticks, picked up his bundle, and started away, pausing to look back.

		His eyes missed me, as I did not move, and finally he turned away again, walking through the trees. I had only to follow some dozen yards to see the camp, a small cluster of Indians, at least three women, several children, and a half dozen men. All but one of the men were getting on in years. That one was a boy, not yet sixteen, at a guess. At that age or older he would be out with the warriors.

		Keokotah had followed. Now he whispered, “Pawnee!”

		The name was unfamiliar, but there were many tribes of which I did not know.

		“We speak.” He spoke softly, and then he called out. The Indians turned to face him as he stepped out, lifting a hand, palm out.

		Several held weapons and they waited. Then I appeared and there was a murmur of surprise from among them. Although the sun and wind had made me almost as dark as Keokotah it was obvious that I was not an Indian, or at least none such as they had ever seen.

		Keokotah spoke again, some word which they understood but I did not. We walked down to their camp, and soon he was talking to them. From time to time they looked at me, and I could see he was explaining me. How, I had no idea. It developed that only one of them had ever seen a white man before. The Pawnees were a strong tribe, only moving into the area now, and where they originated I did not know. What was important was that they had seen Itchakomi.

		They had also seen Kapata, but had remained hidden among the trees atop a long ridge as the Natchee and the Tensa went along the valley bottom a half mile away.

		Much talk went on of which I understood nothing until Keokotah translated for me. Apparently they were fleeing back to their own people. The Conejeros—a branch of a people called Apache, of which there were many tribes—were on the warpath.

		The Conejeros were destroying any other Indians they came upon, and had even killed some of the Spanish-men who had gotten too far from home. They were fierce and desperate fighting men who seemed to have conquered all between the river we followed and another great river to the south.

		“What of Itchakomi?” I asked.

		“They are near the mountains, but the Pawnees believe they will be killed.”

		“What of the Tensa?”

		“They believe the Tensa are friendly to the Conejeros, but they do not know.”

		We talked long, and Keokotah at my prodding asked many questions about the country, the rivers, the mountains, and the game.

		There were many buffalo and great herds of antelope, too. There were several kinds of deer, including a large kind that must be the wapiti or elk. There were not many Indians apart from a few small tribes of Apaches, some of whom planted cornfields along the rivers when the season was right.

		When we left them to move on, the rains had ceased, although it was still muddy along the hillsides and the river still ran with a strong current in a wide bed. More clouds hovered in the west. Soon, the Pawnees told us, we would see the mountains.

		The growth along the riverbanks was less dense now, and the country away from the river was prairie country, covered with buffalo. We moved cautiously, knowing our danger and wanting no trouble.

		Overhead the sky was a vast blue dome, dotted with drifting clouds. Around was a sea of grass with only occasional groves of trees along the ridges. We saw no Indians, found no tracks. Several times we sighted black bears, and once a bobcat that leaped away at our approach and then returned to where it had been feeding on a recently killed rabbit.

		Twice we came upon the tracks of a gigantic bear, the tracks dwarfing those of the black bears we often saw.

		When we first saw the mountains they appeared as a low blue cloud on the western horizon, and when they became clearer I thought of my father and his love of those far, blue mountains he had wished to explore. Well, he had seen them and he had gone beyond them, but what would he have thought of these?

		Suddenly, Indians were there. On the open plain not more than one hundred yards off! Keokotah and I crouched in the willows from which we had been about to emerge. My heart was beating heavily, for there were at least twenty warriors in the group yonder, obviously a war party.

		They had not seen us and they were following a route that took them away from us.

		“Conejeros!” Keokotah whispered.

		The group paused at the stream, some of them dropping down for a drink. One mounted a low hill to look around. Had we been a few steps further along we should have been seen.

		That night we lighted no fire and made our beds in a thick stand of aspen. We had advanced what I believed to be about eight miles that day, leaving our tracks to mingle with the tracks of the war party ahead of us in the event anyone was following.

		We had moved with great care, always studying the land before and around us before crossing any open space. The river, its waters no longer depleted by evaporation or the thirsty sand, ran with a strong current.

		Where was Itchakomi now? Had Kapata found her yet? If so, we might be too late. The thought worried me and I could not sleep. I slipped out of camp and climbed a small bluff nearby. In the distance I could see the faint glow of a campfire, probably reflecting off a clay bluff. It could have been a mile off, or even further. In such clear air distances deceived.

		A long time I sat in silence upon the bluff, drinking in the beauty of the night and the stars. We had traveled far in an almost empty land and now the mountains lay before us, far greater mountains than any I had seen, and the most distant seemed covered with snow.

		The thought brought back the need for buffalo robes and warmer clothing. Autumn would bring cold winds and more rain and we were ill-fitted for it.

		We crossed the river at a rocky ford, wading waist deep in the water. Finding no fresh tracks, we started off at a swinging trot, keeping to low ground and what cover we could find. As the war party was moving slowly we felt sure we had passed them by. Although the season was late we walked through many wildflowers, most of them of varying shades of yellow.

		We were in camp among some cottonwoods when Keokotah spoke suddenly. “The Englishman, he say he live in big city”—Keokotah swept a wide gesture—“many big house. Some Kickapoo think he lie. Did he speak false?”

		“He spoke the truth. I have not seen it but my father had been there, and some of the other men who lived with us. They had seen it, and one at least was from there. It is called London.”

		“Yes … London. It is true then, the things he said?”

		“That much was true. I believe all he said was true.”

		Keokotah was pleased. “I think he speak true. I think so.”

		He was silent for a time and then after a while he said, “After they say he lie he talk only to me of wonders. Not to them.”

		“I can understand why.” Pausing, I then went on, trying to choose my words. “There are many nations. Kickapoos do not think like Natchees. But Kickapoos live much as do other Indians. It is so in Europe. The tongues they speak are often different, but the way they live is much the same.”

		“They hunt?”

		“Only for sport. Because they wish to hunt.”

		“No hunt for meat?”

		“There is not enough game to feed them. Many villages. Many big, big villages. No place for game. They plant corn. They raise cattle, sheep.”

		“Cattle?”

		“Some men own many cows. Like buffalo. They keep them in big corrals and when they want meat, they kill one.”

		He considered that. “No hunt buffalo?”

		“We have no buffalo. Cows.”

		“Ah? I see him. Spanishmans have cows. He talk ‘city’? City is big village?”

		Slowly, taking my time, I explained what was meant by a city and described the many occupations of the people who lived there, trying to keep to those occupations he would understand the best.

		“Clothing is made by tailors, and there are men who make weapons—knives, guns, and armor. There are houses in which strangers can sleep, and places where they can go to eat.”

		This he had been told before, but his was a curious, interested mind. Uninformed he might be, unintelligent he was not, and I could see why the Englishman had been drawn to him. Undoubtedly the man had been lonely and he had taken on the teaching of the young Indian, opening his mind to possibilities Keokotah could not have imagined.

		The mountains loomed before us, and now the river was running with a strong, powerful stream, sixty or seventy yards wide. Rains had been falling in the upper mountains and there was more snow upon the peaks. We saw fewer and fewer buffalo but we pushed on. Now I was searching for tracks, for some indication of Itchakomi’s direction.

		We had seen occasional indications in the past, a place where they had camped long since, a place where they had crossed a stream. I had come to know her footprints, partly from their small size and delicate shape, unusual for an Indian woman, for most of them were accustomed to carrying heavy burdens.

		I wished to find her, discharge my mission, such as it was, and go on about my business. If business it could be called, for I wished to wander, to explore, to learn, to see. And with winter coming on we must find shelter and kill some buffalo or gather other skins for warm clothing. I had no time to waste.

		Kapata … he was another story. I had never wanted to kill a man. But Kapata? I might make an exception.

		If we had not wanted a buffalo so desperately it might not have happened, but the buffalo was there, a big one with a fine robe. And three others trailing behind him.

		They had our attention and I drew my longbow and let fly an arrow. We were directly in front of the bull and he had not seen us. His left foreleg was back at the end of its stride, just before he lifted it to bring it forward, and my shaft must have gone right to the heart.

		He seemed to stagger and then stopped, evidently puzzled. Keokotah let fly with an arrow of his own at the cow that was behind the bull, and then two more before one could think. The cow staggered and fell. The bull shook his head and blood ran from his nostrils. He started forward but then slowly toppled.

		From behind me there was a savage yell and they were upon us. Conejeros. Five of them. My second arrow was ready so I turned and let go. A big warrior took it right through the throat in midstride.

		Then the others were upon us, with knives and spears. A sweaty body hurtled at me, my bow fell, my knife came up, and then there was blood all over my hand and I was withdrawing the knife.
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		Low and gray were the clouds above us, the earth damp from a shower that had passed. Fresh was the air with a hint of more rain to come, and I stood with a bared and bloody knife above the body of a man whom I had killed.

		The attack had been sudden, unexpected, and must have seemed a certain victory for the attackers. Our attention had been upon the buffalo whose robes and flesh we needed, our only warning the grate of gravel under the moccasin of a leaping Indian, and then the yell. But the warning had been enough. Keokotah had turned like a cat, swift and sure, and another warrior had gone down before him.

		The two remaining had disappeared, dropping off into an arroyo. Keokotah glanced at me. I thrust my knife into the earth to clean the blade and went over to the buffalo bull.

		“They will come back,” Keokotah said.

		“So let them come. We need the robes.”

		To skin a buffalo bull weighing over a thousand pounds, and I suspected this one weighed half again that much, is not an easy thing nor one quickly done. We knew we should be off and away, but winter would soon be upon us. We worked swiftly, while keeping a sharp lookout.

		Three warriors had died, and the Conejeros were fierce fighting men who would not permit them to lie unavenged.

		We skinned out the bull and then the cow. We took only the tongue from the bull but from the cow we took the best cuts of meat. We shouldered our burdens and started away, but such hides are heavy and our movements were slow. We turned away from the river, heading southwest toward the mountains. It was rolling, sometimes rough country cut by a number of small creeks, some dry, some running with small streams. The bull’s hide, which I carried, was a very heavy as well as awkward burden.

		Several times we paused to look back. Pursuit depended on how far the Conejeros must go to reach their camp and on whether warriors were there. The mountains toward which we were headed were hours away. The place where the river ran out from its canyon was away to the north.

		Shouldering our loads we started on. The robes would be lighter in weight when they had been scraped and cleaned, but there was no time for that now.

		The nearest mountain was a sort of hogback, and to the north of it were several scraggy peaks. We held our course to reach the mountains between the two. When we had gone what I believed was about five miles we found ourselves following a rocky creek. We drank and then studied the terrain.

		How far had the Conejeros to go for help? By now, without burdens, they should have reached their camp.

		“They might have horses,” I suggested.

		He stared at me. “Horses?”

		“They could steal from the Spanish.” I waved a hand off to the south. “There are Spanish down thataway.”

		We had heard stories of them from the Indians. Keokotah would have heard them as well. Even before this I had been to the Great River and touched upon the plains beyond. The Cherokees told stories of Spanishmen beyond the Far Seeing Lands.

		“If they have horses they could be here soon,” I said. As I spoke I was thinking of how much better it would be if we had even one horse to carry the hides. I was unusually strong, but a buffalo hide was no small weight.

		When we camped it was in a small cove against an overhanging cliff where an ancient river had cut away the rock into a shallow cave. Keokotah went out to cover as much as he could of our trail while I broiled meat over a small fire.

		We ate, slept an hour or so, and then when the moon arose we moved out, heading toward the mountains again. By daybreak they were looming before us, though still some distance off. Keokotah moved on before me.

		We plodded on, resting often, studying the terrain at every pause. Still, the Conejeros did not come. “Maybe farther than we think,” Keokotah suggested. “He may go far, far out!”

		It was true, of course. I had assumed their camp was not far off, but the party that had attacked us might be a war or hunting party a long distance from their camp.

		We saw antelope but no buffalo. Several times we saw wolves, attracted by the still-bloody hides we carried. By the time the sun was high we had fallen upon a dim game trail that seemed to come from the mountains before us. We held to the trail.

		We found our way to a small elevation, a level place with a hollow behind it where we could build a small fire of dry sticks that would give off no smoke. On the flat ground we staked out our hides and began the tedious task of scraping them clean of excess flesh. The place where we worked was backed by a brush-covered cliff, so we could not easily be seen.

		Our view took in a wide sweep of country, a country seen by few white men and not by many Indians except for the few who lived in the area. There were Indians in the mountains, we had heard, but whether they were real or imagined we did not know.

		“Apache!” Keokotah commented. “Many tribe! All bad!”

		“All?”

		He shrugged. His people were The People, and all others were mere interlopers. Some he tolerated, but for most he had no use at all. Pa had been a tolerant man and we boys had grown up feeling the same. We accepted all people as they were and trusted nobody until they had proved themselves trustworthy.

		We worked hard at scraping the skins and then took some time to broil buffalo steaks and eat, while watching the plains before us. We knew what to look for. Movement is easily seen, but Indians would keep under cover until close, so we studied the places that offered cover. Many times we looked straight out over the plains, letting the corners of our eyes look for any movement.

		And movement there was. A wolf, a coyote, and once a great, lumbering bear. It was at least a half mile off but we knew what it was by its movement.

		We saw no Indians.

		Keokotah slept then while I worked at the hides. Facing toward the plain, I could work and keep an eye on all that lay before me, careful not to let my movements fall into a pattern. Often one looks up at certain intervals, and an enemy approaching can time those intervals and remain still.

		Now to find Itchakomi—somewhere out there, or perhaps even in the mountains themselves. I had given my word to Ni’kwana, and I would be faithful to the promise.

		Once I had found her and made sure she was warned of Kapata and told of the illness of the Great Sun, we could be on about our business.

		Off to the south there were twin peaks that towered into the sky, and to the north there were others. This was where the great Far Seeing Lands ended against the wall of the mountains. From here all streams ran to the Mississippi.

		Sometimes I ceased from scraping and working on the hides and took time just to look out over the vast plains. My thoughts went back to Shooting Creek. Did it survive still? For surely the Seneca would come again, or the Tuscarora. Would our small island stand against them without Pa? And what of Brian and Noelle? They were across the sea now in England, he studying for the law and she growing wise in the ways of the city and of the people there. Ways I would never know, and a city I would never see.

		But how many could see what I saw? How many would cross those plains, hunt the buffalo on its native grass, and penetrate the unknown mountains that lay behind me? This was my destiny, as I had known from the first. This land was mine.

		Others would come. Oh, I knew they would come! There would be others like Pa, who could not rest for not knowing what lay about. They would seek out these lands until all was known, all was recorded.

		The Indians? I shrugged. Many acres were needed to feed even one Indian, living as they did, but men would come who would grow grain where only grass grew. They would plant orchards and herd cattle and sheep, and they would provide for a still larger world, still more people. There were too many landless ones back in Europe, too many willing to risk all to better themselves, too many—

		Something moved!

		It was still far away. From where I sat I could see for miles, for all the while we had been moving we had been climbing, and all the land before me slanted away to the Arkansas River and from there to the Mississippi.

		I saw it again, just a faint stir of movement down there that fitted no normal pattern. I longed for my father’s telescope, retained from his seafaring days. I chose landmarks so that my eyes could focus upon the spot again, and I went on with my work.

		After a while I looked again, bringing my eyes into focus on the chosen landmarks and seeking out from them.

		I needed only a minute or two before I had them again. A small party—how many I could not tell, for they were indistinct with distance. If they continued as they were going their path would cross the one we had used.

		There was a stir behind me. I turned. Keokotah shaded his eyes to look. “What do you see?”

		I showed him my landmarks and he picked the movement out of the landscape at once. Quicker than I had.

		He stared for several minutes, looked away, and looked again.

		“How many?” I asked.

		“Ten … I think. It is Itchakomi,” he added.

		“Itchakomi? How could you know that?”

		He shrugged. “She has more than ten. Some are women. They travel slowly. They keep to low ground.”

		I stood up and looked again. It needed a moment for me to find them. They were coming toward the mountains, and as we watched, Keokotah said, “They come back. Something is wrong, I think.”

		“Come back? What do you mean?”

		“You see? They are far out. Why, unless they have start home? And why do they come back to mountains? Something is wrong.”

		It was a bit more than I was willing to accept, yet it could be true. Why, at this point, would they be coming to the mountains? Unless—

		“Maybe they haven’t even been here yet,” I suggested.

		He shrugged.

		The rain clouds still lowered above us, but there had been no more rain. When we looked again we could see nothing. Our travelers, whoever they were, followed a riverbed, not a wise thing in this weather unless there was something they feared more.

		Had they been cut off from the river by a war party? Or … had Kapata found them?

		Keokotah watched while I slept. We would move again at night, getting closer to the mountains. Or that had been our plan. If that was Itchakomi, it was up to us to intercept her.

		When I awakened it was dusk. Keokotah had folded the hides. Gathering them and our weapons we went down off the lookout point and found the trail we had been traveling. The only tracks were those of a deer.

		We stopped and I looked toward the mountains where I wished to be going. But if that was Itchakomi …

		“The Conejeros will come looking for us,” I said, “and will find them.”

		“It is so.”

		“We will wait,” I said. “If they walk by night—”

		“They will.” He squatted on his heels. “She is much trouble, this woman. It is better to look at mountains. To find rivers. We do not need this woman.”

		“I gave my word.”

		It was many days since I had drunk chicory. I felt the want for it now, yet to build a fire was dangerous. I mentioned it and he shrugged and began putting together a fire.

		When water was boiling we added the shavings from the root. I used it with care. Perhaps there was no more to be found. Perhaps it did not grow here.

		Keokotah had come to like it, too, and he watched as I added it to the water and put twigs into the fire. Ours was a very small fire, hidden from sight, yet it was a risk. I could not smell the smoke but I could smell the chicory.

		We often had it at home, added to our coffee to make the coffee go farther. Coffee was hard to come by at Shooting Creek, and we used a lot of it.

		Pa told me that in London there were shops, where men gathered to drink coffee and tea and to talk. Much business was done there, but there were those who believed the drinking of coffee sinful. Sakim had told me there were riots in Bagdad against the drinking of coffee.

		Ours tasted good. I took my time, enjoying every drop, aware that it might be long before I had more.

		Yet I should have been watching out for it. Who knows where it might grow? Such seeds might be carried far by birds or blown on the wind. It was a plant that made itself at home quickly.

		We heard the footsteps before we saw anyone. Keokotah faded into the darkness, an arrow ready. I drew my knife.

		She stepped from the darkness, and she was tall, almost as tall as I, and slender. She stood just for a moment and then she said, “I am Itchakomi, a Sun of the Natchee.”

		“I am Jubal Sackett, a son of Barnabas.”
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		“What,” her tone was cool, “is a ‘Barnabas’?”

		“Barnabas Sackett was my father, a man of Shooting Creek, and formerly of England.”

		She dismissed me from her attention and turned to Keokotah. “You are a Kickapoo? What do you here?”

		“We look upon mountains,” he said, “and he brings you word from Ni’kwana.”

		She turned to me again as if irritated by the necessity. “From Ni’kwana? You?”

		“We were asked to seek you out and to tell you the Great Sun is failing. He grows weaker.”

		“He wishes me to return?”

		“That was what he said, but I felt that he wished you to decide for yourself. He spoke first as Ni’kwana, second as a father.”

		“He is not my father!”

		“I said he spoke as a father. As one who wished you well. Also,” I added, “you have been followed by a man named Kapata.”

		“Kapata?” Her contempt was obvious.

		“He intends to wed you”—I spoke cheerfully—“and become a Sun, perhaps even the Great Sun.”

		Her eyes were cold, imperious. “One does not ‘become’ a Sun. One is or is not a Sun.”

		“I understand that does not matter to him. He has his own ideas. He will marry you and usurp the power.” I shrugged. “However, it is none of my business. I know nothing of your people or your customs.”

		“Obviously!”

		She turned her attention to Keokotah. “You know of this?”

		“We met the Ni’kwana. He spoke with us. He spoke most to him.” Keokotah paused. “We have done what was asked. You may go.”

		“I may go? You dismiss me? I shall go where I choose, when I choose.”

		“Then please be seated,” I said. She looked at the fire where the chicory bubbled slightly. “We do not have much, but—”

		“It is mayocup entchibil! I smell it from far!” She was no longer imperious but like a very young girl.

		“She speaks of the ‘dark root,’ ” Keokotah said. “It is one way of speaking what you drink.”

		Filling a cup made of bark, I handed it to her. She accepted it, and then a woman came forward and placed a mat upon the ground near the fire. Itchakomi seated herself and sipped the drink. Slowly the others came into the camp and gathered about.

		Seating myself opposite her I waited until she had drunk from the cup. “Kapata is close.” I spoke carefully. “He has some of your people but more of the Tensa. They seek you.”

		“He is nothing,”

		“He is a strong, dangerous man.”

		“You fear?”

		“I? What have I to fear? He seeks you, not me. I shall be gone with Keokotah. You have warriors.”

		This I said, but I had seen her warriors. Three of them were old men, well past their prime. They had come for their wisdom, not for their strength or fighting ability. Against the Tensa they would prove a poor match. Some of the younger ones looked able enough, but they were too few. I shifted uneasily. None of this was any affair of mine. I wished only to be away, and Keokotah felt the same.

		One of her Indians added fuel to the fire.

		“There are also the Conejeros,” I suggested. “You have seen them?”

		“Their feet have left marks on the way we walk. I know them not.”

		“They are dangerous men. They are warriors and there are many.”

		“You fear?”

		Irritated, I said, “We have met them. Three are dead. Two have gone for others. I suggest you find a place that is safe for the winter. Soon the snows will come. You cannot cross the plains.”

		“We have canoes. The water is strong.”

		She ignored me, speaking to Keokotah. Yet her eyes strayed to my guns in their ornate scabbards. That she was curious was obvious, but I had no intention of gratifying her curiosity.

		She was, I must admit, uncommonly beautiful, and would have graced any gathering, anywhere. She had poise and intelligence and quick wit. I suspected she was not entirely of Natchee blood, judging by her appearance, but that was merely a suspicion.

		We had been speaking in Spanish interspersed here and there with an English or Cherokee word, but I soon discovered that her command of English was not small. We had heard of Englishmen as well as Spanish who lived among them, and some of De Soto’s men had stayed on with the Natchee, preferring the safety of the Indian villages to the long, doubtful trek that would have awaited them.

		Knowing what I did of the Europeans who had lived among the Indians I was not surprised. When De Soto first landed he discovered a man named Juan Ortiz already living among the Indians, and when the French Huguenots living at Charlesfort abandoned their settlement, one young lad, Guillaum Rufin, decided not to trust himself to the frail craft they had constructed and remained with the Indians. Several of the Frenchmen in a later colonizing attempt by Jean Ribaut had escaped a Spanish attack and gone to live with the natives.

		“The Tensa and Kapata look for you. The Conejeros are everywhere. To get to the river, find your canoes, and then escape will be very hard.”

		“So?”

		“Go into the mountains, wait there for a week, then go quickly. They look for you now. If you leave no tracks, they can find none.” I gestured toward the path they had followed to us. “This goes into the mountains. We will follow it.”

		She considered what I had said, and then Keokotah spoke. “The Ni’kwana trusted him. He thought—”

		“We do not know what he thought. Only what he said.” She paused. “We will do it. For three days we wait.”

		She arose and went to where the women had made a bed for her. She lay down and composed herself with a woman lying on each side of her, but each at least ten feet away.

		Keokotah looked at me, shrugged, and rolled up in his own blankets. I withdrew the longer sticks from the fire to let it die to coals, and then lay down myself. First I checked my guns. The night was overcast. It was very still. Once a brief flame struggled against the darkness and then faded and died.

		When morning came we left quickly, but not until I had gone off some distance to where there was an old campsite. Gathering some of the ancient coals I brought them back to scatter over our fire. Then I lifted handsful of dust and let it drift from my fingers over the fire, carried by the slight breeze. To casual glance our campfire would look months or even years old.

		We moved out quickly, going down a slight declivity to the stream that flowed past the hogback mountain we had used for a landmark. There seemed to be an opening through which the stream flowed that would allow access to the mountains.

		The stream had cut through the dark rock, and the game path along the stream was narrow. With Keokotah leading the way we climbed a steep hill and came out on top in a lovely valley. We camped where we could watch the entrance and settled down to rest, and to complete work on our buffalo hides. Keokotah and I moved our camp under several large old trees some fifty yards from the camp of the Natchee.

		At daybreak I was up and scouting. The hole in which we had taken shelter must have embraced a thousand acres of fertile land, surrounded by rugged hills and cliffs covered with timber, mostly pine. Or so it seemed from where I studied them.

		For several hours I scouted about. There were a number of caves, one a death trap. I tried dropping a stone into the darkness and it took some time to hit bottom. It was a place to avoid.

		Here and there wildflowers still bloomed and I saw other plants I remembered—mountain parsley, wild mint, chokecherry, and a half dozen others that might be useful. Already I was planning for the coming winter. No matter what Itchakomi decided to do, this would be a good place for Keokotah and I to winter.

		Game would be apt to shelter here, and if we kept our presence small the supply would be sufficient to provide us with meat. Building a shelter was not out of the question, but one of the caves might be all that was needed.

		As I studied the valley and the surrounding hills I heard the song of a meadowlark, always a favorite, and several times I stumbled upon flocks of quail. The hills would give us shelter from the worst storms and there would be fuel.

		Itchakomi’s people were gathered about their fire when I returned. Keokotah had built our own fire. He was broiling meat, and I joined him, bringing more fuel.

		“A cold time is coming,” I said.

		He cut a sliver from the meat with his knife and began chewing.

		“There are caves. I see many deer. I see bear tracks. Quail.” I cut a sliver from the meat. “It is a good place,” I said.

		“What they do?”

		I shrugged. “She will decide. I think they will go.”

		“They will stay,” Keokotah said. “Itchakomi has eyes for you.”

		“For me? No chance of that. She despises me.”

		Sitting beside the fire I considered their problem. If they left now and could get to the Arkansas they might float down the river to its mouth. The severe drouth that had hit the plains before we had come was gone. The river was running full and strong. To get so far as the river would call for considerable luck, and we had been fortunate so far. They must have canoes somewhere not too far off if they had not been discovered by the Conejeros.

		On the other hand the Conejeros might know of this valley or might find our tracks. We had seen no signs of recent occupation or of hunting or travel, so it was possible they had not found this place. Here we might last out the winter in comparative shelter. We would need more food, of course. A little judicious hunting would take care of that. Most of all we needed a fat bear, for of all things, fat is the hardest to come by in the wilderness.

		One of Itchakomi’s young warriors came to our fire and squatted on his heels. “You stay?” he asked.

		“We stay.”

		He was uneasy. “Snow?”

		“Much,” I said, “and much cold.”

		The Indian poked a stick into the fire. “Natchee not much cold,” he said.

		Keokotah said nothing, but I glanced around at him and said, “Living where they do on the lower Mississippi they wouldn’t have much experience with cold and snow. You know better than any of us what we’ll have to do.”

		Keokotah was silent for several minutes, and then he made a sweeping gesture. “Snow!” he said. He picked up a stick from the small pile of fuel. “No find tree for fire, all cover! No find game! Snow! Much, much snow! Stay in lodge!”

		“Then we’d better hunt,” I said. “We’ll need meat, and we’ll need a fat bear or two. We’ll need to gather what seeds we can before they’re all covered with snow.”

		They sat silent, waiting. “Keokotah? You know the problems.”

		The Kickapoo shook his head vigorously. “You speak! You chief!”

		“The women and the older men should gather wood,” I said. “We must hunt, but hunt far away from where we live. We must not drive game away from us.”

		There was time yet, so we went quietly about what must be done. There was much wood lying about, trees that had blown down or fallen from age or lightning, many with limbs broken off. As in all such wild areas there was no limit to the available deadwood, and we gathered it close to the cave we had chosen.

		My leg was still a handicap. Undoubtedly I had begun using it, even with the crude crutches, sooner than I should have done. I limped, but also the leg tired rapidly. My other wounds had healed, although the scars on my scalp and legs would always be reminders. My strength had not returned, and I had to work in spells, resting from time to time.

		“She think you weak,” Keokotah said, smirking a little, “I tell her you strong. Tell her you kill big animal.”

		“She can think what she likes,” I replied irritably. “It does not matter to me.”

		Yet I was angry with myself that I could do no more, for winter was coming on and we were ill prepared for the cold. We had found good shelter in the caves, and we had brought much wood close by, not touching that already close but bringing wood from afar, where it would be hard to go when winter brought snow and ice.

		Keokotah and two of the younger braves from the Natchee ventured down into the plains where they killed several buffalo and brought home the meat and the hides.

		At dusk on the day after the return of Keokotah I killed a large bear, killed him with three arrows and skinned him out, saving much fat meat.

		Keokotah went again to the plains but returned only with an antelope.

		“No good,” he said. “I look. Many tracks where we kill buffalo. I think Kapata find. Now he look close by.”

		I did not often swear but I did then, softly and to myself. I had hoped they would not find us and would go back down the river to avoid the winter. Now we would urge them to stay on and to find us.

		My leg worried me. One month, I had thought when first injured, but now the summer had gone and it was still not what it should be. Was I to be permanently crippled? I could not accept that, although I had known brave men who had been and who had achieved greatly and lived well despite it. Many hurt worse than I had gone on to lead active lives. Yet I was alone.

		Keokotah was my friend but I could not impose a burden upon him, and I had no family closer than a thousand miles.

		Deliberately I began going further afield. I pushed myself to hunt, to extend my movements. When I tired, I rested, but I continued to hunt, to bring wood, and to collect seeds. And then I set myself another task, to check for tracks.

		Of course, along the game trail following the stream was the likely route by which an enemy might come, yet they might also come over the mountains. I tried to leave nothing to chance, but to be aware of tracks wherever I was.

		Although her women dressed skins and gathered what seeds and herbs could still be found, I saw nothing of Itchakomi.

		Not that I was looking. I had no business with her and no doubt she was about business of her own. Yet she was nowhere in sight, and I wondered. When Keokotah was about I never looked toward her cave. We had our own cave, our own fire. It was sufficient.

		And then the snow fell.

		There was a night when the skins with which we covered ourselves were not enough, there was a morning when I walked out into the crisp, cold air to find the hills about the valley white with freshly fallen snow.

		That was the morning we knew winter had come. That was the morning I knew Itchakomi would not be going away downriver. It was already too late.

		Icy winds would be blowing down from the north, and other Indians would be sitting warm in their lodges. Soon the rivers would freeze and no canoe would be able to travel upon them. Itchakomi had been foolish to wait so long, yet I would say nothing of that. I felt better that she … they … were staying. After all, I’d not like to think of them freezing out on those ghastly plains—ghastly in the winter, at least.

		On the second morning Keokotah returned from a hunt begun before the snow, and he brought with him a prisoner, an Indian girl, an Apache.
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		The girl was young and quite pretty. Furthermore, she did not seem at all put out by her capture.

		“Where’d you find her?”

		“She hides.”

		“From you?”

		“No from me. She does not see me. She is Acho Apache, and she is taken from her village in a raid. She makes runaway and hides. I see her. I tell her ‘Come!’ She is here.”

		“I see she is.” She drew nearer to him. “Does she wish to return to her people?”

		Even as I spoke I could see how foolish the idea was. If ever I had seen anyone who was pleased to be right where she was it was this Indian girl. “She is your problem, Keokotah,” I said. “Just so she doesn’t run off and bring them back on us.”

		“She no run,” he said, and I believed him.

		Limping, I walked outside. The air was cool off the snow-covered mountains. We had a few more days before the snow fell here, or so I hoped. Still, we were as ready as we were likely to be. We had buffalo robes, we had meat, and we had shelter. At the edge of the brush near the creek, something stirred. My eyes held, waiting.

		It moved again. It was a buffalo calf.

		I spoke to Keokotah. “The calf. Tell them not to kill it.”

		“They know. I speak strong to them.”

		Several times when I was close to the calf I spoke to it. Once I reached out to touch it, but it moved away, though not too swiftly, and I felt the poor creature was lonely. I talked to it, and sometimes when I went down by the stream it walked along not too far away, keeping pace with me. One day when Keokotah’s Acho woman made fry bread I offered a piece to the buffalo calf. It smelled and then tugged it from my hand and ate it. Gradually, we became friends.

		The snow came in the night, softly, silently, very white, very thick, and soon very deep. The Natchee stayed by their fires, as did we. However, later in the day I went out and after much persuading and tugging, got the calf into the cave. He would not stay, but ran outside and into the snow.

		“He like snow,” Keokotah said. “Animal like snow.”

		“Tell them not to hunt near the opening of the valley,” I suggested to Keokotah. “There will be no tracks to see.”

		The days went by slowly, and when I could I talked to the Natchee or to Keokotah and his woman.

		Her people hunted southeast from us, she told us. As to where they had come from she did not know, only that it had been a very good place. It was “over there” and now she was “here.” It did not seem to matter, for they had always been somewhere. Her grandfather had lived far from here, and his father still farther.

		When I could I led her to talk, and when she understood that Keokotah approved she talked willingly enough. Gradually her story became the story of many small migrating tribes, moving from place to place over the years. Often they remained for many years in one general area, and then, pushed out by others or because of drouth or the scarcity of wildlife, they moved on. Their warriors went off on raids or were raided.

		I saw little of Itchakomi. She held herself aloof, although once or twice I caught her looking our way. My message had been delivered and my responsibility had ended. Yet she had spoken with Keokotah and with his Acho woman.

		In all this time we saw nothing of Kapata or of the Conejeros. Faithfully, we all stayed away from the opening into the valley so as to leave no visible indication of our presence. We kept our fires to a minimum and tried not to burn them when the wind would take the smoke down through the opening along the creek. Nevertheless, I knew it was merely a matter of time.

		Despite the early snow the aspen trees were a river of gold flowing along the mountain and spilling down its sides. I stood by the creek one day simply soaking up the rare beauty of the late autumn, when suddenly Itchakomi was nearby.

		On this day she wore white buckskins, beaded and worked with porcupine quills. She was, without doubt, a woman of rare beauty.

		Standing there with a background of the golden leaves of the aspen she was something no one could look at and remain unmoved.

		“You are beautiful!” I said, the words bursting from me, without warning.

		She turned her head and gave me a cool, direct look. “What is it ’beautiful?” she asked.

		The question put me at a loss for words. How to explain beauty? “The aspen are beautiful,” I said. “The sunrise is beautiful.”

		“You think me like the aspen?”

		“Yes.” How did I get into this? “You are slender and lovely to look at.”

		She looked at me again. “You are courting me?”

		The question stopped me cold. I gulped, hesitated, and then said, “Well, not exactly, I—”

		“It does not matter!” She spoke sharply. “I am a Sun. You are nothing, a stranger.”

		“To you I am nothing. To me I am something.”

		She shrugged, but she did not walk away. “What will happen if you are not there and the Great Sun dies?” I asked.

		For several minutes she did not speak, but I had an idea the question had been worrying her, also. “There will be another to take his place until I return.”

		“A woman can rule?”

		“It has been so.”

		“often?”

		“No … once, I believe.”

		“The plains are wide and very cold. There are terrible storms of wind and snow, or I would take you back—”

		“I do not need to be taken. When I wish to go, I shall go.” She gestured. “This is a good place.”

		A soft wind stirred the aspens into shimmering golden beauty. A few leaves fell, dropping like a shower of golden coins onto the snow. The red leaves of the scrub oak clung stubbornly, not to be worried by any such gentle wind. The stream rustled along its banks, a thin coating of ice near its edges slowly dissolving into water again.

		“Did you find the place you sought?”

		She hesitated. “I did not. I found where the river comes from the mountains. It is a good place.” She looked around. “This also is a good place.” She glanced at me. “It is yours?”

		“We found it, Keokotah and I. It is yours if you wish it.”

		“If it be not yours you cannot give it.” Her chin lifted. “The earth belongs to the Great Sun. He lives where he wishes.”

		“It is a good place where you live,” I said, “a pity to leave it.”

		She shrugged. “We shall not. I came to find a new place because the Great Sun wished it. I do not believe there is danger.”

		“You were visited by a trader?”

		“No trader. A boat with men came. They stopped with us. They traded some things. They went away.” She shrugged. “It was nothing.”

		We were silent for a few minutes and then I said, “There will be change. White men are coming, and they will not come only to pass on. Some will stay. They will not believe in the Great Sun. Their way of life will be different. Some of your people may wish to trade. Some of them may change.”

		“They will not. Our way is the best way. Our people know it.”

		Reluctantly I said, “There are Englishmen in what we call Virginia, and in Carolina. There are Spanishmen in Florida. The people who live near them are changing. They often make war on the English or Spanish and often it is because they want things they cannot trade for.

		“The tribes who live near the white man are coming to desire the white man’s things. They sometimes do not wish to live in the old way.”

		“The Natchee will not change.”

		For a long moment I hesitated and then I said, “I fear there will be no future for those who do not change. When there are no new ideas things can remain the same, but strangers are coming with different ways—”

		“There are strangers in our villages. There has been no change.”

		“I noticed one of your men with a steel knife, a white man’s knife. That is change. I saw one of your women sewing with a steel needle. That is change. Do not others want such knives and needles?”

		“We do not need them.”

		“Need and desire have no connection,” I said. “Many people desire things they do not need. Happiness can be measured by what one does not need, but often to see is to want.

		“For many years”—I spoke quietly—“all was the same in the villages of the tribes. There were no new ideas. You knew all that lay about you. The weapons your warriors had were the same as those of other tribes. Now some tribes will have guns, and all will change. In the north the Dutch and the English have traded guns to the Iroquois, and the Iroquois—”

		“I do not know Iroquois.”

		“It is said that several tribes have come together to fight as one. The Seneca are one such tribe. Now they have begun destroying the tribes that live near them.

		“And what of the Creeks? Your neighbors? Some of them have guns. It is whispered they are no longer friendly.”

		She was silent, and I knew she was thinking of what I had said. She did not like it, but she was thinking about it. Leaves fell again from the aspen, and some fell into her hair, making there a small diadem of gold. I looked away.

		This was no time for me to be thinking of a woman’s beauty. I had mountains to cross.

		“You live on a great river,” I said, “and men have always sought the great rivers because they lead to the sea, and to trade with other peoples. They will come to your river, too, and they will come in greater numbers than all your people, and they will come with their weapons and their desires.

		“They will know nothing of the Great Sun, nor will most of them care. They will have their own beliefs and their own rulers, and you will have to defend your land, by talk if possible, by war if necessary.”

		After a moment she said, “I cannot believe what you speak. The man you call De Soto and his Men of Fire came, and they are gone, and nothing happened. The Great Sun said they would go and be forgotten, and they were.

		“Whispers have come to us of other Men of Fire wearing iron shirts who came into the Far Seeing Lands, and they, too, are gone.”

		“Others will come who will not go away. At first they will look for gold or pearls but then they will want land. Your people must be prepared for this.”

		She shook her head. “Nothing will change. Nothing ever has.”

		Well, what could I say? She spoke from her experience and the remembered experience of her oldest men. Year followed year, season followed season, and day followed day, and the rites of the seasons were performed and all remained the same.

		There had to be a way to reach her, yet.… “Itcha-komi, your people have not lived here forever. Have you not found old graves, old stone tools, different kinds of arrowheads?”

		“So?”

		“Those who passed on before you did not expect change, either, but change came. Does the leaf on the tree know winter is coming? Does the leaf know it will fall and crumble away among other leaves? If your people would survive they must be prepared.

		“You are here because some among your wise men believed a new home must be found, but a new home is not the answer, for when they come they will leave no place untouched.

		“See? I am here. Why? Because I wanted to see, to know, to understand. I wanted to go beyond the Great River. I wanted to go beyond the plains. I want even to go beyond these mountains where we now are. I think I am in this world to find beauty in lonely places. At least, that is what I wish to think.

		“My father was the same. Why did he leave his home in the fens? Why did he cross the sea to this far land? Why, when he had a home at Shooting Creek, did he wish to go beyond the far blue mountains? I do not know, but I think it is something buried within us, something that makes us long for the far places.

		“Nor do I believe it will stop here. When men have gone down the longest rivers, climbed the highest mountains, and crossed the greatest deserts there will still be the stars.”

		“The stars?”

		“Sakim, my old teacher, told me that some wise men in India and China believed the stars were suns like ours and that somewhere out there were other worlds. Who knows if this is true or not? But do you think men will be content to wonder? Someday they will find a way to the stars and an answer to their questions.”

		She looked at me with wonderment. “You talk strangely. Why are you not content with this?”

		“It is man’s nature, Itchakomi, to wonder, and thank all the gods for it. It is through wonder that we come to know.” I was silent for a moment, thinking how long their world must have remained undisturbed, their people slowly becoming content with what they had and what was near. With us in Europe it was otherwise. Our rivers and our many harbors had let strangers come with strange ideas, and our people had changed. There had been migrations from other parts of Europe and Asia, each bringing new customs, new ways. It had brought war and trouble, but it had brought change also.

		We stood together in silence, I with my thoughts and she with hers, the stream rustling at our feet. Low clouds had come, and they rested in the silent valleys among the hills, and with mountains looming above. Slowly a few flakes began to fall, drawing a thin, delicate veil across the morning.

		“We had better go back,” I said.

		She turned and looked straight at me for a moment, but said nothing. We walked back together, and then she went to her cave and I to mine.

		Several days passed in which I hunted, and scouted the mountains to the west, finding another even higher valley than this where we were, and one to which we might retreat if necessary. I found a shelter and gathered wood against a time of need. It was ever my way to prepare for the possible, even if improbable. Now, in the event we had to flee from where we were, we would know where shelter was and where wood was gathered. I moved away from the place, choosing landmarks and other trail markers that could be found at night.

		It was a good place, that upper valley, and I spoke of it to Keokotah, telling him of the shelter cave and the wood. “There may be a better place,” I said, “but at least it is a place.”

		Somewhere out there was Kapata, for I did not believe he was one to quit. Somewhere were the Conejeros, but the snow was still falling and there was hope they would not discover our retreat.

		That day I began for the first time to set traps for fur. If the time came when I returned to civilization I would need money, and furs were the most certain source. But we might need the furs for ourselves. I was afraid it was going to be a long winter.

		Keokotah hunted each day, and each day returned with game. Often he went alone, sometimes with one of the Natchee. One night beside the fire he spoke suddenly.

		“They look for us.”

		Startled, I looked around at him. “Who?”

		He shrugged. “Conejeros. Kapata. I do not know. Somebody.”

		“You saw tracks? Inside the valley?”

		“Outside. I am over the mountain. I am in the trees. Among the trees,” he amended. “I see five mans. They look for tracks.”

		That sounded like Kapata. I doubted the Conejeros believed we were still about, but Kapata would be sure of it. The Conejeros did not need to find us, but Kapata did.

		Of course, it came as no surprise. We had known he would be searching for us.

		It was on the third day of the snow that I went to the cave mouth and looked out. All was white and still. The snow was no longer falling, but the tree branches bent under their weight of snow and wherever we looked it was a white, white world. Turning, I walked back into the cave. Keokotah was sleeping.

		Suddenly I wished I had a book. It had been so long since I had read. Could a man forget how to read? The idea worried me. I checked our supply of meat. There was enough to last a long time, but we would need to hunt when we could. I found myself wishing for Keokotah’s pasnuta, the creature with the long nose. Some kind of long-haired elephant would provide us with enough meat to last for a long time.

		The thought amused me. The only elephants I had heard of had been from India or Africa, places that were warm most of the time. It was unlikely an elephant could survive in this country in winter, but I knew little of the beasts. In any event it was purely idle speculation.

		Returning to the cave mouth I stood where I could look out over the valley. Because of falling snow I could not see the entrance to the valley.

		Should we move to the upper valley now? It would be colder, and we would not have as much fuel. Our meat we could take with us.

		Glancing around I saw Itchakomi. She put her hand out to catch a snowflake. It hit her palm and then vanished. She gave a little cry of amazement. “It is gone!”

		“They melt quickly sometimes.”

		She looked at me. “You have seen snow?”

		“Much of it on the mountains, and once we hunted far to the north and there was snow. We returned home.”

		“Will it stay?”

		“For months, I think. Five or six moons,” I suggested. “I do not know. Some years are colder than others.”

		“It is not a good place for my people,” she said. “They do not understand.”

		“They could learn, and there is much game.” I pointed toward the western hills. “They could lose themselves in the mountains. It is beautiful there.”

		“I shall go back,” she said.

		“I shall go west, I think. Or perhaps I’ll stay here, at the edge of the plains.” I had not thought of it until that moment but suddenly I decided. I would stay. I would find a place somewhere along the edge of the mountains, and stay.

		The thought was strange to me, who thought only of wandering. A foolish thought that would go away. I was sure of that. Yet the idea lingered.

		“Here?” She looked around. “But you are alone! There will be nobody!”

		I shrugged. “I am often alone. It is my nature.”

		“But you would need a woman!”

		“In time I’d find one.” I smiled. “Maybe even a Conejero woman. Or an Acho, like Keokotah.”

		Her eyes were cool. She glanced at me and then looked away.

		“Indian men need women to prepare the hides for them,” I said. “After a hunt there is much work, but I can do my own, and have done them. On this trip I have made moccasins, and when necessary I can make my leggings and jacket. When I marry it will be for love.”

		“Love? What is love?”

		It was something of which I knew nothing, yet something of which I had thought a good deal. Too much for a man who did not intend to take a woman … yet.

		“It is something between a man and woman, something that goes beyond just being man and woman. It is a feeling between them, a sharing of interests, a walking together, it is—”

		Keokotah was suddenly there. “Somebody comes!” he said.

		Stepping to a place where I could look through the trees, I saw them.

		Two men standing beside the creek, looking toward us.
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		We held ourselves still, knowing a movement might be seen, hoping no smoke was visible from the caves behind and above us. After several minutes of looking around they turned to go, crossing the stream and walking back toward the way they had come.

		“Conejeros!” Keokotah said.

		Neither of us replied. We simply watched. I know my heart was beating slowly, heavily. I thought of my guns back in the cave. It was foolish to have them and not carry them always. When their time would come I did not know, but they were something on which to rely, something that might save us all.

		The Conejeros had probably fought the Spanishmen, so they would be familiar with guns, but mine were far more accurate than any other firing weapons I had ever seen. Of their kind they were masterpieces, as their maker had intended them to be. My future might depend on them, and that of Itchakomi.

		Now the strangers were gone, or apparently gone. Still we did not move, for they might yet be within sight of us, might turn and look back. “Thank God,” I said, “there were no tracks!”

		Itchakomi turned and looked at me. “Who is God?” she asked.

		For a minute I just stood there. How to answer such a question? I was no preacher or priest. I was no student of religion. I knew so very, very little!

		“He is the Father. He is present in all things. He—”

		“—is the Sun?”

		“That would be one way in which he reveals himself. I believe he is more than just the sun.”

		“Just the Sun?” Her eyes were cool. “The Sun gives life to all things.” She turned her dark eyes to me. “The Sun was our ancestor.”

		Religion was a topic I avoided. I felt myself inadequate to discuss it. Each man seemed to have a different idea about it. Moreover I had discovered that few things led more quickly to anger. “Perhaps you are right,” I replied mildly. “Men have found many explanations and perhaps each contains some element of truth. I am not a scholar, only one who wishes he could be.”

		“What is it, a scholar?”

		“I suppose a scholar is one who studies the origins of things, the laws of society and how men came to be what they are and where they are. I am not a scholar, and I have known but one, my teacher Sakim.”

		“He was an Englishman?”

		“No.” I squatted above the snow and with a twig I drew a rough map of Europe, Asia, and Africa. “England is here, and Sakim came from over here.” I indicated a place in Central Asia not far from Samarkand, yet the map was unbelievably crude. “Long ago many scholars came from there. Now they seem to come from further west.”

		“Why?”

		I shrugged. “I know only that civilizations seem to be like people. They are born, they grow to maturity, then they age and lose their vitality and they die, only to be born again in later years.”

		“And where are we?”

		I moved back, indicated the breadth of the Atlantic, and then North America and a place on it. “We are about here. The Natchee lived about there.” I indicated a place on a river above a gulf.

		For a long time she studied it. Then the wind began to grow chill, and I shifted my feet, wiggling my toes against the cold in my moccasins.

		“It is so, this?”

		Keokotah had looked at it and then looked away. I do not believe he was interested. It all seemed remote to him, remote from the lands he knew, remote from these mountains.

		“I do not believe this.” She smudged the map suddenly with her toe. “I have heard nothing of this. Even the Ni’kwana has not spoken of it.”

		“You asked.”

		We walked back to the cave together, neither of us speaking. At the path between our two caves she stopped. “You are from this place, England?”

		“My father was.”

		“The Warriors of Fire? They come from there?”

		“From nearby. They are enemies of England, most of the time. They have many ships, many soldiers. They have conquered lands to the south. They killed many, made slaves of others. They destroyed their gods.”

		“They cannot destroy the Sun.”

		“No.” I smiled. “They would not wish to. They need its warmth as we do.”

		She lingered. “The tracks in the snow? Could you do them for me again?”

		“I shall try. Maybe on a bark, or better still a deer hide.”

		“I do not believe it but I should like to see what you believe. If such strange tribes had been, the Ni’kwana would have spoken of them.”

		“Before my father came to America he had never heard of the Natchee. The Englishmen who live near Plymouth have never heard of the Natchee. Even the Indians who live nearby do not know of the Natchee, yet the Natchee are important people. No man knows all the peoples. No man knows all the lands. So far as we know I am the first of my people to come this far, and perhaps none of my people will ever know that I came here, or that I met you.”

		She was silent and then her eyes lifted to mine. “Is it important that you have met me?”

		“It is to me,” I surprised myself by saying, “perhaps not to them.”

		She turned her eyes away, and then she said, “I am a Sun.”

		“And I am not.”

		She shook her head. “No, I think you must be a Sun, too. Although from another tribe, another place.”

		“I could be a Stinkard,” I said, smiling. “I do not place much faith in names or titles.”

		“Do you have Suns in your country?”

		“They are called royalty. We have another class as you have, called the nobility, and we also have our Respected Men.”

		“And you?”

		“In our country we have another class, I believe. They are called ‘yeomen,’ and my father was one of them. It is said that there were some respected men among my ancestors, too, but my father paid little attention to that. He judged each man by himself and not by his ancestors.”

		We each returned to our caves, and on that day we restricted our moving about, fearful the men we had seen might come again, and we wanted to leave no more tracks in the snow. Yet already I was making plans. When another heavy snow came we would move into the higher valley, further back in the hills. We would need heavy snow to cover our tracks. Until then we would enjoy our caves.

		There were many deerhides among us, some simply cured, some well tanned. One of the finest I secured from a Natchee. I would have traded, but when he discovered I wished to make a present for Itchakomi he presented me with it.

		To draw a map from memory is not easy, yet Sakim had taught me well and I did the best I could, using all the space on the deerhide. Itchakomi was a girl of unusual intelligence, as I had recognized from the first, but when one is teaching one always assumes a certain degree of preknowledge or awareness, and her world was one that embraced only areas with some two or three hundred miles around, and only rumors of much of that.

		She had seen the Gulf of Mexico, but knew it only as a vast body of water. Some of her people had once been to Cuba and even to Jamaica. Long ago there had been trade with Yucatan, but that was a misty tradition from a time before the Spanishmen came, which was more than one hundred years before. Ni’kwana had been one of those who had made the last voyage to Yucatan. They had found the Spanish there and had fled.

		My father’s last crossing of the Atlantic had taken him, if I remembered correctly, sixty-two days. It was difficult for her to imagine such a great body of water. I tried to explain about the many countries, the large cities, the riverboats.

		We had food and fuel so there was no need to stir outside the caves. Nor did we wish to attract attention.

		Always, there was someone on guard. Often I was the one, sometimes Keokotah or one of the Natchee. We saw no movement. A little snow fell, but only a very little. Within the cave, by firelight, I began the drawing of the map.

		Long ago, when only a small boy, Sakim had each of us draw this map, and he tried to explain to us the world as he knew it, and the world we should know. Sakim was a Moslem, and Mecca was the center of the Moslem world. To it other Moslems came on pilgrimages from every part of the world bringing with them their knowledge of peoples far away and lands strange to any but themselves.

		Only within the past century had Europe become aware of the many lands and beliefs that lay in the farthest corners of the world. It was required of a good Moslem that at least once during his lifetime he make a pilgrimage to Mecca, and they came by the thousands.

		Pausing to replenish the dying fire I looked about to discover that everyone slept. Several of the Natchee had begun coming to our cave to sleep, to leave more freedom to Itchakomi and her women.

		The night was still, with only an occasional crackle from the fire or a hissing whisper as the flames found dampness.

		Why was I doing this? Why was I drawing a map of the world she would never see for an Indian girl who probably had no wish to know of it?

		Even when the map was finished how could I make her comprehend the vastness of that world out there? Moreover, was it fair to her? She had been the center of her world, but now she would find it pitifully small. Did she want that? Did I want it?

		For a moment I thought to cast my map into the flames, but the task itself now engrossed me. I had a desire of my own to complete it. Supposing someday I became the father of a child? Would I not want him or her to know the world in which we lived?

		Irritably, I shook my head. Such an idea was foolish. I had no plans for a family, nor plans for a wife. When spring came I was going deeper into the mountains. There was a lot of country out there I wished to see.

		Yet I returned to the map, slowly tracing in the Black Sea and the Caspian. Sakim himself had come from a land near the Caspian Sea and had wandered on to Tashkent and Samarkand before going to Bagdad and Aleppo. Finally, I rolled up the map and lay down to sleep.

		For a long time I lay awake, my mind alive with ideas. How to make Itchakomi understand my world?

		How to make her realize her own would never be the same again? If she found a place in the mountains, it would be only a temporary refuge, and one could not hide from change. One must adapt or die.

		Already among my own people I had seen it. I had seen them shed the old customs and adapt to the new. I had seen them find ways of doing things never tried before.

		When I awakened I was cold, colder than I had ever been before. Crawling from my blanket and buffalo robes I stirred the fire and added fuel, peering from the cave mouth. Nothing moved in a white world. The sky was a dull flat gray and when I looked at the stream it was a shining path of ice.

		No one stirred in the cave of Itchakomi. I walked to the opening, the snow crunching under my feet, and stepping inside I stirred their fire also and brought life from the ash-buried coals. When a good blaze was taking the chill from their cave I tiptoed out and went back to my own. Beside the fire I shivered, my face burning, my back chilled. Yet slowly the cave warmed, and I got out my deerskin and began again on the map. My fingers were cold and it was hard to work, but now I was gripped by my task. Yet as I worked, I was bothered by doubts.

		What would my revelations mean to her? Would she believe? I knew most Indians doubted the stories told by Europeans, and so might she.

		Suppose she did believe? What would it do to her world? Her beliefs? Her personal assurance?

		She was a Sun, which among her people meant she was most important. She could walk with pride among her people and the neighboring tribes, respected and looked up to. What would happen when she realized her people were unknown in the wider world and her beliefs unaccepted? I hesitated over my map and put it aside. I added fuel to the fire and stared into the flames.

		It might be well to forget my map, to let her live out her days believing what she now did. But would that happen? The French, Spanish, English, and Dutch all claimed land. They would be moving in to settle, and there was no way to prevent that. Better to prepare her for what was to come. She seemed a very intelligent girl, or was I reading something into her because I wished to find it?

		That stopped me. Why should I wish it? She meant nothing to me. When the weather broke we would be moving on. Further west for me, and back to her homeland for her.

		Still, if she had the map and realized what had happened in other lands she might be better prepared for what would happen here.

		I went to the caves opening and looked out upon the white, empty land before me. Even the trees were lost under the heavy fall of snow. Everything before me was frozen in the icy grip of winter.

		We had fuel, and knew where more could be had, and we had meat. We could last out this cold and longer. Then we must hunt again. It would be impossible to escape eastward across the plains. Yet we would have little to fear from the Conejeros now. They would be holed up in their lodges, as any sane Indian would be. Of Kapata I was not so sure.

		He was a vengeful man, and he was also a man in a hurry. I did not believe the snow would stop him, or the cold. It might rob his followers of some ambition, but not Kapata himself.

		As I stood at the cave’s mouth, half shielded by brush and trees, which both provided concealment and helped conserve our heat, I thought of Kapata and tried to decide what his next move might be.

		Our tracks had vanished beneath the snow, yet his was a shrewd mind, and he would try to decide where we had gone. Our need for shelter was the same as that of others, and a first consideration was the wind. We must have shelter from the wind. A cliffside then, or a thick grove. We could have built a shelter or found a cave. If a cave, then the mountains would be the logical place.

		My thinking left me uneasy. Surely, the possible hiding places along the creeks and rivers would be few and easily found. Kapata would know of the Conejeros, and if he had not allied himself with them he would know where they had been, so one by one the possibilities would be eliminated.

		It was cold out there now … cold!

		Kapata would be seated in a shelter now, fuming at the delay, impatient to be out and doing. At any time the cold could break, and then he would come seeking.

		Itchakomi’s fighting men were few and not so fierce as those they must meet, for the Natchee by shrewd diplomacy had avoided wars and fighting more than most. The Conejeros were not interested in peacemaking.

		Nothing moved out there. The snow stretched away white and endless. I looked again and then returned to my mapmaking.

		Keokotah slept.

		Few Indians moved about in the cold, knowing too well the dangers and how easily a man might die if injured. It was the Indian way, the sensible way, to lie by the fire. It was storytelling time for them.

		I added fuel to the fire.

		Before the day was out I would have to bring more fuel into the cave, for the flames were hungry and the dry wood burned swiftly. After a while I put down my map and broke off a piece of frozen jerky, which snapped like wood. Tucking the piece into my mouth I went again to the cave mouth.

		Nothing stirred.

		Going to a fallen tree I broke some of the larger branches and carried them back inside. Working steadily, I had in a few minutes gathered wood for the day and most of the night.

		With a last armful of wood I was turning back to the cave when a movement caught my eye. I stopped dead still, and then slowly turned my head.

		Out there, in the snow, and yet far away, something moved! Something, a man or an animal, moving toward us.

		Fascinated, unbelieving, I stood, watching.

		How far away? A mile? Oh, more than that! Perhaps two miles?

		What was it? Who was it?

		I waited, watching.

	
		19

		Keokotah was beside me. “He hurt,” he said. “No walk good.”

		We watched the distant figure struggling through the snow, and my feelings were not Christian. Whoever it was down there could bring us nothing but grief. Whatever else he was doing he was marking a trail right to our door at a time when we could not afford to attract attention.

		He seemed to be alone, which probably meant that he was fleeing from something—perhaps he had been a prisoner of Indians and was escaping.

		“He know about caves,” Keokotah said.

		It was the only explanation. We had deliberately not moved about, so he could not know of our presence. The only reason he could have for coming this way was that he knew about the caves and was seeking shelter from the cold. He was still a long way off and was having a hard time of it. We looked beyond him but saw no pursuit in sight.

		The man paused then and looked back. Was he followed? Or merely afraid of being followed? In this snow, following his tracks would offer no problem. All our efforts to remain hidden were being wasted.

		Now he was coming toward us again. The snow was deeper out there than we had believed. Once he stopped and shaded his eyes toward the cliff where the caves were. He looked right where we stood, but we knew he could not see us, for we stood among trees and brush.

		Drawing back a bit further against the cliff, where there was a depression caused by runoff water, I went to the next cave. The Natchee Unstwita was on guard there. He spoke neither English nor Creek, so I made signs to indicate a man was coming. He went at once to look, and then vanished within the cave, where I heard a low mutter of voices.

		Itchakomi came to the mouth of the cave, stooping to emerge. She went to look, and then turned to me. “He is a white man.”

		A white man? Startled, I looked again. Yes, it could be. But a white man? Here?

		Well, I was here. And there were French far to the north and Spanishmen to the south. I drew my blanket about me to conceal my guns.

		“Let them stay inside,” I suggested. “Only Unstwita and Keokotah.”

		She agreed, and studied the man again. “Keokotah says he is hurt,” I commented.

		“It is so.”

		He must have been desperate indeed. An injured man has small chance of survival in intense cold, and the day had grown no warmer. I looked back the way he had come. There was no pursuit. Had he escaped scot-free then? Or were they taking their time, knowing he could not go far in this weather?

		We waited, watching him flounder through the snow. He was quite close when he stopped suddenly, crouched as if to turn, and glanced wildly about. He had seen where we had been gathering fuel and some fragments of bark atop the snow.

		“It is all right”—I spoke quietly—“you may come in.”

		His only visible weapon was a stout stick that he must have taken up from the ground somewhere. He stared toward us but could see nothing, for we had remained behind the brush and trees.

		“Who is it?” He spoke in Spanish.

		“A friend,” I replied in the same language, “if you are friendly.”

		He came a few steps further and then halted. Now he could see me, and he could see Keokotah. “Who are you?”

		“Travelers,” I said, “and you?”

		He did not reply, but came a few steps closer. “I am hungry,” he said.

		“Are they far behind you?”

		“Who?” He stared at me. “Nobody is behind me.” He peered at me. “I need a horse. I can pay.”

		“We have no horses,” I replied.

		“No horses?” He almost screamed his frustration. “I must have a horse! At once!”

		“We have no horses,” I repeated. “You are escaping from the Indians?”

		He was facing me now, a squarely built, not unhandsome rascal, bearded and with what seemed a freshly broken nose. He was Spanish without a doubt, and he had recently been in a fight of some kind.

		“I have seen no Indians,” he replied stiffly. “Not lately, anyway. I must get back to Mexico.”

		“It is a long way,” I replied. “You can get a horse in the Spanish settlements.”

		“Days!” He spoke angrily, impatiently. “Every minute is precious!”

		“There is food,” Itchakomi said.

		He glanced at her, looked again. “My God,” he said. “You’re beautiful!”

		I was suddenly angry. Who did he think he was, anyway? “She is a Sun”—I spoke coolly—“a Sun of the Natchee. She is a princess.”

		“I can believe it.” He looked at her again. “Such a woman! In such a place!”

		He irritated me, so I grabbed his arm and pointed the way. He tore his arm free and reached for his belt. There was a dagger there.

		He glared at me and I shrugged. “Keep on going, then. You’ve a long way before the settlements.”

		He swore. Then he said, “I am a fool! You spoke of food?”

		Indicating our cave, I led the way. When I glanced back Itchakomi was watching me. I thought she was smiling, and for some reason, that made me angrier still.

		He was no common soldier—that was obvious. Perhaps the leader of a wiped-out expedition? I asked him. “No,” he replied to my question, “not wiped-out.” He accepted the food I offered and began to eat. “We quarreled,” he said then. “Diego wished to go no further. I wanted to push on. We fought.”

		“You lost?”

		“I won.” He swallowed, gulped water, and then examined the piece of meat he was eating and chose the place to bite. Then he looked over at me. “I won,” he repeated, “and that dog of a Diego set the others upon me.”

		He ate, drank, and then paused again, gesturing with the hand that held the meat. “They tied me. They would take me back to be tried for mutiny. It would mean my death. My death, d’you hear?

		“So I escaped. I shall return and tell my story first, and then we shall see! Moreover”—there was a gleam of satisfaction in his eyes—“I shall have something to offer.”

		“A bribe?”

		“A gift. A very special gift.” He smiled at me. “Thank you, my friend, for being here. I was wondering what I could do, how I could appeal to a man of his very special tastes. Now I know.”

		He talked no more, but he had aroused my curiosity. He recovered amazingly. With the food, the drink, and a bit of rest he was a new man.

		“You might think I was a fool to challenge Diego,” he commented. “He was the leader and I but a follower, yet had anything happened to him, I would have been captain. I was the only man of rank, and Diego, the fool, insisted on holding to his orders, which were to go so far and no farther and not to risk hostility from strange Indians.

		“Trade! That was what was wanted! Trade be damned, as you English would say. Gold is what I wanted, and I knew where to find it! Gold!

		“I could not make him see reason so I risked all.” He glanced up at me. “A man who will not risk all is a fool! A child!”

		“If it is gold you want,” I suggested. “Diego evidently thought first of duty.”

		His contempt was obvious. “Duty? A word for slaves! For servants! A mans first duty is to himself!” He shot me an impatient glance. “Of course it is gold I want! Gold can buy whatever it is you wish. It can buy power, position, women … whatever.” Then he smiled suddenly and said, “And women can buy all those things as well.”

		He threw a sly glance my way.

		“You did not see any Indians when coming here?”

		He shrugged. “A camp that I avoided. A dozen lodges on the bank of this river out there.” He looked thoughtful. “Six or seven miles beyond the opening yonder.”

		His eyes were busy, estimating everything. What he had in mind I did not know, but he was making a quick judgment of all we had and what we might be doing here.

		“English?” he asked.

		“I am. I was born here, in America.”

		“You’ll be thrown into prison if the Spanish find you here,” he commented, “although I might intercede for you.”

		He sat back and looked around him again. “Diego, now, he would arrest you at once and return you to Santa Fe. Then you would be sent to Mexico, in chains.”

		“We hope to avoid that,” I said. “We do not expect to meet your Diego.”

		“I could speak for you,” he said, “if you will do something for me.”

		“When spring comes and we can travel again, we shall be leaving here.”

		Leaving him there with Keokotah I went outside and looked back over the route he had used. His tracks were visible for some distance. He had pointed a finger at us and if he was pursued they would certainly find us all. Moreover, any Indian who discovered his trail would follow it. I looked at the gray, overcast sky.

		Itchakomi was seated by the fire when I entered her cave. The women were working, and one of the men was chipping an arrowhead. I never ceased to marvel at their skill in chipping the finest flakes, especially the bird points, small arrowheads used in killing feathered game.

		She looked up as I entered, and I went and sat across the fire. We sat for several minutes in silence, and then I spoke.

		“You must have a care. He has left a trail the blind could follow.”

		She said nothing and irritably I shifted my seat. “He is a dangerous man.”

		She was amused. No doubt she thought me jealous, but what had I to be jealous of? Yet he worried me.

		“He has something on his mind. I could see it when he looked at you.”

		There was laughter in her eyes. “Most men do,” she said.

		My cheeks were flushing with impatience and irritation. “I did not mean that. I meant something more. I do not know what. Just be careful.”

		“Oh, I shall!”

		A bit longer I sat, feeling uncomfortable, and then I got up and walked out. Again I looked across the fields of snow. Nothing in sight but the tracks, a furrow in the snow pointing right at us. And after all our care!

		Gathering some wood from under nearby trees I made a pile near the cave mouth. It was something to keep my hands busy while my thoughts took off down another trail. Our only advantage lay in the fact that he was in a hurry to be off. From what I gathered he wished to be in Santa Fe to tell his story first, and he had implied he had something to offer.

		That night, when alone in the cave for a few minutes, I donned the coat of mail I had found near the village on the Arkansas. Over it I put my fringed buckskin hunting jacket, drawing the laces tight. Feeling with my fingers I assured myself no part of it was visible. Had I a mirror …

		I had not seen a mirror since leaving the settlement on Shooting Creek, almost a year ago.

		A year! And what had I done in that year? I had broken a leg and crossed the plains to the Shining Mountains. It was little enough, but when spring came we would be over the passes and into the lands beyond.

		My broken leg had mended well. True, I limped somewhat, but I could still walk and run.

		Of course, I had accomplished the mission given me by the Ni’kwana. I had found Itchakomi and delivered the message entrusted to me.

		Again I looked across the snow, but my mind was puzzling over the Spanishman. I could not make him out. Well, he wished to be on his way, and the sooner the better.

		When I went back inside he was sleeping. He was a powerfully built man and seemed quick in his movements despite the cold that must have stiffened his muscles. He would be a dangerous antagonist.

		Keokotah glanced at me but said nothing. I knew he did not like or trust the Spanishman and would be alert for mischief.

		Let the Spanishman rest and eat and be off. He would have caused us trouble enough.

		He thought only of his destination and what he would do there and had given no thought to hiding his trail, even had he been capable of it.

		Outside I looked toward the mountains, white with snow under the cold gray sky. A low wind stirred the snow, sending faint waves of it dusting across, settling, and then stirring again. It was bitterly cold still. I carried wood into the cave, then more wood.

		How lonely those icy ridges! Yet what treasures might lie there? Gold and silver, yes. Beauty intrigued me more, beauty and the glorious wonder of walking where none had walked before me. What else might await discovery? Strange plants and animals, unknown hollows in the hills, green and lovely in the summer. I could not wait to be wandering along their flanks, following nameless streams into nameless valleys. What more could man want than this? A land to discover, food for the hunting, a quiet place to rest when night falls.

		When I came back into the cave the Spanishman was sitting up.

		“We must talk together, you and I,” he said. “We are men of the world, and we can settle this small matter between us.”

		“What have you in mind?”

		He smiled, that quick, assured smile. “I want to buy the woman,” he said. “The tall one.”

		For a moment I was stunned. “You want to buy her?”

		“Why not? She is an Indian, is she not? There are many women for you, and she can be useful to me for trading purposes. With her I could buy—”

		“I do not traffic in women,” I said, “nor is she mine to sell. She is her own woman.”

		“Bah!” He waved a careless hand. “No woman is her own, least of all an Indian woman. If you will not sell her or trade, I shall simply take her.”
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		The man’s audacity amazed me. For a moment I just looked at him. “Tomorrow,” I said, “you will be fit to travel. I would suggest you do just that.”

		“Of course,” he said.

		“You will leave here at daybreak and you will leave alone.”

		He smiled, showing a fine set of white, even teeth. “And if I do not choose to?”

		“Bodies do not lie long upon the ground. The coyotes dispose of them.”

		His eyes were mocking but suddenly wary. He measured me carefully. Then his eyes shifted to Keokotah.

		“Do not think of him. It is I who would kill you. Itchakomi is one of our party. I am the head of that party. If she needs protection, I shall protect her.”

		“You said she was not your woman?”

		“She is not, yet she is under my protection.”

		We had not heard her enter. How long she had been standing there I did not know. We saw her at the same moment standing tall and still inside the cave mouth. A slight movement of air stirred her skirt.

		“She who is not your woman thanks you, but I shall need no protection.” As she spoke the Spanishman sat up, his eyes on hers.

		For the first time he realized the kind of woman she was, and certainly no queen upon a throne could have been more cool and imperious.

		“My name is Gomez,” he said. “You would be wise to remember it.”

		“Kitch!” She used the word contemptuously, and although he knew not its meaning he recognized the tone, and his face flushed.

		Ignoring him, she spoke to me. “We talk, you and me. We talk soon, yes?”

		“Of course.”

		She left the cave and he stared after her, his anger showing. “What does it mean, ‘kitch’?” he asked.

		“It is a Natchee word for dung,” I said cheerfully. “In this case it was an expression of opinion, I believe.”

		His face flushed with anger. “I’ll show that—!”

		Keokotah spoke suddenly. “You think fool! She brave! She strong! She have strong medicine! You nothing to her.”

		Gomez swore. He got to his feet, staggering a little. I watched him, noting that he favored his side. He started to speak again but I interrupted.

		“You are a guest here. Tomorrow you go. We will give you meat. Your settlements are to the south. Whatever you are, have been, or wish to be I do not know or care. You are conducting yourself as no gentleman would, and if you raise your voice or speak against anyone here, you will leave tonight.”

		His hand rested upon his waistband. He had a pistol there that I had glimpsed.

		“I do not wish to kill you, but if you were to draw that pistol under your hand, I would.”

		He had not seen my guns, but I was wearing them under the buffalo coat, which I had not removed since returning to the cave.

		He wanted to call my hand. It was in his mind, and I was ready.

		“What could you have better than a pistol?”

		My smile was cheerful. “A better pistol,” I said, “or something of the sort.”

		Abruptly, he sat down. “All right!” He waved a dismissing hand. “Forget what I have said! I am impatient! I did not know what manner of woman she was.” He looked at me. “She is truly an Indian?”

		“She is. She is like no Indian you have met. Pizzaro might have met someone similar in Peru.”

		“She is an Inca? Here?”

		“There may be a connection. I do not know. She is with us now, but she was the leader of her group.”

		“Group?”

		He had seen only four of us. I smiled at him. “She has ten strong fighting men with her, and some women. She has my protection if she wishes, but she does not need it. She has ten men who would have your scalp in no time, or they might simply geld you.”

		“Geld me?” His face flushed and then paled. “What kind of talk is that?”

		“It has happened,” I said, “to men who thought themselves too important.” I smiled again. “You are in a different land, my friend, and before you swagger too much you had best learn the customs of the country and the people.”

		A cold wind was blowing up outside, swirling the snow. We added fuel to the fire and then I went to my bed beyond the flames. Gomez, if that was his name, was staring into the fire, thinking.

		He was a bright man, and brave enough, I suspected, but his plans had gone awry, and now he would be considering his next move. That he did not wish to arrive back among his people empty-handed was obvious, as it also was that he had contempt for anyone’s feelings but his own. Yet he was no fool. He was a man of whom to be wary. In this, the smaller cave, there were but three of us.

		Whatever else Gomez was, he was now desperate. Beaten and driven from Diego’s expedition, he had stumbled upon us, hoping for a horse. Now he must head south through the snow to Santa Fe. I did not know the distance but it was many days travel, and I could not believe he was anxious for it.

		That night I slept not well. At every move he made my eyes flared open, and Keokotah was equally on edge, yet at daybreak he shouldered the small pack of food we gave him and without so much as a thank-you he walked off into the snow, going back the way he had come.

		We watched him move away, and Keokotah followed him, after he disappeared from sight, to see if he continued on his way.

		When he was gone I went to Itchakomi’s cave.

		Two women were making moccasins, another was stitching furs together for a robe, a fourth was cooking.

		We seated ourselves together near the wall. No men were in the cave. “They hunt for meat,” she explained. “The winter is long, and we eat much.”

		“This place is good,” I said. “You will bring your people here?”

		She was silent for several minutes. “I do not know. My people have lived long beside the river. It is warm there and what they plant will grow. Here they must learn new ways. The planting seasons will be different. I do not believe they will wish to leave the warmth and the river. They will stay, and hope for the best.”

		“But you will tell them of this place?”

		“People do not lightly leave what they have always known. Our old ones are buried there. The young who died are buried there also. Our memories are there, and they will turn their eyes from danger.”

		“And you?”

		“Their place is my place also. I must be with them. I must lead and I must advise.”

		“If the Great Sun dies while you are gone?”

		“If I do not return in time, another will take his place.”

		For a time we did not speak and then I said, tentatively, “It is lovely here, and in the spring—”

		“When very young I went one time to the mountains. I went with my mother, my father, and the Ni’kwana. There were others, too. We went to trade. We went to a long valley with forest all about and a small stream. There was a stockade—”

		“It was my home.”

		She looked at me. “I do not know—”

		“There was no other, except far away near the sea. We traded with the Cherokee, the Creek, and yes, the Natchee.”

		“We walked for many days after the river. When I saw the mountains I could not believe. Ni’kwana had spoken of mountains, but—”

		“These are higher, some of them.”

		“I loved the mountains! Nobody understood but the Ni’kwana. I believe that was why he chose me to come here.”

		“It was not an easy thing for a woman to do.”

		“I am a Sun.”

		The fire was burning low, the women worked, and firelight flickered on the walls, reminding me of the cave of the dancing shadows.

		“Who knows what the Ni’kwana thinks? Long ago when I was small I used to tell him of my dreams.” She looked over at me. “Do you have dreams?”

		“Sometimes.”

		“We know there is a time after this because we see those who have died in our dreams. We are in the after-world, and my mother is there and my father.”

		She turned to me suddenly. “What will you do when the cold is gone?”

		“Go into the mountains. I want to see what is there.”

		“I told him of a dream. I told only the Ni’kwana. It was a dream of a boy. The boy walked on the mountains. He was alone, always alone.”

		“What did the boy do? Where was he going?” She shrugged. “He was in the mountains. He walked alone. He did not do anything. Oh, yes! Once he met a bear.”

		“A bear?”

		“A very large bear. I was afraid for the boy, but he spoke to the bear and the bear reared up on his hind legs to listen. The bear had a white streak on the side of his face, perhaps from an old wound. The bear peered at the boy who talked to him and then the bear got down on all four feet and went away.”

		It was very quiet in the cave. One of the women was preparing a buckskin, rubbing bone marrow into the hide to soften it and then rubbing it with a piece of sandstone. She was very quick and skillful and I watched her work. The woman wore black moccasins. I spoke of this.

		“She is a Ponca who married one of our men. She was returning from the east with her father, who had been seeking the home of his ancestors.”

		“I have heard of them.”

		“They are good people, a strong people.” She gestured away to the north. “Their home is there … far away.”

		At Shooting Creek my father, who wished to know all, collected what information he could gather from the Indians who came to trade. He or Jeremy Ring would talk long with the old men and women about their lives and their neighbors. Several had told us of the Ponca and of their kinfolk the Omahas, Otoes, and Osages.

		“Will you go home again?” she asked suddenly.

		“I do not know. I do not think so. I have dreams, too, but my dreams do not come at night when I sleep. They come by day when I am alone upon a hillside or when I lie down before I sleep. I dream of what I wish to do, what I wish to be.”

		“To be?”

		“It is not enough to do, one must also become. I wish to be wiser, stronger, better. This—” I held out my hands. “—this thing that is me is incomplete. It is only the raw material with which I have to work. I want to make it better than I received it.”

		“It is a strange thought, but I like it.”

		We sat without talking then until I arose and left the cave. Outside, darkness lay all about me, excepting only the dead white field of snow and the bright stars overhead. Looking about me, I shook my head. What kind of place was this? Shelter, yes, but no more than shelter. A man should have a home, a place of his own.

		When I returned to the cave Keokotah was there, “He go, ver’ fast. He go south.”

		“I wonder if he’ll make it?”

		“He make it. He strong.” Keokotah looked up at me. “He will come back for her. Bring many mans. You see.”

		“She will be gone before the first grass,” I said, shrugging.

		He looked at me as if I were a child. “You think? Maybe you fool.”

		Irritated, I replied, “She’s a Sun. They need her back yonder. And she wants to go back. Those are her people. That is her home.”

		He gathered his blankets about him and lay back on the robes.

		All through the night the silent snow sifted down, covering deep the land. Our tracks, his tracks, all tracks were gone and the snow piled deep around us.

		The Natchee had returned from their hunt with only an antelope. Our meat supply was dwindling and they were not accustomed to hunting in the snow. Their eyes showed their fear, for the land and the weather were strange to them. There were no gentle forests here, no hanging moss, no bayous. These rivers were frozen hard, these forests deep with snow, and the animals were bedded down, waiting out the cold.

		We had hung a buffalo hide over the cave mouth to keep the cold out and the heat in.

		Building the fire to last the night, edging heavier chunks together, I lay back on my own blankets and thought of tomorrow. For the moment I was the leader here. I was the responsible one.

		The snow was soft and deep. I would have to make snowshoes. Turning on my side I stared into the fire. Outside the wind moaned, the buffalo-hide curtain stirred and a sifting of snow blew in.

		Shadows moved upon the walls. Had I left those other shadows behind? Or had they come with me from the cave where I had discovered them?

		If they were with me I hoped they could help round up some game. I hoped they were friendly shadows. After all, I had only paid my respects to the dead; I had not disturbed them.

		Suppose an enemy came in the night? So soft was the snow there would be no sound of walking, no sound of movement. When one lies awake in the night one thinks of many things, and I thought now.

		Tomorrow I must go out, and I must bring back meat. We were not suffering now, but the winter before us was long and cold.

		What of that huge hairy animal of which Keokotah had spoken? The pasnuta, which looked like a hairy elephant? I smiled into the darkness. Well, if there were such a thing, I needed to meet it. It might provide enough meat to last out the winter.

		Where could he have gotten such an idea?

		The fire crackled, and the heavy curtain stirred in the outside wind. My eyes closed and I slept, only to dream of coming face to face in the snow with a great, awesome creature, three times the size of a buffalo, a huge, hairy beast with curling tusks and red eyes, coming toward me, coming at me—

		I awakened in a cold sweat. The fire had died to coals and I lay shivering, thinking of the monster of my dream, those tiny eyes, red with fury, coming at me.

		I added fuel to the fire and then laid back and shivered. Just a buffalo, or a couple of red deer. I wanted nothing more than that, for I wanted to come back to—

		My eyes flared open. To what? What did I have to come back to?

		I wanted meat. I wanted a successful hunt. I turned over, trying to keep the cold from seeping under my coverings. I wanted nothing more … nothing more.

		Then I slept, fearing the hairy monster would return, but he did not. Only dawn came, cold and aware. Icy cold and still.
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		Reaching over, I laid some sticks on the coals. Then I lay back and waited for a little warmth to come into the cave. It was very cold, and it would be cold and still outside, a time for extreme care if a man would survive.

		How long the cold would stay with us I could not guess, but we would need meat. We had given some to Gomez when he left, and seventeen people can eat a lot. Keokotah knew cold weather, for his experience was from a country far to the north. My only experience with cold had been a couple of brief forays into the north when I was a boy and some time spent in the high mountains.

		No game would be moving in this cold. Bears would be hibernating, or at least sleeping in their dens. To find game I would simply have to stumble upon it. In the deep snow I had an advantage.

		Several days before I had cut some willow wands from beside the stream and had kept them close to the fire to thaw out. Now I took one of these and bent it slowly and carefully into a rough circle and tied it. Then I tied rawhide strips across the circle and soon had shaped a couple of crude but very useful snowshoes of the bear-paw type. Later I would make better shoes, when there was time.

		Taking them to the cave mouth I tied them on. Then taking my bow I started out, moving with care and where the going was easiest.

		Every step needed to be taken with caution. An injured man in intense cold has small chance of survival. Rocks and fallen logs are apt to be slippery, so were best avoided. My chances of finding game were slight, but there was a patch of forest across the valley, several miles away, where we had not hunted. Deer would be bedded down in deep snow. My only chance was to startle one and make the kill before it could escape.

		It was very still. The snow squeaked underfoot. I took my time, knowing that to perspire might mean to die. Perspiration can, when a man stops traveling, freeze into a thin film of ice next the skin. When I had gone about a mile I stopped in the shelter of three massive ponderosa pines, studying the terrain ahead and scanning the open area between the entrance to the valley and myself.

		Soon I started on again, and when I reached the forest I stood still, looking all about me for places where deer might bed down. In good weather they preferred to be under some trees with a good view before them, but now they would have thought only of shelter from the wind.

		Being alone I had no one to watch for the telltale white spots on nose or cheekbones that are the first signs of frostbite, so I covered my nose with my mittened hand. My face was stiff and raw from the cold. After a bit I moved deeper into the forest, stepping with care.

		Several times I checked what experience told me were likely places for deer, but found nothing. After resting briefly, I started on. There were occasional bird tracks on the snow and once a flurry of tiny tracks and a few spots of blood. A weasel or a marten had caught some poor creature.

		The morning slipped away and the afternoon began. Soon I must return if I were to make it before dark.

		Swinging wide I skirted a patch of aspen, remembering how well many animals liked the aspen or the plants that grew in its shelter. The trees were bare of leaves and from a distance looked like a cloud lying upon the mountainside. The dry branches whispered in the slight wind. I turned toward an opening between aspen and scrub oak, and started forward.

		The elk came off the ground almost under my feet, lunging erect, snow falling from it. It lowered its antlers at me but then thought the better of it and started away.

		My bow came up, the arrow in place. I let fly. It was not the target I would have chosen but there was no time. The arrow caught it in the neck, close behind the ear, and sank deep. The elk stopped, quivered, then fell. I ran forward, feeling for my knife.

		Yet as I stepped astride the elk it came up in one last lunge, came up under me so I was astride, and it sprang forward. One hand grabbed an antler, another plunged the knife. It glanced off a shoulder bone and almost stabbed my thigh, but the second thrust went home solidly. I need not have bothered, for the poor beast was dead. It fell under me and I sprang free. My bad leg folded under me and I went into the snow.

		For a moment I just lay there. Then slowly I gathered myself, retrieved my bow and knife, and set about skinning the elk, getting the best cuts of meat before it froze solid.

		By the time I had finished it was dark. I gathered the meat in the elk hide and then got back into my snowshoes, which I had removed for the skinning, and started back. Emerging from the woods I looked across the valley at what was now only a dark line of trees and mountains without division or feature.

		For some time I had traveled in the forest, intent only on finding game, but how far west had I hunted? Before me was only a wide field of snow, and beyond was the blackness of forest and mountain. The caves were right across that field, but my burden was heavy, the snow was deep, and it was bitterly cold. If I missed my direction by but a few yards I might wander half the night finding my way. I might die out here in the cold. How cold it was I did not know, but it was far, far below freezing.

		Bowed beneath the great load of meat I started across the wide stretch of snow, angling a little toward the east. I blew on my fingers. I took a step and then another, plodding slowly and carefully because of the crude snow-shoes.

		A wind stirred the snow. It blew a little, ceased, then started again. Snow picked up and blew in a brief flurry. I knew I would see no light unless someone happened to come outside, a slight chance at this hour.

		I needed at least an hour to cross the open snow with the burden I had. Icy snow rattled against my clothing and nipped at my cheeks. I stopped, thrust my bow into the snow, and beat my hands against my legs to restore circulation.

		Something black appeared on the snow just ahead of me. I stared, it moved—a wolf!

		Where there was one there would be another, and another.

		Without a doubt they had smelled the meat and the fresh blood. And these were wolves with little knowledge of man aside from Indians, and my smell would be different. I pushed on, walking straight at the wolf.

		It wavered, hesitated, and then fled off a dozen yards further. Under the great burden of meat from the butchered elk I could move but slowly, ponderously.

		Pausing at the edge of the woods I sniffed the air. I should catch a smell of woodsmoke.

		Nothing.

		Should I bed down right where I was? Build my own fire and prepare to defend my meat against the wolves?

		But if I did not return, Keokotah or some of the others might come out to look for me. The Natchee were unfamiliar with intense cold, and some might be lost. Turning clumsily to look behind me, I saw a wolf crouched in the snow not fifty feet away!

		Gesturing with my bow, I tried to warn it away, but the lure of fresh meat was too great. The wolf ran off only a few feet and stopped.

		To move at all I had to keep from under the branches, because of my towering burden. Also, I wished to avoid snagging my snowshoes on a branch or root under the snow.

		Where was I? The cave might be only a few yards distant, but I had no idea where or in what direction to turn. Again I gestured at the wolf.

		Wolf?

		There were two of them together now, watching me. They sensed something was wrong.

		The stream! If I could find the stream … it had to be close. I shifted the weight of meat. I was carrying enough for three men, but to leave it in the snow would be to leave it for the wolves, and how many times would I make such a kill? Hunched far over, I worked my way along the wall of the forest, seeking an opening.

		The wolves kept pace with me. I shouted at them, and hoped my voice would carry to the caves.

		Nothing.

		Nor did the wolves pay attention. They had the smell of blood in their nostrils, and the smell was coming from me. Despite the intense cold they were hunting, which meant they were probably not just hungry but starving.

		Turning about with the heavy pack was cumbersome, but I had to keep looking around. There was no guessing when one of the wolves might decide to leap.

		The bow was a poor weapon against them. My guns were hard to get at, and I hated to waste a shot in the vague light. Yet it was a gun I would have to use. Pushing back my coat, I fumbled for the butt of my right-hand gun. I would have to take off the mitten, and in the cold my exposed hand would quickly freeze.

		Carefully, I edged along the woods. One of the wolves moved closer, and I stepped out threateningly. It leaped back, wary again.

		Something moved at the edge of the woods! Another wolf. Suddenly one of them howled, but not one of those close to me. I plodded on, avoiding projecting branches, thinking only of—

		There was a break in the wall of trees, an opening! I swung a wide, sweeping blow in the direction of the wolves and then went into the wide opening.

		Ice! I was walking upon ice, so I had come to the stream. The caves would be close by, for the stream swung close. I crossed the stream and mounted the far bank, trying to remember such a place.

		There had been an opening upriver from the caves. I started to turn and suddenly something struck me a mighty blow from behind. I fell face downward into the snow, and my bow fell from my hand.

		A wolf had sprung on me from behind, landing on the pack of meat and knocking me down. I fought to get hold of my knife. I couldn’t get a gun into action.

		The other wolves had leaped on me now, but they were fighting to get at the meat, wrapped in the elk hide. My knife was out. I ripped at the wolf nearest me and there was a startled yelp. Then from somewhere there was a shout and a sound of running feet. I stabbed again, missed, and felt teeth rake my exposed wrist.

		With a tremendous effort I got to my knees. There were men all about me, and the wolves were gone.

		Somebody had a hold on my arm and was helping me to my feet. With the weight of meat it was a struggle, but I made it. Somebody lifted the burden from my back, unfastening the rawhide with which I’d bound it to me.

		Another hand shoved my bow at me, and I took it. Limping, I followed them into our cave. The Indians crowded around.

		Keokotah lowered my pack of meat to the floor. “We hear wolves fighting. We come.”

		Exhausted and cold, I sank down by the fire. Itchakomi was there, her eyes wide and dark, looking at me.

		“We needed meat,” I said.

		Nobody said anything. They had opened my pack and given meat to the people from Itchakomi’s cave.

		“We fear for you,” Itchakomi said. “You gone long time.”

		“It was cold,” I said, “cold.”

		There was meat enough for several days, but we could not expect a kill such as this very often. It was going to be a long and a hard winter. Of course, had the Indians been there they would have taken much more of the elk than the chunks of meat that I had saved.

		“Your woman of the black moccasins,” I said, “told me her people hunt west to the mountains and then down the mountains to a great peak near here. Each year they do this.

		“Then they hunt back across the plains to their home, which is near the Great River. When they return you could go with them to the river and then down the river to your home.”

		She looked at me for a long minute and then she got up and left the cave.

		I would never understand women.

		And why shouldn’t she go? After all, the Poncas were reported to be friendly, and she could cross the plains under their protection. She would be safer by far with a whole tribe than with her few braves.

		It seemed reasonable to me. Of course—

		I went to my robes and lay down, exhausted. The cold bothered my leg, but it always pained me when I did too much.

		Tired though I was, sleep came slowly, and I found my thoughts wandering back to Shooting Creek Valley and my family. Pa was gone … I could find no words to express the emptiness that left with me.

		Ma was in England, if she lived, and Brian and Noelle with her. How different their lives would be! And how far from me! Did they think of me sometimes? Did they remember the good times we’d had together?

		What was England like?

		Easing my leg, I tried to find a more comfortable spot in the robes. Keokotah was sleeping, and the fire burned low. Why had Itchakomi left me so abruptly? Was it that I reminded her of what awaited back there? Or because she knew she must wait until spring brought grass to the hills and water to the streams?

		Dozing, I opened my eyes, raised up, and added sticks to the dying coals. Out there tonight I’d nearly tossed in my hand. I might have fought my way out of it, just might have, but the odds were all against it.

		And who would have known or cared? My family would not have known. Under the robes I shifted and turned, restlessly. Why could I not sleep?

		Yet after a while I did sleep, but only to dream of the great red-eyed monster with the curving tusks that had come charging upon me from the brush. I awoke in a cold sweat once more and it was long before I slept again.

		In my dreams it had been shockingly clear. The monster had seen me, known me for an enemy, and charged, blasting sound as from a great trumpet. I had not fled. I had stood my ground as if frozen in place. What was wrong? Why did I not flee?

		Never had I been troubled with nightmares, but this dream came again and again.

		Lying awake again in the cold of breaking day I stared wide-eyed at the roof of the cave. It seemed I was gifted with second sight.… Was this dream a premonition of some reality to come? Was that to be my end? Was I to die impaled on one of those curving tusks, or trampled into the mud and snow under those huge feet?

		Above all, why did I not even try to escape?

		I sat up, put sticks upon the fire, and dressed for the cold outside.
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		A few days later Keokotah killed a deer and our snares netted a few rabbits, but with the winter only half gone we faced a starving time. To survive in wild country was never easy. Hunting had driven the wild game from the area. We had to go farther and farther afield, and the intense cold showed no sign of breaking. Even in the best of times, the gathering of nuts, roots, and herbs was a slow and painstaking business, requiring many acres to feed even one man, unless there were pecans or hazelnuts, neither of which would be available here. All such sources were now buried under deep snows.

		All of us now wore snowshoes we had made ourselves. Sitting beside the fire at night, I had woven myself a pair of trail snowshoes, longer and more efficient for distance work than the bear paws I had made.

		Keokotah snared some ptarmigan and I killed another deer.

		Itchakomi came to my fire. I was preparing moccasins and leggings for a longer trip. “What you do now?”

		“I go far,” I said. “Soon there is no meat, and we starve.”

		“My people are learning, but all this is new to them.”

		“It is all right.” I gestured toward the west. “There is a valley over there. There might be buffalo.”

		“You will need help. If there is meat it must be carried. I will go.”

		“You?”

		“Of course. I am strong.”

		“It will be hard, very hard. It is a long way, and I do not know the trail.”

		“We will find it.”

		“But you will need snowshoes!” I protested.

		“I have made them. I have made snowshoes like yours. I will come.”

		I did not want her. What lay ahead, I could guess. To find a pass without snow would not be easy and with snow upon the ground, covering the trees and rocks, it might be impossible. It would be brutally hard, and I knew only too well that one misstep might mean the end of me. It would be difficult enough alone without having another to watch out for. Alone I could attempt things I might not dare with someone else following me.

		“It is no place for a woman,” I said. “It is better you are here. What if the Conejeros come?”

		“You wish me to be here if they come?”

		“You are a Sun. Your people will need a chief.”

		“Keokotah is here. My people know what to do.”

		I was a loner and worked best alone. With Keokotah it was different. We traveled together but we did not consult. Each went his own way, each of us knowing what to do and when to do it. I did not lead him nor him me. With a woman—

		She got to her feet. “It is settled then. At daybreak tomorrow?”

		I started to protest, but she was already leaving the cave. I shut my mouth and swore. Behind me there was a dry chuckle, but Keokotah was not looking at me when I glanced around.

		That night I did not dream. Once asleep I slept well and at daybreak was at the cave mouth. If she was late I would leave without her. I would take off so fast—

		She was not late.

		She had a small pack on her back when she came out. Then she stepped into her snowshoes, and without waiting for me to break trail, she started west.

		There was no protest I could have made to which she might have listened. There was nothing to do but follow. Due west of us was a range of towering peaks, but we had no intention of attempting that range at this time of year. Following the small river, we bore off to the south. There was a great valley further west, but beyond our reach at this time of year.

		After traveling for a short distance I moved up to break trail, and Itchakomi yielded her place. It was heavy snow, very deep in places, and fortunately, it covered many obstructions we might have had to climb over or go around. We traveled no more than eight miles that first day and found shelter under a huge old spruce tree whose branches swept the top of the snow and were themselves loaded with snow. Close to the trunk the ground was almost bare of snow, as the branches around made a natural shelter and kept out the wind. We built a small fire, and we made our beds of other spruce boughs, she on one side of the fire, I on the other.

		She watched me check my guns. “What are they?” she asked.

		“Weapons of fire,” I explained. “Weapons of thunder. I shall use them rarely.”

		“They are beautiful!” she exclaimed, as they were. The Italian gunsmiths were superb artisans. It was not enough merely to make a weapon, but it must have beauty also. These were hand carved and inlaid. Yet it was my bow upon which I relied for hunting.

		Our fire scarcely disturbed the cold about us, its heat lost before it reached the lowermost branches of the tree. We huddled close, enjoying the comfort of its looks more than the little heat. We chewed elk jerky and talked but little.

		“Tomorrow?” she asked.

		“Tomorrow we will be there, and tomorrow we will hunt. We need much meat.”

		She knew that as well as I. “You do not hunt for meat in England?”

		“They hunt for sport.”

		“But they eat what they kill?”

		“Oh, yes! And sometimes meat is distributed among the poor. Those who do not have enough to eat.”

		It was very still. Somewhere, far off, a lonely wolf complained to the night. Tomorrow we would descend into a valley no white man had seen, and probably few Indians. One thing had been obvious since leaving the Mississippi—this country was sparsely settled. The various tribes were for the most part small in numbers and widely scattered.

		Long after Itchakomi lay asleep, I was awake and thinking. The last thing I wanted was to get involved with a woman. There was time for that later. For the time being I wished only to make our hunt, get what meat we could, and get back to our caves. When spring came Itchakomi would go her way and I mine.

		She was a beautiful woman. That was beside the case. I had been thinking too long of wandering this country, being the first white man to see much of it, just to see it all myself for the first time. Fortunately, I told myself, Itchakomi felt the same way. We each had our private concerns. She was easy to talk to for that reason, and she had the same feeling of responsibility toward her people that I did.

		At daybreak I was awake quickly. I stirred up the fire and without waiting for her to do so, prepared some food. We talked little. The fire warmed up our small space, but not enough to melt the snow around us.

		The long valley that stretched away toward the southeast was scattered with meadows and cut by intervening patches of forest. The meadows were white with snow, the trees drooping under a heavy burden of it.

		We went down the mountain in the cold of morning, making no sound in the soft white snow. We did not talk. Our eyes and ears were alert for game.

		Almost at once we came upon deer tracks, a lot of them. Four or five deer had moved down the mountain ahead of us. The tracks were fresh, made that morning.

		West of us several peaks towered against the sky, and the valley lay open before us. Pausing beside some trees we looked down. Far away, moving in single file, we saw a line of buffalo. As we watched they scattered out, pawing into the snow to get at the grass. Nearer there were several deer.

		“Wait.” I spoke softly, as our voices would carry in that still, cold air. “The buffalo!”

		We went on down the valley. This morning, in this valley at least, it was not so cold. We moved down, always keeping a clump of trees between us and the buffalo. When within a few hundred yards we stopped to rest. There was a shallow draw that led along behind the buffalo, and feeding close were a couple of cows.

		Scanning the hills around and searching along the clumps of trees I saw no movement. There was no smoke. We seemed to be alone.

		After a bit we moved out, and when I was within forty yards of the nearest buffalo I decided to chance it.

		The cow was young but of good size. I waited an instant and then loosed my arrow. The cow took a step forward and then stopped, evidently puzzled. My second arrow was ready and I let go. The arrow struck home and the buffalo started forward again and then crumpled. One of the other buffalo lifted a hind hoof to scratch its jaw, looking backward as it did so. A moment later the buffalo was feeding quietly. We moved in, the buffalo moving off a little, and then we went to work, skinning out the animal we had killed.

		The other buffalo moved away down the valley. Only the wolves hung about, staying off some distance but drawn by the smell of blood. They sat in the snow watching us, occasionally trotting around and coming nearer, then retreating. They were black, ominous figures against the snow and under a cold gray sky.

		It was cold, very cold. We worked steadily, standing up at intervals to look all about us. We had seen no sign of Indians here, but in spring and summer this valley must be a beautiful place.

		A little further south a stream emerged from a canyon, flowing down from the high mountains to the west. The stream seemed to flow eastward across the mouth of the canyon, but we were some distance off, although higher.

		Itchakomi might be a Sun, but she was also an Indian woman. She worked swiftly and skillfully, wasting no time, no movements. I glanced at the meat. “It is almost too much,” I said, “and we have a long way to go.”

		The buffalo had stopped and were feeding again not more than two hundred yards away. Just ahead of them was a stand of thick brush and trees. By following down a small watercourse I could slip into that patch and perhaps make another kill.

		I took up my bow and looked around at her. “Will you stay with the meat?”

		“I will stay. Have care.”

		As I moved toward the wolves they trotted off, and I went past them and down the shallow ravine. It was very still. I plodded steadily on until I reached the grove that began along the shallow watercourse I followed. Working up into the brush, I moved with care to make no sound. The buffalo were finding dried grass beneath the snow, and only an old bull stood guard. I was downwind of him, so he did not catch my scent. Nevertheless, he was uneasy.

		Had he smelled the blood of our kill? Or was there something else about I had not seen?

		Again I looked all around, my eyes searching close about me, then further out, and then further still. Each area I examined slowly, taking nothing for granted. If there was an enemy out there I wished to know it, but if he was nearby I must see him first. I found nothing.

		Several buffalo fed nearby, two of them within thirty or forty yards of the trees that were my cover. Moving through the brush, careful to make no sound, I found an open place among the trees and crossed it. Now I was closer.

		The big bull was not looking at me. Something off to my left held his attention. His head was up, his nostrils flared.

		My eyes turned, swept the snow fields down the valley, and then stopped.

		Several men were coming up along the edge of the woods, but it was a moment before I could pick the individuals out of the background. They were following close along the edge of the trees and may have just emerged from them. Three, four,… five. Five men, whether Indians or not I could not say, but I was sure they were. The Spanishmen would not be out at this time of year. We needed another buffalo, and their coming would drive the animals away.

		Turning, I glanced toward Itchakomi. She was making the meat into packs to be carried and her head was down. She was at least a hundred yards off, still concealed from the men below by the grove of trees that concealed me also. I hissed, but even in that still, cold air the sound was too low to carry. I waved my hand and then my bow, hoping the corner of her eye would catch the movement.

		She looked up suddenly, looking at me. I pointed with the bow and she picked up the packs of meat and came toward me.

		“There are five warriors,” I said, “coming up the valley. If we stay hidden they may not see us.”

		“We leave tracks here. If they come, they will see.”

		Leading the way, I went into the woods and chose a place where we were well hidden yet could watch them.

		“We have help soon.”

		“Help?”

		“My people. Six men come to carry meat. I speak to them.”

		Well … that was thinking. But would they arrive in time and would they see these warriors before they were seen? We could not let them walk into an ambush. Glancing back up the valley I saw nothing. Even if they came now they would not reach us in time.

		Of course, the strange warriors down the valley might turn off, but if they were themselves hunting, as seemed likely, they would be attracted by the buffalo.

		They did not turn aside. They were coming on. They were Indians. My guess was they were Conejeros.

		“Keep down,” I advised, “and leave the fighting to me.”

		“I can fight.”

		“I do not want you hurt. Leave it to me.”

		“There are five.”

		“Soon there will be less.”

		We waited, hidden by the tree trunks and brush. I had a good view of them now as they trudged toward us, single file.

		The big bull did not like it. He snorted and pawed snow and then began moving off. The other buffalo had stopped pawing snow from the brown grass and were starting to move, too. I glanced around again. No help in sight, yet I saw something else.

		The wolves were gone.
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		“No use to let them come too close,” I said. “Do you stay back. This is for me.”

		I stepped from the brush and stood out upon the snow. I stood alone, waiting for them.

		They saw me at once and stopped.

		Those following closed up, and they stood staring at me. I knew their thoughts. Who was I? Was I alone? Would I dare to step out unless others were behind me? Was it a trap?

		They could see my bow, and that I held it ready, an arrow in place but pointed down. There was a fine daring within me. Why was it that I, a peaceful man, always felt exhilarated at the thought of battle? Suddenly I was challenging, poised, ready. Everything in me invited them to come.

		They shouted something I did not understand, but I did not attempt a reply. I did not think they would turn and go away. It was not their way, for these were warriors, these were fighting men.

		They started forward and I waved them back. They stopped again. Then one among them, arguing fiercely with the others, suddenly stepped out and started toward me. My longbow would out-range theirs by thirty yards, perhaps more. I let him take three steps and motioned again. He came on, and my bow came up. I loosed an arrow.

		The arrow went where I aimed, and struck through his thigh. A dead man they could leave, but a wounded man they must care for.

		The warrior staggered and then fell. He tugged at the arrow, and I waited. The others gathered around him, shouting at me.

		I stood my ground, another arrow in place. They were dark against the snow, perfect targets. One of them turned toward me and shouted again. I lifted my bow and he drew back. He had taken the arrow from the fallen man and he was looking at it. My arrows were black, with black feathers to aid their flight. The arrow was strange to them, and I was strange. At the distance they could not see that I was a white man, and my garb would tell them nothing.

		They would not leave their wounded brother there to die in the snow, and to attack meant someone else would die. They were brave men but not foolish. Moreover they did not know who or what I was.

		So far I had made no sound and they did not know what to make of me.

		Taking up their wounded companion they began to move off. One of them turned and shook a spear at me, but I did not respond. That they would be back I had no doubt. When they had disappeared down the valley I went back into the woods and we gathered our meat. The burden I shouldered was enough for four men, but we had to be off, to find shelter for the night and a way in which to escape.

		“You are brave,” Itchakomi said.

		“If we had been taken we would have been tortured and killed. If they had come close they might have taken me from behind while others approached in front. My only chance was to stop them at a distance.”

		She knew. My explanation was more for me. We Englishmen, if such I was, must have reasons for our actions even when the reasons are not always good ones. What I thought now was true. The Conejeros had a bloody reputation, but it was the way of many Indians to attack strangers unless their curiosity got the better of them.

		When we had cached the meat in a small cave near a fallen tree, we built a small fire and ate of the meat. Before nightfall I killed a deer, adding its meat to that from the buffalo.

		Our camp was in a good spot near the mouth of a small canyon that provided access to the mountains and the forest. It was a small cave and not deep, but it offered shelter from the wind. I gathered fuel, of which much lay about, for the fire. Night came with a cluster of stars among scattered clouds, and our fire was warm.

		“They will return,” I said.

		She nodded. “And more of them.”

		“When were your people coming?”

		“Tonight … tomorrow. Just to pick up the meat and take it back.”

		“You should have stayed in camp. We might have been killed today.”

		She was amused. “I moved about. I made them think there were more of us.”

		So that was why they had been staring. They had known somebody was back there but not how many. So it was not me who had frightened them off, after all.

		They would come back, of course. Indians did not take defeat lightly, and one of their own had been wounded. I got up and went outside to listen. Far off, a wolf howled and another responded. There was no other sound in the night.

		The smoke of our fire, small though it was, could be smelled if they were downwind of it, but tonight the fire could not be done without. Their return tonight was unlikely. They would be making medicine before they came again.

		The cave was small but warm enough with the small fire. Itchakomi was seated at the back, her head leaning back against the wall. In the firelight, as in any light, she was a beautiful woman. I looked away, and sat down where I did not have to see her. I would have liked some chicory to drink, but had none with me.

		“What is it like, in England? At night, I mean?”

		We had been talking much and her English had gotten better. She had discarded the few French words she used and much of the Cherokee, but sometimes she still reverted to Indian talk, which I had to translate in my mind.

		“People are in their homes at night. They talk, they read books, sometimes they play cards. If they are in taverns they do the same, but they drink more in taverns, I think. I only know from what I have heard.”

		“It is a good thing? To read?”

		“We all read at home. I more than any of the others, I think. There are books about everything, and my father and mother both read, so we grew up with books about. If it were not for their books we would know nothing of the Greeks, the Romans, and many others. Nothing but some ruins. The people of England thought the Roman ruins had been built by giants, until their books were translated and brought to England.”

		“I would like to read!”

		“I will teach you.” I said it and then swore under my breath. Why was I such a fool? I wanted to get away when the grass grew green again, I wanted to walk the lonely buffalo trails and seek out the high places and lonely valleys. And here I was, promising to teach Itchakomi to read! What a double-dyed fool!

		But she would forget about it. Spring was still a long time away. Or was it? I had lost count of the days. Anyway, it was probably just a notion. But I had better watch my tongue.

		Crouching over our tiny fire in a cave far from anything in the world, I wondered about myself and those to come after. This was what I wanted, to come west, to seek, to find, to understand. Yet I was uneasy with my old feelings, the eerie sense that I walked in a world where others had walked, that I lived where others had lived. I did not believe in ghosts. I did not believe the dead lived beyond the grave. I did believe there was much we did not understand, but there had been a man in Virginia who had claimed he could communicate with the dead. The only messages from the dead that I’d heard had sounded as if they came from creatures that had lost their minds.

		The uneasy sense of other beings having lived where I lived stayed with me. I did not know what to call the feelings I had. Second sight, some called it, but this went beyond that.

		Itchakomi was watching me. “Of what you think?”

		I shrugged. “I think others have been where we are. I think others have walked the trails, lived in the caves. And I do not speak of Indians.”

		“Your people?”

		“No—not really. Just people from somewhere. I wished to come west to be the first but I am not the first.”

		“Does it matter?”

		“No, I suppose not, only I would like to know who they were and how they got here and if they left behind any marks of their passing.”

		“You are not content to be. You ask who and why.”

		“And when.”

		“You are a strange one. And when you know, what then?”

		“Perhaps I shall write a book. Or even a letter. Knowledge was meant to be shared. Do you not feel the same?”

		“Knowledge is useful. Why share it? Use it for yourself. Why share it with others who will use it to defeat you?”

		Sakim had shared his knowledge with me. So had my father’s friends Jeremy Ring and Kane O’Hara. So had others. With whom would I share mine?

		The night was icy cold. Several times I awakened to add fuel to our fire, and with dawn I was ready to move. If Itchakomi’s people were coming to carry meat, it was meat we must have. I dragged some broken tree limbs to the cave and then took up my weapons. Itchakomi was awake, and when she started to rise I said, “Rest, if you like. I shall go where the game is.”

		Without saying more I started off, moving swiftly. I saw nothing on the wide expanse of snow but the tracks of yesterday. As I moved I thought of yesterday. Itchakomi had probably saved me from a fight by moving in the brush behind me. The Indians, of course, thought I was merely bait for a trap and they had backed off, not from any fear of me but of what might await them in the trees.

		The buffalo were feeding further west and south near the mouth of the canyon I had seen where a stream came in from the west. I moved swiftly, keeping to low ground, and when I was within sight, I paused to select my target.

		Glancing back I saw a dot upon the snow. Itchakomi was following me. I did not know whether to be irritated or pleased, and decided I was irritated.

		It needed five arrows to kill two buffalo, but I recovered four of the arrows, the other was broken when the cow fell. By the time I had skinned out the first Itchakomi was working on the second. This had been the work of Indian women forever, I suspect, and certainly she was as adept as I, perhaps more so. Being a Sun she had probably done little skinning, however. I glanced over at her from time to time, but she was paying no attention to anything but the task at hand.

		By midday we had both animals skinned and the cuts of meat wrapped in the hides. By that time the other buffalo had ranged out of sight. There was nothing in the wide snowfield below and around us. The meat we had was too heavy to carry, and trying to cache it with wolves about would have wasted time. They would have smelled it and dug it out before we were out of sight.

		Suddenly, Itchakomi spoke. Glancing around I followed her pointing finger. Several men were walking toward us from the upper valley.

		It was probably the Natchee, but I was taking no chances. We retreated into the woods and waited behind some fallen trees.

		It needed an hour for them to reach us. Four warriors and two Natchee women. Within minutes they had shouldered the meat and we were walking back to our cave, where we took up the meat from the day before.

		The valley below was empty when we started for home, but I looked back often and prayed for snow to cover our tracks. Itchakomi was telling her people of the meeting with the Conejeros.

		The snow crunched under our snowshoes and we paused from time to time, careful not to work up a sweat. Each time we looked back the valley was empty. Would they guess where we were?

		We were crossing a small stream when Itchakomi broke through the ice, going ankle deep in the icy water. Often the warmer water of a spring in the stream bed will cause the ice to be thin. Now it was necessary to move swiftly. Picking her up bodily I set her down in deep snow. Then I began rubbing snow over her moccasins. She struggled with me but I spoke sharply. “Be still! It must be done!”

		She subsided and I rubbed more dry snow on her moccasins. “It will blot up the water,” I said, “but always you must act quickly. Very quickly.”

		After a moment we started on and she was very quiet. When she spoke she said, “We do not know the cold. We have much to learn.”

		“It is the same with me. I know only a little, but the dry snow soaks up the water very quickly before it can soak through to your feet. My father taught me that. He learned it in New Found Land, far to the north.”

		We trudged on, climbing higher and higher, and then turning east into our valley. It was good to be back, but I knew how short a time our meat would last. Much had already been eaten in feeding those who had come to pack it back. In fact, the two meals eaten on the way home had seriously depleted the result of our hunt.

		Had we longer to prepare we might have laid up a sufficient store of meat to last through the winter, although most Indians faced a starving time before spring came. Few had sufficient corn or meat stored to last through the season.

		The wood supply was down, so I went to the forest and gathered more, and then still more. Survival was a continual struggle, with no time for loafing by the fire.

		Itchakomi’s Natchee went often to the hills for game. The cold was new to them, but they learned swiftly, and often they found deer, ptarmigan, or rabbits. Buffalo did not range so high in the cold months. Bears, if there were any about, were hibernating.

		Suddenly in the night I awakened. For a moment I lay wide-eyed and still, listening. What I heard was dripping. Also I suddenly realized that although the fire was down I was unusually warm.

		Rising, I went to the cave mouth. Outside I could see patches of bare ground where the snow had already melted away. By daybreak it would all be gone. It was one of those warm, soft winds of which I had heard, and for a time at least the weather would be clear.

		If the Conejeros were going to attack it would be now, while the weather was clear.

		It would be tomorrow.
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		Keokotah squatted by our fire. “Warm wind go,” he said, “more snow come. You see.”

		Maybe. I knew nothing about the climate in this part of the country, and he knew a good deal, having grown up in the north country. Still, it looked to me like an early spring.

		“No spring,” he said, when I mentioned it. “This over soon, and then much snow, I think.”

		He stirred the fire and then turned the meat he had on a spit. “We go now,” he suggested. “Go beyond big mountain.”

		“And leave them? What would they do without us?”

		He shrugged.

		The Natchee had learned quickly, and probably they could get along without us. Reluctantly, I agreed to myself that Keokotah was right, but we could not leave when trouble was coming. I said as much and he shrugged again.

		Keokotah’s girl went outside for fuel, and I watched her go, wondering about their relationship. Indian men often went on long hunts, and sometimes they returned, sometimes they did not. Their women found other men or lived alone, given meat by successful hunters. Was it that way with the Natchee? There was so much I did not know.

		Leaning against the backrest I stretched my bad leg. Sometimes the cold made it ache. Aside from that and a slight limp it was as good as new. I could still run.

		When I went outside, Itchakomi was there. She had cleaned her buckskin skirt and leggings. “You think they come?”

		“Yes.” I pointed toward the entrance. “Keokotah and I will be there. Your people should be in the trees along the creek and out of sight until they get close.”

		She looked over the ground sloping away from us. The plan was good enough and probably the only one. We could not stop them, but we might get one or two before they got through into the valley. After that it would be a fight, and there were too many of them.

		“It is time to go,” she said. “We must go to the upper valley.”

		“Wait. We may stop them this time. I do not believe there will be many this time.”

		Of course, I did not know, but I doubted many would come, thinking we were very few. We had little choice. A retreat to the upper valley would delay them only a little. They would find us, and where would we go then? If Keokotah was right and more snow was coming, we might be snowed in, our only retreat the high country beyond. It would be cold, and there would be danger of snowslides.

		“It is a warming time,” she suggested. “Does the grass come back now?”

		I repeated what Keokotah had said, and she nodded. “I have heard of this. Long ago some people came to us from far up the Great River. They spoke of this. Is it so in your country?”

		“In England? I do not know. My father spoke of a time when England was warmer than in his time. There had been vines growing grapes, and they made wine. Then it became colder and the vines did not grow.

		“I think it was colder here,” I said, “in far gone times. It was a time for the buffalo, who understand the cold. When the wind and snow blow hard they do not walk away from it. They bunch together and turn their heads to the wind, and their heavy coats are soon matted with snow and they are warm.”

		She stood beside me, a tall, lovely girl, wise for her years. I moved a step to the side, putting more distance between us. Her being close disturbed me, and I felt uneasy. Anyway, I had no time to think of women. I had much land to see. And I was happier when alone. I reminded myself of this. I had always been a loner.

		Even with Keokotah I was a loner, for he walked with his own thoughts and we did not intrude. We were two loners together.

		Keokotah was annoyed by staying on. He felt no duty to these people and he wanted to be away. Only the snow was holding him or holding us.

		“What will you do,” she asked, “when the grass grows green?”

		My gesture took in the western mountains. “Go out there, I suppose. I want to see what is beyond the mountains.”

		“And then?”

		My tongue touched my lips and I shifted my feet. Well, it was a sensible question, what would I do?

		“I don’t know. Find a meadow somewhere with a stream running and build a cabin, I guess.”

		“And then?”

		She was backing me into a corner and I didn’t like it. I was like a buffalo calf, cut off from the herd. I was hunting a corner to duck around or a place to hide.

		“It would be a place where a man could hunt,” I explained, “and sort of live off the country.”

		“Alone?”

		“I’ve always been alone,” I said, “even when I was with folks. I don’t fit in with people, somehow. Books, now. I’d like to have some books.”

		She didn’t push me any further and I was glad. I was feeling crowded and beginning to sweat a little.

		“What of your brothers?”

		“They were going their own ways. Yance had found him a woman and by this time Kin prob’ly has, too. A man has to blaze his own trail, and mine was to the west.”

		“I would like to know your brothers.”

		“You’d like them. Good men. My sister, Noelle, she went back to England with Ma. By now she’s probably going to balls an’ such, living the life of a real lady.”

		“I would like to meet her. I wish—”

		“What?”

		“I would like to see how it is over there. I would like to see the clothes your women wear.”

		“Most of them are kind of silly. Seems so to me, anyhow. Hair all done up an’ powdered, fancy silk skirts. Pa said they could look mighty fetching, though.”

		“Could I wear those clothes?”

		Well, I looked at her again. She could wear anything. With that figure and the way she walked—she was more like a queen than any queen I’d heard of.

		“You could,” I admitted, “and you’d be beautiful in them. You would turn every head in the place.”

		She was pleased, so I went on and told her more about the balls and such. Ma had told us about them, told Noelle most of all, but we had listened. She told about dancing and about clothes and the ballrooms, so I repeated it to Itchakomi. “There would be nobody as beautiful as you,” I finished, realizing what I said was true.

		It was easier talking about such things than about my plans. Whenever she got on that tack it set me to fidgeting because I hadn’t really thought it out. I’d never thought that far ahead. I’d settle down somewhere, I supposed. Maybe with some Indians, as there was not much chance of a man getting by alone.

		Or I’d go back.

		But I wouldn’t. I had known that from the beginning. My destiny was here, where the west was. Like I’d told her, I’d find a meadow somewhere with a stream flowing through it and I’d build a log house. Maybe more than a cabin. Might be things would get better with the Spanish and I could get some books from them. I would like to be reading again. There was so much I did not know.

		The sun was warming things up and I looked toward the opening of the valley. I should be over there, waiting. Those Indians would come.

		Yet I lingered. A man living off the country and in a land where there’s risk at every hand does not get much time to contemplate himself. He has no time to speculate on the ifs and the buts of his life, nor to ask questions of himself and his motives. Each day is a day to live and in which to keep from dying, and a man’s energies are directed out from himself and his thoughts as well. Contemplation is a leisure indulgence. It is for a man in an armchair or beside a fire in his own house. It isn’t for a man whose every sense is attuned to sounds outside himself.

		Itchakomi had asked me questions I’d never asked myself, and I suspected she had a lot more lying in wait for their proper moments. She was a disturbing woman, in more ways than one.

		Pa, being the man he was, had laid a duty on me to sort of play godfather to the Indians. They were good people, with wise men among them, and customs suited to the country, but sometimes they needed an outside opinion or in my case somebody to act for an old gentleman not up to the trip we’d made.

		More than that, I liked the Ni’kwana. There was something between us, and we had sensed it when we had come together. We could have sat down and talked from the first moment like old friends.

		All right, so here I was. I’d found Itchakomi and delivered his message. Why was I hanging around? Because of the cold and the snow. Would I be around if it wasn’t for that? I shied from the question like a bird from a sudden move.

		“There’s a wind blowing in this country now,” I said, “that’s going to blow a lot of change. The Indian way of life will be the first to go, I think, because the white man is part of that change, and most of them can’t see any way but their own.

		“Pa, he was different. First off, he was raised in the fens and the life was different there, more independent and freer, and then he set up for himself and came over here.

		“He didn’t ask anybody for permission to come. He got no grant from any king or great lord, he just came of himself and found land where he wanted to be.

		“There weren’t many like him, but there were some, and the sons and daughters of those first ones were just as independent and free. The second generation moved out and set up for themselves away from the regular settlements. Their sons and daughters will be even more eager to strike out on their own. The king is just a name to them, and they will never have lived on any great lord’s estate.

		“Some of them will cater to Indian ways, some will resist that. They will find land they want and set up for themselves and fight off anybody who tries to take it from them, be he Indian or white.

		“Pa was one of the first of a new kind of man. Maybe not a new kind, because he was probably a lot like those who crossed the Channel with William of Normandy. Most of them had nothing, so they crossed over with William and took what they wanted from the folks already in England.

		“The trouble is, they’ll do the same here. It’s the way of the world, just like the Conejeros came in here and killed off Indians who were living here and will try to kill us.

		“If we wish to live we’ve got to try to kill them or enough of them so they will leave us alone. I don’t want it to become like it was with Pa.

		“The Senecas fought him because he was a friend of their enemies, the Catawba. He whipped them so many times it became a matter of honor for every young warrior to have a try at us. I heard it was said in some villages that a warrior couldn’t call himself such unless he’d had at least one go at us at Shooting Creek. They’d come down the Warrior’s Path a-purpose.

		“I don’t want to fight all my life. I am a man of peace, and when I’ve come back from wandering I want that log house in the meadow somewhere. I—”

		“Alone?”

		Damn it! There she was again! A man couldn’t—“That will be a cabin I’ve built myself,” I said, “mighty small, as it’s for one man.”

		“Smaller than this cave?”

		“Well—not exactly. I haven’t rightly figured the size of the place. It’s just an idea, anyway.”

		“It should be larger,” Itchakomi said. “You might have a visit from a friend. Or even two.”

		“Well … when it comes to that—”

		My eye caught a movement from over where we had come into the valley. Keokotah was there, and he was waving something to attract my attention.

		The only reason he would signal me was that the Conejeros were coming, or somebody.

		“Keokotah is calling me. I’d better go.”

		I wasted no time. Keokotah would not call for help unless he believed it was needed, and if he needed help, more than a few were coming our way.

		I started running like a coward, happy to get into a fight I thought I could win.
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		Keokotah was in the rocks and brush, where he had a good view of the trail into our valley. Much of the snow had melted, and the earth was muddy. Here and there were pools of water and patches of snow on the north slopes of hills. We could see the Conejeros coming and counted twelve.

		We did not talk. Each knew what must be done and knew it would not be easy. Glancing back I could see some of the Natchee moving down to the brush along the creek, our second line of defense.

		“I will take the last man,” I suggested.

		Keokotah made no reply. He would fight his own battle, as I would. Each of us had his own skills and his own ideas on how to expend them.

		They were a hundred yards off, the last man some fifty yards further, when I selected an arrow and bent my bow, waiting just a little longer. They came on. Keokotah slipped down to a better position. The last man had to round a boulder and to do so must almost face me. He was at least fifteen feet behind the next man when I let fly.

		The years of training with the bow now paid their way, for my arrow took him in the chest and he fell back, his hands grasping the arrow, struggling to withdraw it. Keokotah’s arrow went into his man’s throat, and the man fell. The others vanished like a puff of smoke. An instant, and they were there—another, and they were gone.

		One man I saw drop among some rocks, but knew he would not rise from the spot where he had disappeared, so I plotted in my mind his probable movements. They were trying to get into the valley, and he would use as much shelter as could be found. As I had come through that entrance myself I knew how the land lay. About thirty yards farther along from where he had dropped from sight was a gap in the cover. I knew he would make a step, perhaps two, before I could get on target, so I chose a place close to the edge of his next cover and waited.

		A movement, and then he was in the open and running. My arrow caught him in midstride, just as he was about to disappear into the rocks. He missed a step, and then fell or dropped from sight.

		Two down, and a casualty. I doubted the last man had been killed.

		We would get no more chances here, and if we remained where we were we would be surrounded. Keeping undercover where we could, we ran, ducking and dodging, for the brush along the stream.

		The Conejeros did not see us go, so they moved slowly, carefully. They had lost men. Would they believe their medicine was bad and leave? I doubted it.

		At the nearest concealment I stopped and crouched to watch for them. Where Keokotah was I did not know, nor did I need to look. He was a fighting man and would be where he could be most effective.

		Now came a time of waiting. The Conejeros were creeping closer, using all their wiles to come within striking distance without being seen. They could not know exactly where we were but could calculate as I had where their enemies were most apt to be.

		They had the advantage of the attacker. We had a position to defend.

		We knew how many they were. They could not know how many there were of us. Suddenly an Indian darted from one rock to the next, but he was gone from sight before I could turn, and he was closer.

		Almost as if it were a signal, a half dozen others moved and vanished, still closer. An attacker suddenly raised up, but Keokotah was ready for him and the man dropped from sight. I did not see whether Keokotah had scored a hit or not.

		Then for a long time, nothing happened. The sun climbed higher in the sky, and the air warmed. Suddenly I heard a startled cry and then a scream of pain.

		It was at the other end of the line of trees, and the cry, I was sure, had come from one of ours. I worked my way undercover back toward the caves.

		If they could cut us off from the caves they would have our women, as well as our extra weapons, blankets, robes, and meat. Without them, survival would be a question.

		Keokotah had had the same idea. We met undercover near the caves. “I think they go,” he whispered. “I think snow come.”

		Glancing at the sky, I could see what he meant. During the last hour the sky had clouded over to a dull, flat gray.

		Snow? This might be the time to leave. Falling snow would cover whatever tracks we would leave in the mud, and when they returned they would come upon only empty caves. No doubt they had hoped to surprise us, always a favorite Indian tactic, and as surprise had failed and their medicine seemed bad, they would most likely await another time. Finally we assumed that they had been wiped out by the Komantsi.

		We had lost one man. He was a young warrior of the Natchee and he had been killed and scalped.

		“Conejero no like,” Keokotah said. “Natchee strange Indian. There be much talk now. Who is Indian? Where he from? How many strange Indian?”

		Itchakomi was waiting in her cave. Explaining took only a moment. She asked no questions, simply spoke a few quick words to the other women and then to her warriors. We had known this time was coming, so were prepared. Within minutes we were leaving the caves behind, yet not without reluctance. They had been warm shelters, and when does a man leave a place he has lived without some regret? For each time some part of him is left behind. So it was with us.

		We took one last look around. If anyone was watching they would see the direction we took, but there was no help for it.

		“You sad,” she said to me, her eyes searching mine.

		I shrugged. “It was a good place. We were warm there.”

		Keokotah led the way, the Natchee followed, then came Itchakomi, and I was last, a rear guard, if one was needed.

		The trail we took was narrow, and the way was hard. Here and there were spots of ice and places where the bank had caved. We walked warily, and I trailed behind, pausing often to study the back trail and to see if we were followed.

		It was growing cold again. Night was coming. Uneasily, I looked about. We must take shelter quickly. The air had changed. A chill finger touched my cheek, and then another.

		Snow! It was beginning to snow.

		Keokotah needed no word from me. He led our people into the trees and quickly they began building a shelter. There were large trees close together where interwoven tops provided some protection from the snow. With our hatchets and knives we cut notches in the trees and laid poles from one to another. While three of us did this, the others gathered branches to lay across the top and to put down upon the sides. Our house was about thirty feet long, but not straight. It followed the trees we had used, most of which were six or seven feet apart. By the time the roof was in place the snow was falling heavily.

		We slanted the sides out, lean-to fashion, and thatched them with spruce branches and slabs of bark from fallen trees. With all of us working, it was little time until we had our shelter and had gathered wood for the fire. We had left a hole for the smoke and soon had a fire going and meat broiling.

		The snow fell thick and fast, covering our tracks. An astute tracker, one wily enough to think of it, might still find our tracks frozen in the mud under the snow. Not all Indians were good trackers, although all could track and had spent much of their lives doing it.

		When there was time to look about I saw how well Keokotah had chosen, for our shelter was well back in the trees in an unlikely place and well situated for defense. In just a short time we had made it snug, and once we were inside and had a fire going we were warm enough.

		The snow continued to fall. We would not be easily found.

		Itchakomi and I began talking again. She was forever curious about English women and how they behaved themselves, what clothes they wore, and what they did with themselves.

		Pa had talked much of theaters. He had never cared much for bull or bear baiting, but loved the plays, and a man named Will Kempe was a great favorite. So I told her of the theaters and of the innyards used as theaters when companies were on tour. Speaking of such things kept her from asking questions of me, questions that disturbed me and left me uneasy and asking questions of myself.

		Pa had talked much of the theaters, for the England in which he had grown up was much given to playgoing, and the players were well known to everyone.

		“What of the women? Were there no women in the plays?”

		“No, not in England. Pa said there was talk of women players in Italy, but not in England. Boys played the parts of women.”

		She thought that was foolish, and when I thought on it, so did I, but that was the way it was.

		She plied me with questions until I told her more than I knew, things Pa had told us, forgotten until her questions dredged them up. Memory holds much more than we suspect, I found, and began to wonder what else there was I had forgotten.

		Outside the snow fell, and the others fell asleep, even Keokotah, who was curious in his own mind and wishful of knowing more of England.

		“And did your father know the king?”

		“My father? I should say not! Kings had nothing to do with yeomen and only a little, sometimes, with knights. That’s as I understand it, at least.”

		“The Great Sun knows his people, knows every one,” she told me. “Does your king have a Ni’kwana?”

		“Sort of. I guess he might be like the chancellor or an archbishop. I don’t know half enough about it.” I spoke irritably, for I did not like to discover that I knew less than I should.

		“You speak of a king, but did you not tell me that a queen ruled in England?”

		“Queen Elizabeth. My father approved of her, although it was little she would have cared for one man’s approval. However, as he says it she was a good queen.”

		“Was?”

		“We are gone from there, although my mother is there, and a brother and sister, but in any case Queen Elizabeth is gone. There is a king now.” I said it with some satisfaction. “King James is on the throne.”

		“Will you go back?”

		“I cannot go back. I have never been. Also, this is my land. I shall stay here.”

		“I am glad.”

		Here we were, getting down to personal things again. “We’d better sleep,” I suggested. “Tomorrow I must hunt again.”

		She seemed in no way disposed to sleep, and said so, but I spread my robes close to the edge of the shelter.

		Spring was going to be late this year no matter how soon it came. The cold and snow trapped a man, keeping him within the lodge and close to women. Not that I disliked women, far from it, but I was not ready to set up my own lodge or stay in one place. There was a wide land out there no man had seen, and as Pa had longed for his far blue mountains I was longing to walk these Shining Mountains to their utmost limits.

		Itchakomi had said nothing lately of returning, although if she returned now she might become the Great Sun herself. I spoke of that, but she was quiet, and before she got around to speaking I was asleep, or pretending to be.

		When morning came the mountains were gone, vanished under a cloak of snow, their towering black peaks lost in a whiteness that covered all. Scarcely a dark branch showed or an edge of rock. It was still, the only sound my moccasins pressing down the snow, crunching into the silence.

		For a long moment I stood and looked out over the land, my breath a white cloud. Hunching my shoulders against the snow I looked carefully around. There were no enemies I could see, and no moving game, only the snow, the ice, and the cold. I broke off a heavy branch, the sound like a pistol shot, and then another, bringing them back to the hungry fire, waging its own desperate fight against the chill.

		This was a land for me, these mountains, this forest, these silent streams, their voices stilled only for the time.

		Keokotah came out and stood beside me. “Is good,” he said, “all this.”

		“It is,” I agreed.

		“When grass comes, what you do?”

		“I shall walk along the mountain where the aspen grows, and beside the lakes where the moon goes to rest. I want to find the places where the rivers begin. I want to drink where the water comes from under the slide rock. I want to walk the way of the elk, the deer, and the bear.”

		“You are not elk or deer or bear. You man. What you do when your knees are stiff? When the earth no longer soft for sleeping? When the cold does not leave your bones? Who will share your lodge when the last leaves fall?”

		Wind breathed among the trees. Some snow fell from the stiff leaves of an oak and from the spruce.

		“What of Itchakomi? Such a woman walks with the wind. Such a woman must be fought for or stolen.”

		“She will go home to her people. She may be the Great Sun.”

		“Hah! You think she go back safe? You think she pass by the Conejero? The Pawnee? The Osage? She will be taken to some warrior’s lodge. You see.”

		“So?” The thought made me uncomfortable, but I did not like to say so, or even think of it.

		“You speak, she stay. I tell you this.”

		“It is not possible.”

		He shrugged. “I think you fool. Once in a lifetime a man finds such a woman. Once! I have watched her with you. She will keep your lodge if you speak.”

		“She is curious about our customs, as you are. She is not interested in me.”

		“Hah!”

		A veil of snow lifted from a peak and hung suspended against the gray sky, and then sifted softly away as though it had not been. A chill wind stirred, and frozen leaves scraped against the stiff branches. Snow drifted down from the trees and I shivered.

		“You my friend. I speak as friend.” For a moment he was silent. “I have no other friend.”

		Neither of us spoke for a long time and then I said, “And what of you?”

		“I have a man to kill, if you do not.”

		“What?”

		“He is out there. He looks for us. He looks for her. If we do not find him first, he will find us. It is better to hunt than be hunted.”

		A chaos of granite lay at the foot of the mountain, covered now with snow. Lightning-struck trees showed their stark dead stumps against the sky. My toes were cold from standing, and I half turned to go. He looked at me coolly, waiting for some word from me.

		Curling my toes against the cold, I shrugged my shoulders under the buffalo robe, seeing a dream slide away down the icy hill, and another born.

		“Maybe you are right,” I said. “Maybe I am a fool.” “He leave his mark. He leave his challenge.” Turning toward our lodge I looked back. “What do you mean?”

		“The young Natchee who was killed. He no dead when scalp taken. He alive.”

		I still looked at him, waiting.

		“He know who kill him. He leave a sign in the snow where he die. He leave one sign.”

		Everything in me waited. I knew before he said it. I knew what the sign would be and that when Keokotah spoke I must begin to seek, to hunt. And I did not want to hunt down any man.

		“He left one sign: Kapata!”

		Kapata? Well, I could make an exception.
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		I am Itchakomi Ishaia, a Daughter of the Sun, sent to find a new home for my people. This land is a good land. There is beauty here and much wild game, but there are enemies, also. The Conejeros are a fierce people, making war upon everybody. They would make war upon us.

		We could defeat them, but many of our young men would die.

		The Ni’kwana has sent this man to find me, to speak to me of returning. He has done so. But he says the Ni’kwana left it to me to decide, and the Ni’kwana has been my guide and teacher.

		Why did he send this man to me? Why did he not say, “Come back, Itchakomi, come back to your land by the river”?

		He left the decision to me. Why did he think I might not wish to return?

		The Ni’kwana traveled far to meet this man, and then sent him to find me. What did the Ni’kwana know that I do not?

		The Ni’kwana fears for me. He does not like or trust Kapata, and the Ni’kwana knows many things others do not.

		Who is this man Jubal? What does he believe? What am I to believe? He speaks of marvels, of customs strange to us, of peoples far away of whom I know nothing.

		Why have I not known of these people? He speaks of us as Indians. I do not know that name. The Ni’kwana has spoken of Spanishmen who came long ago, who killed some of our people and then went away down the Great River. We heard of such Spanishmen out upon the long grass, also, and one of them who ran away lived in our lodges for a time.

		I do not know this man or his people. I do not know his tribe or where his home is. Jubal speaks of great houses in some land beyond the sea, of customs strange to us, but how can I believe him?

		A sea is a great water. It is not a river. It must be like the great water we saw when long ago we traveled south with the Ni’kwana.

		What manner of man is he? Will he walk among us for a time and then go away to his own people? I have heard men speak of his tribe. He is a Sackett. I am Natchez.

		He says he is not a Sun. His father was a yeoman, but I do not know what that is. It is a good thing to be, I think.

		He is a warrior and a hunter. Keokotah says he is very brave, that he fears nothing. I think it is good to fear some things.

		He speaks of things strange to me, but I like to hear him speak. I listen and try to understand, but his words are not ours. I have learned much of his tongue but not of his meanings. To know words is not always to know thoughts. He speaks from his custom, I from mine. When I use his words I cannot speak the ideas I think. I do not make myself known.

		He is a wise man, I believe, a Ni’kwana among his own people.

		I am a Sun. What is my duty? To return to my people or to stay with this man who does not seek to know me?

		I am a beautiful woman. I know this because I have seen myself in the Pool of the Moon’s Reflection. Does he not see that I am beautiful?

		Or is it that I am so different from the women of his people? Why does he avoid me? Am I not to his liking? Am I a bad taste in his mouth? A bad sound in his ears? What am I, a woman, to do?

		He speaks of the Shining Mountains, and when he speaks of them his voice has a ring to it. The mountains were a far land of which he dreamed, and now he is among them, yet he has seen too little, he says. He wishes to wander down the days, through their forest and meadows and along their streams, but has it not always been so, that men prefer to wander and women to keep them close?

		I could wander the far lands, too. I am not afraid.

		He has terrible scars upon his head and upon his back and shoulders. I have seen his head when his hair falls a certain way, and I have seen his back when he bathed. He does not speak of the scars. He limps a little and has broken his leg. Keokotah spoke of that. He broke his leg when alone in the forest.

		I am a Sun. Among my people I command men. Among my people I could choose whomever I wished, but he is not of my people and does not understand our ways, although he listens when I speak.

		He does not know me. Should I return then to my own people? Should I leave him among his mountains and go back to my home beside the Great River?

		I have walked beside him through the snow. I have helped to skin the buffalo he killed. Does he not see that I am a fit companion for him?

		Keokotah has taken a woman. She is happy with him, but Keokotah also speaks of the far mountains. He is a Kickapoo and they are great wanderers. Are the Sacketts wanderers, too? The Natchee are not.

		Kapata hunts for me. He has killed Atasha, who was a young warrior, although brave. Kapata has taken his hair, although they grew up together.

		Kapata is fierce and strong, yet I do not fear him. If he tries to take me I shall kill him. I know the ways and he does not. There are ways secret to the Suns and known to no other.

		Kapata does not understand the Natchee. He does not wish to understand. He has hatred for us because we have contempt for his mother’s people, who are Eaters of Men.

		I will go back. When the grass grows green again and the trees have buds. I shall go to my home beside the Great River. If Jubal Sackett does not see me I will take myself from his sight.

		Why did the Ni’kwana send him? The Ni’kwana who knows all and sees all?

		Thus I have been thinking. I have no one to whom I can speak. I am a Sun and we speak our thoughts only among ourselves. If I spoke to the other women here they would be ashamed for me.

		It has been said here that I might become the Great Sun. This is against the tradition of our people, although sometimes when a Great Sun was very young a woman has ruled. If I returned now this might be the way of it, but when I look upon Jubal I do not wish to go back, and I think the Ni’kwana knew this would be so.

		Among the Stinkards at this time there are few strong young men. Many have been killed in recent fighting with the Creeks, who were once our friends. Is it that the Ni’kwana wishes for my happiness? But Jubal does not see me. He will go away when the grass turns green and let me return to my village.

		I do not know how I could become a bride here. I could teach him our way. He could fasten the oak leaves in his hair and I could carry the laurel. The people who are with me would know what to do, but he does not see me and I am alone.

		I am a Sun, and I have pride. I cannot be humble with this man, nor do I believe he wishes it.

		I cannot go to the women and tell them my thoughts, for I am a Sun. If he does not want me, why should I want him?

		I should not, but I do.

		He is the man for me, and I think the Ni’kwana saw this. I think it was in his mind. It was his duty to tell me I should return, but it was in his heart that I should find happiness. How could he know this was the man? Could he have foreseen it? The Ni’kwana often sees things before they happen, but perhaps he did not see it until he spoke with Jubal beside the fire.

		It is hard to be a Sun. If I were a village girl it would not matter, but I have been taught from a time when very small what it is to be a Sun, but now I find it very lonely.

		Jubal is a good man. I am no foolish girl to be taken by broad shoulders and a bold way. He is a quiet man, a thoughtful man, and he has been a good leader. He has guided us well. He must come of a strong people if such a one is only a yeoman and not a great lord. He has wisdom and judgment. He plans well, and when he hunts he hunts for others, as a warrior should.

		I have watched him do what is needed. He wastes no time yet is never hurried. He limps but he does not complain. He is sure that each of us eats before he takes meat for himself. He stands aside when I enter the lodge, which is what a warrior must do for a Sun, but he stands aside for other women as well.

		I have tried to learn his tongue. At first we had only some words of Cherokee, a few of his tongue, and a few of French or Spanish. Each tried to make the other understand with what words we had, and we did so. Now I speak his tongue much better, as does Keokotah, who knew English from before but had not used it for some time. I speak well now, but for some things I do not have words, and for some things there seem to be no English words.

		I am alone and I am bitterly unhappy. I am a Sun and cannot show how I feel. I am afraid for spring to come, for he will go far away and there will be nothing but to return to my people. I love my people and have duty to them, but I love this man also.

		The Ni’kwana can lead them until there is a Great Sun. They would need me but for a short time, and then I would be alone and have no man.

		I have tried to let him see that I would be a good woman for him. I have walked with him in the snow. I have stood beside him when there was trouble. I am not a frightened woman. We Suns are taught to be strong and know no other way. We are taught not to fear what must be done and that each Sun is an example to all others of what a Sun is and must be.

		When the snow began to melt I was like a frightened girl, for I thought he would go from me. So when the cold came again I was glad. Now I do not know how long the cold will last. Keokotah knows much of these things and says it soon will grow warm and leaves will bud again, and the ice will go from the streams and come into my blood, for he will go from me then and I shall be alone.

		My heart is heavy with longing for what I do not have, yet I cannot show it for I am a Sun. I must be aloof, and hide my fears and my loneliness.

		I will make myself more beautiful. I will make him see me.

		What do the women of his people do when they are in love? How does a woman join a man in his land? Do they use the oak and the laurel as well? I do not think so.

		Keokotah does not know. His Englishman never talked of that. I do not think men talk of brides and weddings and things that mean much to women. I do not think they speak of these things among themselves. I think they only speak of weapons, of hunting and war. Perhaps some talk of women, too.

		He wears the claws of the cougar he killed, since Keokotah has given them to him. Only a great warrior could do what he has done, but he does not speak of it. At night beside the fire when the wind blows cold, our people tell stories of warpaths and fighting, and he listens but does not speak of what he has done.

		When the Spanishman was here, the one called Gomez, he seemed suddenly jealous. I was pleased, perhaps foolishly.

		Perhaps he does not know his own mind. Perhaps he does not wish to know.

		I must make him see me.

		Today the cold is not as great. No snow falls. The peaks are icy against the pale blue sky. He has gone to look over the other valley, but I do not think our enemies will come from there but from the valley that runs off to the south, where we killed the buffalo. That was where we were seen.

		One of my warriors would have killed a young buffalo bull today, but Jubal would not allow it. He stopped the warrior, which made him angry, but then he walked out to the buffalo and went right up to it. He stood beside it and rubbed its head with his hand!

		When he returned to us he said, “Never touch that one. It is a medicine bull.”

		The angry warrior was frightened when he knew what he might have done. The buffalo followed Jubal almost to our lodge, and then went away when he told it to. Jubal spent much time rubbing its back, talking to it.

		The buffalo did not go away. I saw him again when the sun was low, standing in the snow, looking toward our lodge.

		It is a good place. From a hundred feet away I could not see our lodge, and we have been careful not to make a path leading to it. We come out walking on stones and from the end of the small forest where it is. I believe we will stay here until the spring comes.

		When darkness fell we were alone on the snow. I thought he might see me, but he only looked at the sky and the mountains.

		“Tomorrow will be fair,” he said. “We must be on watch. I think they will come.”

		He stood back and looked at our lodge and where it stood. “It is well hidden,” he said.

		Our eyes met and he looked quickly away. “You are a Sun,” he said suddenly.

		“I am a woman,” I said.

		He looked at me again and said, “Yes, you certainly are.”

		A little snow blew from a spruce, drifting down over us. “I must not keep you standing in the cold,” he said. “Yours is a warmer country than this.”

		The buffalo bull stood watching us. “We killed its mother,” he said. “It has no one else. Its mother disappeared and I was there.”

		“You are strange man,” I said. I could believe he was a Ni’kwana among his own people, for he had power over animals. It truly was a medicine bull, for no buffalo ever, ever followed a man or let a man approach it.

		We started back to the lodge, and then I slipped on the ice. I fell, and he caught me. For a moment he held me, his arm around my waist, and then he helped me get my feet on the snow, let go of me, and stepped back. His face was flushed. “Are you all right?” he asked.

		“Oh, yes! It was the ice,” I said.

		I was all right. I was more all right than ever. I thanked in my thoughts the Indian girl I saw do that back on the Great River. It was a silly thing for a woman to do, especially when there was no ice.
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		Alone I sought a place among the silent peaks, following a frozen stream where snow on either side banked the trees to their icy necks. My snowshoes whispered on the snow, and blown flakes touched my cheeks with cold fingers. This was no place for men, but a place for gods to linger, a place to wait in silence for the world to end.

		Pausing, I shivered, looking along the vast hollow between the peaks and across the valley beyond to even mightier mountains. It was a place of majesty and rare beauty, but there was no game here, no tracks of either animals or birds. The wind hung a veil of snow across the scene and then dropped it casually aside, as though it had not been.

		My family could thrive in Grassy Cove. For myself, if someday I built a home, this valley would be the place for it. The thought came unbidden and unexpected, and I tried to keep it from my mind, but the valley lay there, a vast expanse of snow broken by trees, and a fringe of trees clung like eyelashes to the calm, still face of the mountains.

		To go further now would be foolish and no doubt time wasted, yet I did push on, to get a better glimpse of the valley.

		Then for a long time I stood looking and thinking what it must be like with the snow gone and the valley all green with summer. It was a thing to think about. Then I turned, starting back.

		What was I looking for? Another place like Shooting Creek? This was infinitely more vast, far more lonely, but a man could find a place here. I’d have to come back when the grass was green.

		The way back was downhill most of the distance I’d come, and once far off I saw a deer floundering in the snow. The meat would be poor at this time of year and after a hard winter, but I would be glad of anything. It was growing late and I had miles to go.

		In the late afternoon, the trees were black against the snow, the sky a dull gray, flat and cold to the horizon. If I had broken my leg in such a place as this I’d never have survived. So I moved with care, avoiding things that seemed to lie under the snow, whether fallen trees or rocks, one did not know.

		Glancing up at the high shoulders of the mountain, its head sunk between them for protection, I knew no matter how quiet and serene it looked that there was endless war up there, a war of the winds from whatever direction, and they would be no gentle winds. As if to answer my thought, a veil of snow lifted from the mountain and blew itself away down the country. I shivered again and was glad when I came to the shelter of trees.

		I did not like coming home without meat, for there would be hungry eyes looking for me and expecting more than I could give, but there was nothing. I had seen that one deer, far off, and nothing else. It was cold, too cold to be out, too cold for animals to be moving.

		I took off my snowshoes and stood them near the opening and stamped the snow from my feet before I went in. There had been only a trail of smoke above the lodge, but inside it was warm and quiet.

		Keokotah looked up when I entered and shrugged. He had been out, I knew, and had found nothing. Nor had the others.

		No matter when spring came, it would not be soon enough.

		Yet I thought of the valley. When the weather broke I would go over there. It was far away, not as close as it had seemed in all that endless white. I would find a trail where bears went, or deer. There might even be buffalo over there, although they did not favor the mountain valleys.

		Itchakomi looked at me and there was something in her expression, something I could not place, but it left me uneasy. I went to my place and sat down, not asking for food. There would be little enough of that.

		There was no talking in the lodge that day, and less moving about. From time to time one of us ventured into the cold to look for enemies, but they, too, must have been remaining inside.

		When I ventured out just after daybreak a few stars still lingered. But the sky was clear, and when the sun arose, it was warm. By midmorning there were edges of melt around some of the rocks and on the south sides of the trees. By midday it was warm and quite pleasant. Two of the Natchee left at once to hunt down the valley, and two more went back to our former home.

		It was a risk, but there might be game there, and none of us wished to starve.

		Keokotah came to join me where I repaired my snowshoes. “Now they come. The young men will be eager for war. They will wish to take scalps, to count coup, to win honors. You see it.”

		“We must be ready.”

		“You go among the mountains then?”

		For a moment I stopped working and looked through the trees at the far-off mountainside. Would I go? I shied from the question.

		“There is a valley over there.” I gestured. “I want to see it.”

		“Only a valley?” There was amusement in his eyes. “Or a place to build a lodge?”

		I flushed. “Well, it would be a good place. I just thought I’d have a look. After all, it’s a place I haven’t seen.”

		The days grew warmer, and the snow melted. There were slides in the higher mountains, and suddenly there were buds on the trees and a showing of green on the distant hills.

		Spring was born with a trickling of water from melting snow and a dancing in the air. At home in Shooting Creek they would be opening all the doors and windows to rid themselves of bad air captured during the winter months, and hanging out the bedding, too. There were always times when doors and windows could be opened, but the circulation of air in the cabins was never good enough. We had no problem with that here, for soon the men were sleeping under the trees.

		Keokotah was hunting in and around the scraggy peaks, and two of the Natchee had gone to the valley again.

		One Natchee indicated my buffalo, feeding on the slope not far off. “Eat?”

		“No,” I said. “He’s a friend, a pet.”

		“We hungry.”

		“There will be meat.”

		“No meat, we eat him.”

		For a moment I stared at him. “He has followed me because he trusts me. He eats from my hand. I will not have him killed.”

		Fortunately, Keokotah came back with a young bear. It was not enough for so many, but it took the edge from our hunger. The Ponca woman caught fish in the stream, now free of ice, and then Unstwita came back with meat from a big buck.

		It was a clear, cloudless day, and we had eaten well. It was a good time to lie in the sun and soak up some of the heat we had missed in the winter.

		Itchakomi had walked out from the lodge, going toward the river that went from us down to the lower valley where our first home had been. She was still not far and I was watching her. Suddenly she turned and started back, and then she started to run.

		“Keokotah!” I was on my feet, reaching for an arrow.

		A warrior ran at Itchakomi. Then another sprang from the brush near her. My arrow took the first one, but then they were coming from everywhere. Dropping my bow, I drew my Italian pistols. Lifting the first gun, I took careful aim and fired.

		The Indian at whom I shot was nearest to me. Another had already grabbed Itchakomi, but at the thundering report of my gun, all heads turned, our own people as well as theirs. In that instant when he was off guard, Itchakomi jerked free and stabbed the man who had seized her.

		The man at whom I shot dropped in his tracks. Lowering the pistol for the load to drop in place, I lifted it and fired again.

		My targets were standing, stricken with astonishment. Some of them had no doubt heard the Spanish guns but had not expected anything of the kind here. One by one I fired the guns, and three men were down before they took cover, the echoes of the first shot still racketing against the hills.

		Itchakomi came to me, running.

		In just that first moment of attack the effect had been catastrophic for them. Four men were down, two wounded, two dead. Itchakomi’s attacker, badly hurt, was crawling away. Then struggling to his feet he disappeared into the brush.

		My guns had been a total surprise, but this attack was not over. They had retreated merely to take stock of the situation. I said as much to Itchakomi. “It is only the beginning. They will not be surprised next time.”

		Back inside the lodge I reloaded my pistols. My powder horn was still more than half full, but I’d have to find a place to make powder.

		How many were out there? I glanced around at Itchakomi. “How many?”

		“Many! Too many!”

		An Indian that I had wounded was starting to crawl away, but I let him go. I could not make out where my bullet had struck him. I had aimed simply for his body but thought I had shot low and right. That last had been a hurried shot, and I should not permit myself such waste. Each shot must score a kill.

		All was still. The sun was warm, the snow melting. Soon it would be gone. I replaced my pistols in their scabbards and took up the bow.

		Keokotah came to me as I emerged from the lodge. “They wait.” He paused, his black eyes sweeping the terrain before him. “I think they come soon.”

		We waited, our men formed around in a circle, well into the woods near the lodge, waiting for an attack that was long in coming.

		“I think they come closer,” Keokotah said. “This time no time. They come quick.”

		I agreed, and waited, and waited.

		My stomach felt hollow and my mouth dry. If they were many and they attacked from close in we might all be killed. I felt for my knife, for it would come to that. They would not attack from a distance this time, but would be upon us at once. My guns, if I used them, would get off no more than one hasty shot each. I dared not take a chance on having one wrested from me.

		With night it would be cold again. They would draw off then, and build fires—

		They came with a rush, and from close in. But our defenses were out, and their approach could not be completely hidden. One arrow left my bow. Then I dropped it and took to the knife. A big warrior leapt at me, and my knife ripped him up. Keokotah swung a club he had been carving. One of our men went down from a thrown spear, and the Ponca woman withdrew the spear and thrust it at the Indian who bent to take his scalp. She held it low with both hands and drove hard and the Indian tried to leap away, too late. I glimpsed her pin him down, saw his eyes staring up at her as his hands grasped at the spear.

		It was hand to hand. Men fell. There was a scream. I was struck from behind and driven to my knees. I came up, fell, and rolling over, kicked a man away with my feet and came up. I was face to face with a short, powerfully built Indian who was amazingly agile. He slipped away from a knife thrust and swung his knife at me. Our blades clashed and when we came close I kicked him suddenly, catching him on the knee.

		His knife ripped my tunic. My upward thrust cut a thin line along his chest and nicked his chin. We circled. Then somebody leapt on me from behind and my adversary lunged to finish me off. In that moment Itchakomi thrust a spear into his back. I fell, the man atop my back was gripping my hair in one hand, his other coming up with a knife to take my scalp. His hand gripping my hair gave my neck a fearful wrench, and I struck upward with my knife, stabbing him in the side. He wrenched hard on my neck again, wanting only that scalp, and I stabbed again. I felt the cutting edge of the knife on my hair and with a frantic lunge managed to throw him half off me. I came to my knees, driving a fist into his belly.

		That broke his hold and he fell back and I leapt on him. He rolled to one side but not fast enough, and I sank the knife deep.

		He wrenched free of me, bleeding badly, his face contorted with fury. He leapt at me, but this time I kicked him as he came in and he staggered back. His knees buckled under him then and he fell.

		All around me there had been fighting, but suddenly it was over and they were gone. Bloody, gasping, I looked around. Itchakomi was standing in a corner near the lodge, a spear in her hand, its tip bloody.

		The man I had fought was crawling away and Keokotah, bloody and bleeding, thrust a spear into him.

		They were gone. Why they had broken off the attack, I did not know.

		Two of our men were dead, and one had been scalped. A woman had been killed. Only Itchakomi and Unstwita were unwounded.

		They had carried off their dead and wounded. How many we had killed, I did not know.

		Keokotah’s woman, a terrible bruise on her shoulder and a cut on her arm, was bathing the blood from his wound.

		“They will come again,” Keokotah said, looking at me.

		“Aye, and we must be gone.”

		Amazingly, I was almost unhurt. There was a thin knife cut at the roots of my hair only an inch or two long and not deep and a few minor scratches. Keokotah had taken a blow on the shoulder that had left his right arm almost useless for the time.

		“We will go now,” I said, “in the night.”

		Limping and bloody, we gathered our few belongings and the little meat we had left. By the time we were ready to move it was dark. I knew only one place to go.

		My valley.
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		We walked upon the mountains in the night. Limping, I led the way. Constantly we paused to listen for pursuit, but heard nothing. Often we had to pause because our lowland lungs were unaccustomed to the heights. Several times we stopped to rest.

		At the first halt I went from one to the other, doing what I could to treat their wounds. It was little enough that I knew, but more than anyone there with the exception of Itchakomi. Surprisingly, she knew a good bit.

		When morning came there was a dense fog, a mist lying low in the hollows of the hills. We followed a dim path, probably a game trail, and at first, for at least five miles, it was all uphill. Then the climb eased except for scrambles through boulders and the remains of avalanches that had swept down the mountain during the winter. Stiff, tired, and sore, we climbed, gasped for breath, and then pushed on.

		The mist lifted away from us, revealing a world of broken granite and snow, with here and there a dwarf spruce struggling for existence against the wind and the ice. We sat down then and shared bits of jerked meat among us. There was little enough, but it was needed. A Natchee went back a few hundred yards to watch our trail while we ate.

		Their faces were gaunt and tired, their wide eyes staring emptily upon nothing. A cold wind blew off the peaks, and I shivered. This was not the way I had hoped to come to my valley.

		Rising, I walked down the path, and then waited for them to rise and follow. The Natchee watching our back trail came in. “There is nothing,” he said, “or nothing that can be seen. There is mist covering our valley, mist in the passes.”

		Halting a half mile further along, I looked back at my straggling band. How did I, Jubal Sackett, a loner, come to be in this place with these people?

		A cold wind stirred the limbs of a spruce near me and whined softly through a crack in the rocks. I shrugged my shoulders against the cold of the wind and beat my hands together. Slowly, the others were catching up.

		There was a creek cut across our path not far ahead, and there we would build a fire, rest, and eat what we had.

		We had been coming downhill for some time now, very slightly at first, but then the descent had grown steeper. The creek was free of ice, the water chuckling along over rocks and gravel, clear and cold. We gathered broken branches and bark for a fire. Building it, we gathered close. The Ponca woman, the best fisherman among us, went to the creek away from us.

		I had not eaten when the others had. There was too little food as it was, and I was strong enough to survive. When I looked up at the mountains there was black rock, perhaps wet from melting snow, and a lone golden eagle swinging on wide wings against the sky and the snow.

		A thin waterfall, thin from here at least, perhaps forty feet wide where it was, fell from rocky shelf to rocky shelf, mostly melting snow. By late spring it would be only a trickle. Now the mountain was stark and beautiful, a place for no man or animal, just for the clouds and eagles.

		I brought sticks for the fire and added fuel. I watched the affectionate flames reach out and clasp the sticks in a fiery embrace, destroying what they loved.

		My legs were tired. My back ached. I sat on a fallen tree and looked back the way we had come, rough, broken, and almost treeless.

		The Ponca woman came to me in her black moccasins. She was a wide woman who smiled rarely but never complained. She pointed across the way at the mountains. The ones the Spanish call the Sangre de Cristos. “Caves,” she said. “Big!”

		“You have been here before?”

		“With Ponca,” she said. “My people hunt.”

		“Thank you,” I said. “We will go to the caves.”

		She did not linger, but returned to her fishing, and by the time the sun was high had caught a half dozen fish. It was a help.

		Keokotah killed a ptarmigan. I saw nothing, but I thought of Itchakomi. She would wish to go home now, back to her own people and the warm weather beside the Great River. Well, I was a loner, anyway. And there were always the mountains. The thought brought me no comfort.

		Keokotah came to me where I sat beside the stream. “Caves no good,” he said, “too much climb. Big hole inside. No good place for sleep.”

		The thought of climbing high among the rocky peaks did not appeal and I said so. “We’ll go up the valley,” I said, “find a place there.”

		“I see many tracks. Deer, elk, buffalo, turkey.” After a moment, “Your buffalo here. He look for you.”

		Tired as I was I walked out on the grass beyond the creek. The buffalo was there and I went to it, standing beside it and scratching its ear. “If you’re going to stay with us,” I said, “I’ll put you to work.”

		The thought had come suddenly, but the more I thought of it the better I liked it.

		A few minutes before dark one of the Natchee killed an elk. We ate well that night, and for once I sat long beside the fire.

		Itchakomi came and sat across from me. “My people say they go home,” she said suddenly. “Grass come soon. Much water in river. They go home quick.”

		If they went, she would go. She would return to their home on the Great River.

		For a moment my heart seemed to stop beating. I waited a moment and then said, “It will not be easy to get past the Conejeros, and Kapata will be waiting.”

		She merely looked at me, saying nothing.

		My mind struggled with the problem of how they could reach the Great River by way of the Arkansas without being seen. It would need a roundabout route unless … unless they could reach the river before it emerged from the mountains and ride it all the way down.

		“I shall find a way to get you back,” I said.

		She arose abruptly and left the fire. I started to speak, but all I saw was her back as she retreated. I sat for a few minutes, puzzled over her abrupt departure.

		Women! I’d never understand them.

		When I had been sitting there for several minutes Keokotah came to me. “Look,” I said, “they wish to go back. They will ride the river down.”

		On the clay at the river’s edge I made a mark. “Here is where the river comes from the big canyon. South of there and back in here … that was our first camp. Now we have crossed to the west and we are in a long valley that’s roughly north and south. It seems to me that if we went up the valley we could get to that river in the canyon before it reaches open country. They might slip by during the night.”

		He looked at the rough plan I’d drawn and put his finger at the head of the valley we were in. “What is there? We do not know.”

		Of course he was right. And the water through that canyon would be rough. Yet rough water was to be preferred to the Conejeros and Kapata. The more I considered the idea the more logical it seemed.

		What was the matter with Itchakomi? She was their leader, and if they were going to return—

		I spoke of this to Keokotah. He glanced at me out of those cool black eyes and said, “Maybe she no wish to go. Maybe she think you try to be rid of her. Maybe she think you think she too much trouble.”

		That was ridiculous. She was no trouble at all! Of course, if I had not become involved with them I might now be much further west, and might have had no trouble with the Conejeros, and certainly none with Kapata. But the possibility that she might not wish to return was nonsense.

		She was a Sun, a person of importance among her people. She had come west to find a place for her people, and aside from the Conejeros this was a good place. The snow had almost gone from what I thought of as my valley. It was, I guessed, more than twenty miles long and four to five miles wide. There were several streams and the runoff from the mountains, and the valley was sheltered from the worst of the winds.

		When morning came we moved north, but when we camped that night on a creek near the edge of the mountains, Keokotah came to me. “Maybe no good,” he said.

		“It’s a beautiful valley,” I objected. “It is higher, and they would have to learn to plant different crops than they are used to, but I think it is a good place.”

		“Much trail,” he said, gesturing back the way we had come. “I find Indian path, very old. Much Indian walk that path. Maybe he no like people here.”

		“Conejeros?”

		“No Conejeros. I think maybe Ute. Very strong people. Live in mountain valleys. Very strong.”

		The place we had found was a good place, and the valley was fertile. As the grass began to turn it green, I could see from the variety of plant life that the soil was rich.

		“We will go no further,” I said. “This is where we will stop.”

		The location was one that was easily defended, tucked into a corner of the mountains on the east side of the valley. It was a place well supplied with water.

		As soon as we went into camp several of the Natchee left to hunt.

		“We must find how far it is to the river,” I said. “Tomorrow, I think—”

		“You stay,” Keokotah said. “I go.”

		There was a yearning in me to see what lay to the north, but it was also necessary that a fort be built, a place we could defend in case of another attack.

		A stream emerged from a canyon to flow down into the valley, and at one place the stream fell over some rocks in a small waterfall of about three feet. Nearby were some tumbled boulders at the crest of a small knoll, a flat place atop the knoll surrounded by trees at one side of the canyon but overlooking the valley.

		It offered a site for a group of lodges, water from the waterfall, and protection from the boulders and trees. With two of the Natchee men I set to work to build a rough shelter to take care of us while we built a stronger cabin.

		The Natchee who had gone hunting returned with two deer and several sage hens. By the time they came into camp a crude shelter for the night had been built and we had dragged several dead trees across gaps among the boulders to make a stronger wall.

		Itchakomi was busy and she avoided me. Several times I started to speak, but each time she turned away and went off to some other area, avoiding me, or seeming to. Irritated, I decided if that was the way she wanted it, she mighty well could have it. So I avoided her.

		Keokotah would not be back for a day or two, so that other question need not arise.

		Yet I slept ill. The night through I turned and tossed, getting no decent sleep at all, and when morning came I took my weapons and went up the canyon behind our fort. It was a fairly deep canyon and led back into the mountains. There was still much snow in the shaded places, and here and there boulders in the stream were icy. When I returned it was dusk and meat was cooking. I went to the fire and chose a piece for myself and sat down near the fire.

		Itchakomi was across the fire from me. After a moment, she spoke. “Keokotah has gone to find a way?”

		“He will find a way to the river. The water will be rough and fast, but I believe your people might slip by your enemies, passing them at night.”

		“You will go with them?”

		“No.” I looked up at her. “My place is in the mountains, so I will stay. The river is called the Arkansas and some other names as well, but it flows into the Great River. Your people can get home without trouble. Unstwita can lead them. He is a good man.”

		She looked at me then, for I had not mentioned her leading them. I avoided her eyes, feeling uncomfortable. Until I had spoken I had not thought of it myself, but why had I not mentioned her? Was it not her place to lead? Would she not lead if she was going back?

		“There is always danger,” I said, “but Unstwita is a good man. He is both wise and brave.”

		“It is my place to lead.”

		She spoke and I was silent, chewing on a piece of meat. Then I said, “You will go with them?”

		“Do you want me to go?”

		There it was, right out in the open. How could I answer that?

		“I would miss you.” I said it reluctantly, hesitantly, yet realizing as I spoke that what I said was true. I would miss her, and I would not see her again. That gave me a pang, and I moved sharply at the thought. Then I said, “But I cannot ask that you stay. You are a Sun.”

		There was amusement in her eyes. “And you are not even a Stinkard.” She paused. “You are a yeoman. Did a yeoman never marry a princess?”

		“Never! If she did she would no longer be a princess. Or so I believe.”

		“Then I shall no longer be a Sun.”

		Our eyes met across the fire and I took another fragment of meat, slicing it with my knife.

		“To me,” I said, “you will always be the sun, the moon, and the stars.”

		The fire crackled, and a low wind stirred the flames. I added sticks to the fire. “I am strange to your ways,” I said, “and you to mine, but what you wish will be done. Then we shall go south to where the Spanishmen live. There will be a priest there.”

		“That will be dangerous?”

		“It is worth the risk. I would have it done so it is right with both your people and mine.”

		I went down to the stream and dipped my hands in the water, washing them. When I stood up she was beside me.

		“When you wish to go to the mountains,” she said, “you may go, and if you wish it, I will go with you, and when you make your camp, I will cook your meat, and when you wish to sleep, I will prepare your bed. Where you go, I will go.”
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		Quickly grew the grass, and quickly came leaves to the trees. Scattered along the green hillsides the golden banner bloomed, and here and there entire hillsides turned to cascades of their yellow flowers. There were sand lilies, too, and occasional pasqueflowers.

		We all walked together, for we were few, and had no knowledge of what might lie before us. Also, there was talk among the women of a wedding. I caught them looking at me, laughing among themselves, and was embarrassed. How a bridegroom was supposed to act, I did not know, nor anything else of their marriage customs.

		Itchakomi had spoken of me wearing the oak and she the laurel, but what that implied I did not know. Nor could she find laurel here, so far as I knew. I had not seen it in these western mountains, although back in the Nantahalas there were often whole hillsides blushing with its pink blossoms.

		Keokotah, who had found the way, led us along the eastern side of the valley to a creek that ran into a canyon. Through this canyon we must make our way, and there was danger there, a fit lurking place for enemies.

		Itchakomi walked with the women, and they did not walk in silence. There was much chattering and laughter.

		Once, when we had halted to rest, Unstwita came to me. “It is better I go with them,” he said, reluctantly. “I have wished to stay.”

		“They will need you,” I said. “Tell the Ni’kwana that I did as he asked. Tell him I shall do my best to make Itchakomi happy.”

		“I will tell him. And I shall return.”

		“Return?”

		“I have come to the mountains in doubt. I find them … I find them a place for the gods to walk.”

		“Return, then. We shall be here, but if we leave I shall mark our way so—” I showed him the Sackett A. “You will find us.”

		“I will find you.” He held out his hand suddenly, as he had seen me do. “You are my chief. I will follow no other.”

		There was a trail of sorts along the canyon. It crossed and recrossed the turbulent little creek, winding among boulders and trees below the canyon walls. We stepped carefully around stones and lifted fallen branches from across the way. We would return this way, and a little work now would make the path easier. If we did not return, it would be easier for someone else.

		It had been my father’s way to remove obstructions, to repair washouts in old trails, to leave each trail better than he had found it. “Tread lightly on the paths,” he had told me. “Others will come when you have gone.”

		That was how I would remember my father. There was never a place he walked that was not the better for his having passed. For every tree he cut down he planted two.

		We came at last to a place beside the river, a swift-flowing river that would become even swifter as the canyon walls narrowed. We came to an open place where aspen grew upon the slopes, and scattered cottonwoods along the river itself. We came to a place where drift logs had beached themselves on the gravelly shores. Stripped of their bark their gaunt white limbs were like skeletons among the boulders polished by the rough waters.

		Here we camped, and I looked about me, for it was here that I would marry, here that I would take a wife. Watching Itchakomi, I knew my father would have approved, and my mother also.

		Had we been among her people or mine the preparations would have been great. The women would have prepared a cabin for us, and there would among my people have been much sewing, cooking, planning, fussing about, all dear to a woman’s heart. Here there was not the time, nor was it the place. We must make do, and perhaps make up later on for what was missed.

		The Natchee people built a shelter of boughs, and the men went to the forests to find game for a feast. It was to be the wedding of a Sun, and I was not sure the people approved.

		Tomorrow would be the day, so I did not go out to hunt but sat by the river and contemplated what was to be. If I was to have a wife I must have a home, and I must plan for the future. My valley was a good place, yet it was upon the path of migration for some tribes, a hunting ground for others.

		We would be few, only Itchakomi, the Ponca woman, Keokotah and his woman, and myself. We would be too few to defend against an attack by the Conejeros, if they still existed, or their attackers. Yet I knew how to build a strong fortress, and would. It was something to think on. There was also the planting of crops, the gathering of seed, planning for the future. Much of this I had known from boyhood, for at Shooting Creek we had lived just that way. Only there had been more of us.

		There was another defense, and it might work. Already some knew me as a medicine man. If I became a medicine man as well as a trader—

		If strength could not win, one must use wit, if one has any.

		Of oak leaves there was no shortage, but we had planned to use something else for the laurel until Unstwita returned from the hunt with a sprig of dwarf laurel found growing high on the mountain.

		When the afternoon drew on I scouted around, making a sweep of the area, following the river down to look for tracks. But I found none. What I feared was an attack during the ceremony, and yet we had seen no recent tracks.

		The morning dawned bright and clear. Unstwita had told me of the ritual and how it would proceed. When I went to the shelter they had erected for me, an old Natchee warrior waited within. He said, “Behold, you have come!”

		Another old man and a woman entered then and after them, Itchakomi.

		The old people asked us if we loved each other. When we had replied the old man stood beside her, representing her father. They tied oak leaves to a tuft of my hair, and Itchakomi carried a sprig of the laurel, as was the custom.

		I said, “Do you want me as your husband?”

		“Yes. I wish it very much and will be happy to go with you.”

		In my left hand I carried the bow and arrow that signified that I would not fear our enemies and that I would provide for my wife and children.

		She held the laurel in her left hand, in her right a sheaf of maize. The laurel signified that she would keep her good reputation, the maize that she would prepare my meals.

		Having said she would go with me she dropped the maize from her right hand, and I took it in mine and said “I am your husband,” and she replied, “And I am your wife.”

		I took her to my bed, as the rites demanded, and said, “This is our bed. Keep it clean.”

		The feast was prepared and we went together to eat of it. The others gathered around, with much laughter and talk. Only Keokotah was not there. He had slipped away from the festivities, but I knew why. We knew not the land, nor who might come, and one among us must be alert.

		After the feast the Natchee began to dance, a slow, shuffling dance that I knew not, though I knew many Indian dances.

		While the drum beat and the Natchee danced I said to Itchakomi, “You are sure?”

		“I am.”

		“If your people need you, we can go back. I will take you back.”

		“My place is with you. The Ni’kwana knew this.”

		“We will be much alone. There will be too few of us, but we shall build a strong fort. We will trade with the Indians.”

		“What of the Men of Fire?”

		I shrugged. “Perhaps they will come. That we must face when they do. I have my own fire,” I added, “and will use it if I must.”

		“When morning comes, my people will go,” she said. “They will go back to Natchee, our home by the Great River, but they will always know there is a place for them if they wish to come.”

		“Tell them,” I said suddenly, “to send a messenger to my people at Shooting Creek, to tell them I have found you and am happy.”

		“It shall be done.”

		There was a moon above the mountains, and a white glow upon the camp. The water rustled swiftly by, and the aspen leaves stirred restlessly, as always. The fire burned low and the drum ceased to beat and the Indians to dance. Beyond the leafy bower where we lay the red coals smoldered, and I knew that one of the Natchee or Keokotah would be watching.

		How far were we from the fens of old England! How far from the Isle of Ely, whence my father had come, so long ago! Now I was here, where no white man was supposed to be, finding my own land in a world far from others. We would go deeper into the mountains. We would leave them all behind.

		The Natchee would not have a dugout. There was not time. They would use a raft and go down the river upon it until they found my canoe, and then they would use both raft and canoe unless they were so lucky as to capture another canoe.

		At dawn we helped them load their meat and the few things they possessed.

		At dawn we saw them push off and watched them disappear, going down with the swiftly rushing waters. When they had gone we turned and looked around. Only five were left, in a land vast and lonely, a land where the only people of whom we knew were enemies.

		We walked where the wind had blown and where the autumn leaves had fallen and rotted into soil, but there was color in the sky, and on the mountains the green lay dark where the spruce were and bright where aspen grew. We killed some sage hens and ate them, and we caught some fish from a stream. Then, on the night when we had almost reached the place we were to build, we saw a flash of light from down the long wet valley, a flash of sunlight from a blade, and then we saw them coming, six mounted men and twenty marching. Of the twenty, several were battered and bloody. Of the mounted, only two rode as if unhurt.

		At dawn that day Keokotah had killed an elk, so we stood and watched them come.

		At last they saw us and pulled up, looking warily. Knowing them for Spanishmen I stepped out with my right hand up, palm toward them. Slowly they came on and then drew up to look again.

		I spoke then, in Spanish. They came on then and drew up, wary, wounded, weary of riding and holding themselves in the saddle.

		“Get down,” I said. “We’ll make a fire. Have you eaten at all?”

		“Not for two days,” their leader said. He was a tall man, lean and with a sparse beard. He bore his own share of wounds, two that I could see.

		“You are Diego?”

		Surprised, he looked at me. “We met a man of yours, fleeing ahead of you and bound for the settlements.”

		His face shadowed. “Gomez!” he said. “Ah, that one is trouble!”

		“We knew nothing of him. We fed him and he went his way, but with no liking for us, I think.”

		“He likes only himself,” Diego said. His men had gotten down and come to the fire as to a cold spring. These were beaten men.

		“You’ve had a fight, then? With the Conejeros?”

		“With some others, strange Indians. They attacked us at once. I lost two men that first time and four since. They were hard upon us until we slipped away in the night.”

		We were beside a small stream with trees close by and a good defensive position.

		He noticed my guns. “Handsome pistols. I would buy them from you.”

		“No. They were given me by my father. They are the best of their kind, made by a master in Italy.”

		“I was apprenticed to an armorer,” he said. “I knew them at once. I knew the workmanship. You have a fine pair of pistols.”

		He glanced at Itchakomi, standing beside me. “Your woman?”

		“My wife,” I said, “by an Indian marriage, which I hold as a true one. You don’t have a friar among you? Or a priest?”

		“He was killed, died well, too. A game man.” He glanced at me. “You wish to be married again?”

		“I am a Christian,” I said, “although not a Catholic. I’d like to be married again by a Christian sacrament.”

		“She’s beautiful,” he said simply, “and proud.”

		“Among her own people, the Natchee, she is a Sun, a princess.”

		“I can believe it,” he said.

		He walked to the fire, and the Ponca woman passed him a bowl of broth made from the elk meat. He tasted it greedily and then, shamed, looked quickly around to be sure his men were eating. They were, but I liked him for it. The Spanishmen had been our enemies, but this was a man fit to walk upon the mountains.

		“Sit you,” I said. “I’ll care for your horses.”

		His hand came up sharply. “No! My men will do that. Nobody touches our horses!” Then more gently he said, “They are few and hard to come upon. We bring them up from Mexico, and the Indios have taken to stealing them. Soon they will be riding them against us.”

		“Indians who ride?”

		“I have seen a few,” Diego replied grimly, “and they ride well, too!”

		He ate, and then looked at me. “English?”

		“My father was. I am American.”

		He smiled quizzically. “American? What is that? I have not heard the name before.”

		“I was born in this land.” Pausing, I gestured to the south. “I shall set up a trading post. You are welcome to trade.”

		“It will not be allowed,” he said. “This is Spanish land.”

		“We are befriending you now, and could again. It might serve the Spanish well to have a friend out here, and not an enemy.”

		He shrugged. “I do not decide. There are regulations from the king.”

		He ate in silence until his bowl was empty. Then he cut a slice from a haunch of elk meat. “I will speak for you,” he said. “I think it a good idea.”

		“Gomez hoped to reach the settlements before you,” I said. “He has plans of his own.”

		“Gomez is always planning,” Diego said. “I know him.”

		Keokotah had chosen a sleeping place for us among the rocks on a soft stretch of grass. We gathered there and left the Spanish by the fire. Most of them had fallen asleep right where they were, too tired to even think of defense.

		We could even have stolen their horses.
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		Through the long day that followed, Diego and his men rested, and well they needed it. Haggard and driven, they had suffered a grievous defeat, but it was a time for learning. Here were men who had met strange Indians from the north—some of the Spanish were calling them Komantsi—and had fought them and escaped.

		Diego had coffee, and he shared it with us. Over the fire we sat to talk, and Itchakomi sat with me.

		“Fierce men who love to fight.” Diego looked over the rim of his cup at me. “They take no prisoners, want none. They want horses,” he added, “and they know how to handle them. If you stay here you will be killed.”

		He sipped his coffee, his eyes straying again and again to the hills. “They were not many, but their attack was sudden, without warning. They came upon us at break of day. Only a few of us were armed and ready. An arrow killed our sentry and then they charged upon us.

		“I had my sword, and when I had once fired my pistol, it was only the sword. Then they were gone, as swiftly as they had come.

		“They attacked us again while we marched, and then again. After that we waited until night and moved away into the mountains. I hope we do not bring them upon you.”

		“There will be tracks,” I reminded.

		“We tried to leave none,” Diego said, “but with so many men and the horses …” He shrugged.

		For a long time we were silent. Itchakomi moved away from the fire. We were making ready to go south to the place we had chosen.

		She looked at me. “What we do?”

		“Go back where we planned to build,” I said. “It is a good place.”

		“You fear these Komantsi?”

		“There are always enemies. These may be no worse than others.” I paused and then said, “Komi, I do not wish to take you into the wilderness until we are married.”

		“We are not?”

		“By your standards, yes. By mine, yes. But I wish a marriage that will be accepted by other Christians. My heart knows who is my wife, but other white people will not recognize our wedding. I wish it to be official, so no one will say you are just an Indian girl who shares my lodge.”

		“Very well. We stay. We build lodge.”

		Diego had fallen asleep by the fire. His men were lying about, also resting. “Sleep,” I said to Keokotah. “I will watch.”

		There was no movement in our camp. All rested or were busy in one position. The horses had been taken into the willows near the stream where they were well hidden. I found a small knoll where I could move about among trees and rocks and yet remain unseen, and I moved rarely, only to look about, studying the hills for enemies.

		It was a time for thinking. To proceed south to Santa Fe for a proper marriage would put me into the hands of those who considered themselves my enemies. I would be imprisoned and probably sent in chains to Mexico for trial. What would happen to Itchakomi one could only guess, for despite the regulations laid down by the Spanish king forbidding enslavement of the Indians, it was done.

		The Spanish would not accept my venture into their territory as being anything but a spying mission. Nor would they permit the establishment of a trading post by anyone not of their own. Diego was a practical soldier, but only a soldier and with no authority except over his own command. Diego was practical enough to realize that a post where they might obtain food or other supplies was much to be desired. There was always a difference of viewpoint between the soldier in the field and the man behind the desk.

		So, from the Spanish I could expect nothing but trouble, and I would certainly hear again from Gomez.

		The Komantsi were another risk. It was possible I might win them over, at least to tolerating my presence.

		We would build a fort, but we would arrange an escape route, scouted and planned. We would have to secure trade goods, and we could trap for fur. At first it would be very difficult. Very difficult, indeed!

		When I went back into camp Diego was up and seated by the fire. I filled a cup with coffee and sat across the fire from him.

		“You know the land to the west?”

		He shook his head. “We do not. Some patrols have gone there, and some have gone north, much farther than this, but we know little of the country.”

		“The wild game?”

		He shrugged. “What you know. Buffalo, elk, deer, antelope, bear—”

		“Nothing larger?”

		“Than a buffalo? What could be? We have seen them that weigh three thousand pounds, big bulls, very tough, very strong.”

		“Bears?”

		“Ah! There you have it. There are silver bears, very large. We have seen them. Black bears, also, but smaller. The silver bears—ah, they are huge! Very fierce!”

		We talked long, and I thought him a friendly and a lonely man, pleased to be speaking with someone on a friendly basis.

		“Coronado,” he said, “went far out upon the plains. He looked for golden cities. I think there are no golden cities. I think from far off someone sees the cities of mud, what is called adobe, and in the setting sun they look like gold. I think that is all.”

		“There is no gold in the mountains?”

		He shrugged. “Of course, but the mining is hard and the Indios do not like it. They die … too many die! I feel sad, but who am I? I am a soldier, who does what he is told.”

		At dawn we arose and walked the few miles back to where we planned to build. There we said good-bye and he thanked us again for feeding his soldiers and treating their wounds. We shook hands, and to Itchakomi he bowed low.

		At the last, he turned and said, “Be careful! That Gomez … he is a man of no morals. He wishes only for himself. He has no feelings. Yet he is a good fighter, better than me, and I fear he will have made it hard for me when I return. But do you beware. He will return. He will believe you have found gold, and only three things he wants, gold, power, and women.”

		He walked off down the valley after his men. Each man who had a horse led it. There would be need for their strength and speed later.

		The place we finally settled upon was between two canyons that led off to the north northeast. They would lead, I thought, to the place where the big canyon opened and the river flowed down into the plains.

		How fared our friends, the Natchee? If they had survived the river and the Indians at the canyon’s mouth they would be well down the river by now.

		For four days we worked, rolling rocks into place and settling them into the earth for a foundation, building a quick wall of defense so we might have time to build better, and further back.

		Keokotah—like any other Indian—was unaccustomed to hard manual labor. Always he had been a hunter and a warrior, so I left the hunting and the scouting to him. He was willing to help, but he lacked the skills and the slights necessary. There was little in the life of an Indian that demanded labor of the kind needed. Some Indians built stockades, but these were the work of many people working together. The lodges of the Kickapoo were, I understood, though I had not seen one, domed affairs made of bark laid over a framework.

		Building was not new to me. At Shooting Creek we had built largely and well, with the aid of men who knew much of such things, of notching logs and fitting them, of working with axe, saw, and adz.

		Now I had planning to do as well as building, and several times I sat late by the fire drawing a rough plan on a piece of aspen bark.

		The low hill where we intended to build was the source of a spring whose water trickled down to a small stream that flowed northeastward into a canyon. The top of the hill was mostly open, but I rolled the few scattered boulders to the outer edge of the hill to form part of a wall. There were trees growing and I trimmed their lower branches, constructing my house to use the trees as posts for added strength. Having no axe—only the hatchet I carried as a tomahawk—I had to choose from among the many downed trees the ones most solid and seasoned.

		The top of the knoll made for good drainage, and again I used the device of cutting notches into the living trees to support my roof poles.

		By nightfall I had the frame of the roof in place for a house of several rooms and considerable space. Around the perimeter of the hill I had rolled rocks to fill natural gaps in the rocks that rimmed the hill. It was a good defensive position with a view to all approaches.

		During the days that followed I worked unceasingly, from dawn until dark and often long after dark, sitting by the fire to carve spoons, cups, and trenchers, the large wooden platters from which we would eat, just as they did in England.

		Keokotah hunted far afield, eyes alert for enemies. He brought in a deer, an antelope, and several sage hens. He found no tracks of men but several of the huge bears of which we had heard. “Leave them alone,” I advised. “We don’t need meat that bad.”

		West of our valley were the Sangre de Cristo Mountains, so named by the Spanish, as we had learned from Diego. They were a long, high ridge beyond which lay another, much larger valley. Keokotah had seen it from afar.

		The Ponca woman, sturdy and quiet but always busy, found a granary in a natural rock shelter. An overhang had been walled in, leaving only a small window for access, and had been made into a storage place for grain. Some scattered corncobs lay about, all very small, but on the floor of the granary we found a half dozen cobs that still had grains of corn and maize.

		With a sharp stick she made holes, and into each she dropped a kernel of corn. How old the corn was we had no idea, but we hoped it would grow.

		Here and there we found signs of previous occupation, where some unknown people had lived for a time and passed on.

		Every day I worked to build the cabin and to make our small fortress stronger. There were solid logs enough to build the cabin, and many for the stockade. Those logs in contact with the soil had usually rotted or begun to rot, but many had fallen across other logs and had only seasoned and grown stronger.

		It was, I suppose, brutally hard work, but I’d been accustomed to little else, and manhandling the logs into position, sometimes rolling them, sometimes turning them end over end, simply took time. As a matter of fact, I enjoyed building. I always had.

		Keokotah was ever restless, wandering the hills, scouting the possible trails, alert always as we all were. Each night when he came in we talked of what he had seen and where he had been. Occasionally, taking time off, I scouted the country myself.

		Spring passed slowly into summer, and the cabin walls were up. A steeply slanted roof to shed the snow was in place. The meadows and hillsides were scattered with flowers now, Indian paintbrush, sunflower, larkspur, loco-weed, and the ever-present golden banner.

		Twice I ventured up the gulch, scouting my way, careful to leave no tracks, a simple thing for there were many rocks. Always, I tried to keep under cover and not to frighten any of the wildlife that might betray my presence. I found no moccasin tracks, or pony tracks, either.

		We hunted far out, and often I took Paisano with me. Paisano was the name I had given the buffalo, who seemed happy to accompany me anywhere. He often carried packs for me, following me around like a puppy, a huge puppy, however, for he seemed to grow larger with every day. He would follow no one else, although he did allow Itchakomi to touch him.

		We gathered roots and leaves and wild strawberries as soon as they began to appear. We smoked and dried venison, preparing for the winter to come.

		It was well into the summer before I found the cave. It was well hidden, just a hole in the bottom of a small hollow behind some brush. A sage hen I had shot had dragged itself into the brush before dying and when I went to retrieve it and to recover my arrow I bent over and found myself looking into a black hole under a rocky ledge.

		Taking up a small stone, I dropped it into the hole. It fell but a few feet. I tried again, with the same result. Taking my bow, I reached down and touched bottom, extending the bow and my arm, at no more than four to five feet.

		I kindled a small fire and made a torch. Leaning down, I held it into the cave. I found myself looking into a room roughly oval and about ten feet wide but all of twenty to twenty-five feet deep. Several openings suggested further passages. The formation was limestone. I lowered myself into the cave, excited by my discovery. I scraped the wall with a bit of rock, bringing down a grayish-white dust.

		Saltpeter!

		Having nothing in which to carry it I took none with me, but crawling out I took careful sightings on nearby landmarks to find the exact spot again. Charcoal was easily had, so all that remained was sulphur.

		Several times I had seen indications of ore while hunting, and at least one good outcropping that looked to be silver. And lead was often found in conjunction with silver.

		Now I must conduct a serious search for sulphur, and if I could find it I could make my own gunpowder, as we had at Shooting Creek.

		Excited, I started back to camp. Keokotah was awaiting me among the rocks. He stood up as I approached, Paisano following.

		“I find tracks,” he said.

		I stared at him. “Indians?”

		He spat. “Kapata!” he said. “He come, stay in rocks over there.” He gestured toward the entrance to the gulch. “He watch, watch a long time.”

		Well, we had been expecting him. We had known he would come, yet—

		“He come again. I think he come soon. He come for her, and he come for you!”
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		Itchakomi had come out from camp. “I see him,” she said.

		“You saw him?”

		“He thinks he hidden, but from lodge I see him. He does not see me, as I am inside. He is not alone.”

		Well, I had not believed he would be. So now we must be prepared. Our season of peace was over, even though it had been a watchful peace.

		As we ate, I considered the situation, and was not happy with it. Desperately, I needed more powder and more lead for bullets. My guns were loaded, and there might be enough powder to load them one more time.

		Not a mile from the lodge I had discovered a ledge of silver and lead, and I was less interested in the silver than in the lead at this point. I now had niter, and there was charcoal from our fires and more to be burned. Sulphur I needed.

		We had arrows, and at every available moment, seated by the fire or on lookout, we worked at making more. Our life was to be guided by the skills of our hands, and all we would have we must either find or create ourselves from materials at hand. Fortunately, I had never known any other way of life. At Shooting Creek we had had utensils from the ships, but never enough. Most of what we had we made.

		Desperately, I needed a source for sulphur, but I had found no deposits, although I kept a constant watch. Each foray we made into the country around was not only for hunting, but for sources of raw materials and for the best fuel. All woods were not equally good for making fires, particularly fires that would last and leave the best coals. For these the hardwoods were best, but there were not many to be found aside from oak.

		Nor did I like our situation. We were committed to defending a position, when I preferred movement. I believed in attack as a principle of war, yet our lodge and the few possessions we had committed us to defense. Keokotah was no happier with the idea than I, and spoke his mind.

		“I no like,” he said. “He who attacks chooses the time and the place and the how.”

		My feelings were the same.

		“Go!” Itchakomi said. “We fight. We are three women who can use the bow and the spear.”

		It was tempting, yet I hesitated. The place was not easy to attack, situated as it was, and their water supply was inside the lodge. I doubted Kapata would use fire, for he did not wish to destroy Itchakomi but to capture her and return with her to Natchez. Yet we were only two, and he would have a dozen at least. Our only chance was to cut them off and kill them one by one, a thing not easily done.

		It was Itchakomi who reminded me. “You are shaman. You master of mysteries. The Natchee who walk with Kapata know this.”

		The Indian was a believer in magic, in medicine. He was a man of many superstitions, as were we the English, only the superstitions of the English were different. Superstition could be, might be, a formidable weapon. If I could create doubt, if I could make them hesitate—

		The Natchee with Kapata knew their Ni’kwana had met with me and treated me with respect. Already I was known among them as a medicine man, so if I could build upon that and use it as a mantle to protect us all, so much the better.

		It would be a feeble defense, yet I had lived long enough and learned enough to know that victories are won in the mind before they are won upon the ground. Perhaps I could offer them symbols that would project the idea of magic. They need not even know what the symbols meant or were supposed to mean.

		Of this I said nothing to those who were with me. Keokotah, at least, was convinced that I had strong medicine.

		When evening came I went out alone. Keeping under cover I gathered the skulls of four deer we had eaten that winter, and I suspended them from a tree branch over the trail leading to our lodge.

		Four deer skulls, looking up the trail.

		I knew where others lay and went to find them. Soon I had skulls suspended in groups of four at various places in the trees that surrounded our lodge.

		Medicine to an Indian means power, and his life is spent in seeking the right medicine. He wishes for strong medicine for himself and those he follows, and he fears it in the possession of others.

		The Indian in his native land did not seek for material wealth. He hunted, gathered, and lived. What he sought was stronger medicine, greater wisdom, a power within him that could equal the power of the spirits that surrounded him and could endanger him if he could not enlist their aid.

		Kapata was driven by anger, hatred, jealousy, and the desire for power among the Natchee. Those who followed him believed his medicine was strong, but what if I could cause them to lose faith in him?

		It was worth the chance. It was worth anything I might do.

		Within the small pack I carried I had my own medicine bag, such as every Indian had, usually wearing it about his neck. Mine possessed not the things an Indian might carry but my own small medicine makers, one of them a prism, a burning glass. Now I took it from the bag and slipped it into a small pocket in my belt. I had no idea how I would use it, but somehow, somewhere, it might be useful.

		Now I must think. I must plan.

		We were well supplied with meat, and the women had gathered plants from the meadows and mountainsides or along the creeks. They were stores for winter, yet if need be those stores could feed those within the fort until the issue was decided.

		Kapata was out there, waiting. Nor would he wait long. He was eager and angry, and now that he had found us he would want it over quickly.

		Suddenly I thought of caltrops, the devices made to throw out in the grass to impede cavalry. They were made so when thrown into the grass a point was always up, and a horse who stepped upon one was either crippled or frightened of advancing further. In the ancient days of knights and castles they had ended many a charge. Now if I could make smaller ones and scatter them in the grass about our place, leaving openings known only to us, we might slow them or stop them. At least, it would help to fend off any night attack.

		A caltrop was simply a four-sided object with a point on each face, and once I hit upon the idea I began cutting pieces of wood with projecting spikes or using porcupine quills or sharp bits of bone, whatever was available.

		When the women saw what I was doing they immediately went to work. It needed but a minute to make one, and by nightfall we had many. Sighting on distant trees I chose paths we would know, but elsewhere I scattered the caltrops in the grass.

		Wild animals rarely approached a place where people were, at least not in wilderness areas where food was plentiful, so I had no fear of crippling an animal. Paisano would be with us for his own protection, for other Indians might kill him for meat. In any event, he preferred to be with us inside our stockade.

		We worked and we talked. Itchakomi was endlessly curious about my people and the land from which they had come. She also had come to love our songs. Not that I sang well, for I did not. However, I did sing the old ballads from England, Ireland, and Scotland sung by my father or Jeremy or O’Hara or one of the others.

		On the second night after we had glimpsed Kapata, I took my bow and went outside and stood in the darkness, listening. This we had been doing at intervals, even before Kapata had appeared, and solely for the reason that sound carries better at night and we might hear our enemies.

		All was very still. There were scattered clouds but many stars. Looking up at the stars I wished I could remember more of the constellations Sakim had taught us, but I remembered only a few.

		There had been a brief shower earlier in the day, but now there were no more signs of rain. Tomorrow should be a clear day. Waiting, listening, I heard nothing. It was like many other nights.

		Starting to go inside, I stopped suddenly. Had that been a sound? My heart seemed to slow, and my ears strained for the slightest sound. Slipping an arrow from my quiver I held it ready. It was very dark, yet from an opening in the logs, I peered out into the darkness, waiting.

		There was a faint stir in the grass. An animal? My eyes could find no shape, no deeper shadow.

		Then I saw them! Several shadows moved at once, coming toward us. I notched an arrow and waited. Distance was hard to estimate in the darkness, but I believed they had almost reached the edge of the area where we had scattered our miniature caltrops.

		Should I call Keokotah and alert the others?

		They needed sleep, and perhaps, just perhaps, they would not be needed. I lifted my bow, waiting.

		They were closer now. I could make out dim shapes. Suddenly there was a startled, barely suppressed cry of pain. A figure lunged upward, and I loosed my arrow.

		My target was scarcely thirty yards off, bulking black, and my arrow went true. He straightened up. I saw his hands grasping at his chest, probably at the arrow.

		Others ran forward and right into our field of caltrops. In a moment they were leaping about. I tried another arrow but doubted if it reached a target. Then the night was silent except for a faint moan.

		For an hour I waited, but there was no further sound, no further movement.

		The arrow in my hands was returned to its quiver. I waited, paced the enclosure, and then finally went in and lay down upon my blankets. I doubted they would come back, for they had run into something unexpected and would have to decide what to do about it.

		Tomorrow we would make even more caltrops. We had sown the grass with needles, and they had yielded us a minor victory.

		Something moved beside me. It was Itchakomi. “What is it?” she whispered.

		I told her in whispers, and after a bit we fell asleep.

		Morning came, bright and clear, and we were out looking over the grass. I saw my arrow lying some distance out. The first arrow had gone straight to its target and had evidently still been in the warrior when they carried him away.

		Looking out over the valley that fell away to the west of us, but ran north and south, I thought again that we had come upon one of the most beautiful spots in the mountains, and here we would stay. Kapata might try, but he would neither kill me nor drive me from this place, nor would whatever others came, Indians or Spanish. I wished no trouble with either, but here I had found my home.

		How long before others of my kind came west? There was much land still in the east, but there would always be some restless one, some wanderer who would want to see what lay beyond the Great Plains.

		Our corn was coming up! Our first crop and if we could keep the deer from it we would have a bountiful harvest. We had found wild strawberries and raspberries. There were several other kinds of berries whose names we did not know, and there was other wild fruit. We would make pemmican, and we could dry some of the fruit.

		We found blood upon the grass, blood where the man I had hit had fallen. Had I killed him? Or was he only wounded? It made little difference to us, yet I hoped he was only wounded—not from a sense of mercy, but simply because a wounded man would be a burden to them.

		For those who had attacked me when I had done them no wrong I felt no mercy.

		We had won a small victory, but Kapata was a wily man and a fearless one. He would be back.

		Always there was the need for fresh meat. We had supplies within our fort, but they were intended for winter and if we ate them now the winter would be a starving time.

		Moreover, we had other enemies. The Komantsi were coming, sooner or later, and of course there was Gomez.

		From a ridge a mile to our south I collected some silver and lead ore from an outcropping. That it was largely silver mattered little. Whatever the value of the silver might be, it was worth more to me in the shape of bullets.

		Sulphur? Where was I to find sulphur? In some volcanic formation or perhaps a mineral spring.

		But where?

		Keokotah returned from his hunt with three sage hens. He had found only old tracks of deer.

		Returning he had found moccasin tracks. They had come down from the east, keeping undercover until they had seen the skulls I had hung over the trail. There the tracks were confused.

		“Much talk,” Keokotah explained. “Many track, much moving! Nobody like skulls!”

		Again I went to look for sulphur, but also to hunt. I found nothing. Too many Indians were moving about, and the game had been frightened away, had gone to the higher mountains, where I must go. Some of the peaks were volcanic, and I might find sulphur.

		The next day when Keokotah started out, two arrows came at him. One cut a small gash in his shoulder, but the other missed. And they let themselves be seen. The implication was plain. They would kill us if we emerged, or we would die of starvation if we did not.

		“Your medicine strong,” Keokotah said. “The braves are far from home. He has not brought them victory. Soon they go.”

		Well, maybe. But we were eating food we had planned to eat in the coming winter. Moreover, their presence and their hunting would drive the game to the high mountains and the far meadows, game we needed to survive.

		“I am going out,” I said. “I am going after Kapata.”

		I did not wish to go. I did not want to hunt and kill, but they were there, holding us close. I did not think they would attack our fort again, because of my medicine skills and because of their experience with the caltrops, but neither could we hunt or gather food against the coming winter, and my people looked to me, their chief.

		We were here because of me, and if when winter came we starved, it would be because of me.

		Other enemies might come, but now there was Kapata and he was our enemy, my enemy, and the enemy of my wife.

		I was going after Kapata.
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		Thunder grumbled among the peaks when I went into the night to kill Kapata.

		Itchakomi stood by the door when I walked out, and she said, “Come back, Jubal.”

		I kissed her lightly and replied that I would, and indeed, I hoped to. Yet when a man walks out with weapons his life is suspended like dew upon a spider’s web, and well I knew the men I went against. Whatever else they might be they were warriors all, men who lived to fight and who found glory only in victory.

		Catching a glimpse of a tall pine against the sky I chose my way with care not to tread upon one of my own caltrops in the darkness. When beyond the area where they lay I went softly into the wet woods and walked like a ghost from tree to tree, letting my moccasins test the way before resting my weight so as to break no stick in the night and give warning that I came.

		We knew not their camp, only the possible location, so I must walk softly.

		There had been a brief early shower, but now real rain was coming and soon the forest would be drenched. They would be keeping to shelter on this night, and their fire if not out would be dying.

		For the first few minutes sight would be limited, but by the time I had been out an hour my night vision would be excellent. I circled wide, taking my time. If I surmised correctly, they would be near the mouth of the gulch. There was an area there where during a rain several small streams came down the mountain.

		Before coming out from the fort I had gone over the route in my mind and had studied the possibilities for camping. They would want to be near water, of course. They would wish to be hidden, yet in a place easy of access. As I had gone in and out of the gulch a number of times when hunting or exploring I knew what their choices would be.

		The place I chose to look was a small bench from which our fort would be visible by day. There was a seep nearby and a number of big, old trees. There was an overhang of rock, a sort of wind-hollowed cave that would provide shelter from the rain.

		Moving carefully along a hillside I had once crossed in stalking a deer, I crouched in the trees to look over the bench. A small fire smoldered near the overhang and I could see the bunched bodies of sleepers.

		The fire had been built where others before it had been, under a waterworn crack that allowed the smoke to escape, a sort of natural chimney in the rock.

		The idea came gradually as I sat studying the layout. Not twenty yards from the cave a small stream trickled down among the rocks, its nearest approach to the cave being on a level with the top of the overhang. The stream veered off to the east, but the ground near it sloped to the west. At one time the stream must have flowed that way.

		Why not again?

		Easing back from my vantage point I went up the slope through the trees. Crouching in the darkness beside the stream I studied it and made up my mind. Keokotah was sure the Indians who had come with Kapata were losing their enthusiasm. Kapata had failed to give them the quick victory expected, and they had not taken the scalps they wanted. Maybe we could discourage them some more.

		Following the trough where the stream had flowed in the long ago I came to its banks. What I had was just an idea. The stream was no more than two feet wide and perhaps a foot deep or less. As always there were fallen trees lying about. Choosing one, I upended it and tipped it across the stream. It fell with a splash.

		Lifting another, I dropped it in the water alongside the first, making a crude dam. Instantly the water was diverted and started down its old channel. It ran along swiftly, dropped through the crack from which the smoke issued, and flooded the floor of the small cave.

		A startled yell, and then another. The Indians scrambled out of the cave, filling the air with angry complaints. Squatting under a tree I watched for Kapata.

		A few managed to save their blankets, although they were soaked. In the darkness I could not distinguish one from the other, so content with the mischief I had created I arose and skirted their camp in the darkness and then made my way to a quiet part of the forest where I remembered that some old deadfalls had created a sort of natural shelter large enough for a man. Arriving, I crawled in and slept.

		Morning came with clear skies, and taking my bowstring from a dry inner pocket I strung my bow.

		A smell of smoke led me to their camp, some fifty yards from the old one, which was still overrun with water. A pot was on the fire and a man bending over it. Lifting my bow I took careful aim and then let fly, the arrow taking him through the thigh just above the knee. He cried out, dropping the pot.

		The others vanished as if they had been but phantoms, and I turned and went into the woods, moving swiftly away and around. When I next approached the camp it was from the bluff above the overhang cave.

		No one was in sight but the Indian I had wounded. He had extracted the arrow, which lay on the earth beside him, and he was trying to stop the flow of blood from the wound. Nothing else moved and he had troubles enough, so I retreated back up the bluff a few yards, still keeping the camp in view.

		After a while they began to filter back into their camp. I counted seven, including Kapata, who towered inches above all but one of the others. There was much grumbling.

		Knowing I could not fight them all, I eased back up the slope and into the trees. What I wanted was to find Kapata alone, yet I had given them trouble. No one likes to endure discomfort, and if the Tensas could be disillusioned with Kapata’s leadership they might simply go home. Already they had been long from home and endured much.

		When the morning sun broke through the clouds I watched a distant rainstorm far across the valley against the vast wall of the Sangre de Cristos. Above the rainstorm the morning sun had painted the peaks as those first Spanish must have seen them, when they called them the “blood of Christ,” for surely they were crimson as blood.

		Lying quiet in the wet brush I waited for movement from Kapata’s camp.

		It was he I wanted, none of the others unless they got in the way. They had come hunting me and deserved no mercy from me, yet I had no wish to kill any man who did not seek me out.

		Smoke lifted in a thin, questioning column. From a pocket I took a twist of jerky and bit off a piece, worrying it with my teeth to get a proper bite.

		A fawn came from the brush and with high, delicate steps went down to the meadow. Truly we needed meat, but I was after bigger game and did not wish to kill a fawn. Let it grow into bigger meat.

		One of the Tensas came from their camp and went down to drink at the creek. He was too far off and I had no desire to give away my presence. He stood up, a quick, graceful movement, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He looked around slowly, once seeming to look right at me, but I was well hidden.

		He was a lithe, fine-looking brave, probably not yet twenty.

		Another Indian came to join him and they stood talking, with much gesticulation. That they were angry about something was obvious.

		Enemies they might be, but I could not escape the beauty of the situation, the green backdrop of the mountains, the forest, the small stream sparkling in the sun, and the two Indians talking. No sound came, as they were too far off, but their manner was eloquent.

		A movement caught my eye, a movement from the slope behind them, but closer. The merest stirring and then nothing. Puzzled, I waited.

		The two Indians squatted on their heels near the water. One wore three feathers, the other but one.

		That movement again, lower down the slope. Suddenly I knew!

		Keokotah!

		Startled, I half came to my feet. Did he know of the hidden camp? Or was he so intent on the Indians he stalked as not to realize the nearness of the others?

		Crouching, careful to move no leaf, I went down the slope toward them, to get within bow shot before anything happened. When I had Keokotah clearly in view and not over fifty yards away, I squatted down in the brush with a log before me.

		The Indians were on their feet now. They would return to camp. Sunlight danced on the water, and the aspens trembled. The Indians turned, and one died, an arrow in his throat. The other Indian had started on, unaware. Yet when he had taken two more steps he turned to speak and saw his companion lying dead in the trail.

		The first Indian dropped to his haunches and then dove forward into the brush. Keokotah was quick, and his arrow went through the calf of the brave’s leg as he jerked it from sight.

		There had been seven, but now there were six, with one wounded slightly. There was one in camp wounded, too.

		Waiting in the brush, I saw no further movement and believed Keokotah had gone. Slowly, careful to move no leaf, I slipped back up the slope and circled for home. Our corn had grown tall, and circling through it I took time to pull a few weeds. It was not a large patch, but it would give us a few bushels of corn to supplement our meager diet. The earth was rich and our crop had grown well. When I looked up from the corn I saw smoke.

		It was several miles away, back beyond where Kapata’s warriors had camped. It was a single finger of smoke, lifting skyward. As I looked, the column broke. A single puff went up, and then another.

		A signal, but for whom? Not for the Tensas, of that I was sure. It was too far away and in the wrong direction.

		The Komantsi? I felt a chill. Those dreaded Indians, destroying all before them. Had they found my valley or the trail of the Tensas?

		When I was near the stockade, Keokotah appeared. He had a bloody scalp at his waistband. I had seen the Tensa die, but how had Keokotah scalped him? I pointed to the smoke. He nodded his head.

		“Komantsi,” he said. “They come.”

		His tone was grim and I understood why.

		Itchakomi looked up when we came in and gestured toward a pot on the fire. We ate in silence, saying nothing. She had seen the scalp and needed no explanation.

		At the meal’s end I bathed my hands at the stream and then went to her. “The Komantsi come,” I said. “We have seen their smoke.”

		And I had found no sulphur.

		To look for it was automatic now, for it was ever in my mind. At night now I spent some time casting bullets, killing my mold time and again. But the balls were of no use without gunpowder.

		Sulphur was sometimes found in old volcanic craters, for it appeared in the last stages of volcanic activity. Sometimes pockets of the crystals could be found, often contaminated with arsenic.

		When darkness was almost upon us and visibility cut to within a few yards, I went out to move my caltrops, not wishing to mark their absence by a worn trail. It would be necessary to move them every few days if there was much going back and forth. The moccasins these Indians wore had thin buckskin soles, and the spines would penetrate them. Unless there was infection the wounds were not serious, but one was sufficient to keep an Indian inactive for several days.

		Kapata was no longer mentioned. His presence and his danger were very real, but that of the Komantsi even more. We kept our fires to a minimum and were thankful that our fort was fairly hidden in the trees and brush. It could not be seen except from quite near.

		On the second day after his taking of the scalp, Keokotah went again to the mountains. It was a day of low clouds and impending rain, yet he went, hoping for game. Uneasy, I remained in the fort, watching restlessly for enemies, working at making bullets, planning forays into the mountains to look for sulphur.

		Often I thought of the Natchee who had returned. Had they gotten through? Had they ridden the rough waters down and slipped by the Komantsi and the Conejeros? Had they found their way back to their villages beside the Great River?

		We might never know.

		So far as I knew I was the first Anglo white man to come so far west. But who could actually know? Always there was some venturesome one who would not be content with the limits set by others.

		When spring came we would put in our crop again, and once more we would take to the mountains and seek out the far lands. There was in me a driving wish to see, to know, to feel.

		Westward loomed the mighty peaks of the Sangre de Cristos, mountains where the caves were, mountains I must explore. And beyond them? Who knew?

		A great valley, we heard, a greater valley by far than this where we lived. And beyond it? The sunlight glinted sometimes on snowcapped peaks, or so the Ponca woman said, of far-off mountains, incredibly high.

		Night came and the stars, but Keokotah did not come and our hearts were heavy. We did not speak of him nor of our fears, but each knew what the others thought and each knew the fear in his own heart.

		Yet he came! A stirring in the night, a faint sound at the door. I drew my knife and stepped forward to meet whatever was there.

		The door opened. It was Keokotah.

		“Ah!” I said.

		He looked at me. “They are gone … gone!”

		“Gone? Who?”

		“The Natchee, the Tensas … gone.”

		“You mean they have given up and gone home?” This I had been expecting. The Indian does not like long, drawn-out battles. He wishes to do it quickly, get it done, and go home.

		“Gone … dead. All killed.”

		All? I could not believe it.

		“Who?” Although I knew without asking.

		“The Komantsi. They have killed them. Taken their hair.”

		“Kapata, too?”

		“No Kapata. He is gone when they come, I think. I think he come back after. I see big tracks.”

		Kapata! Would we ever be rid of him?
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		They came down the canyon in a straggling line, two dozen of them at least, with three horses and a half dozen miserable dogs. Most of the men were wounded and some of the women, and all were about to fall from exhaustion. They stopped abruptly when they saw us, hesitating until I walked out to meet them.

		In sign language we told them we were friendly, and they explained they had been hunting buffalo across the eastern mountains when attacked. Their warriors had been scattered and the Komantsi had killed many. They were Pawnees, seeking a place to rest and gather themselves for another fight.

		The old man who came forward to meet me carried himself with pride. He was Asatiki. He had lost half an ear in some bygone battle, and his body was criss-crossed with ancient scars. The mighty muscles of his youth had turned to sagging flesh, but in his eyes the fierce pride had not dimmed.

		His people were beaten but not whipped, that I saw at once. They needed to recover from their wounds and make arrows for another fight. But they were ready to fight.

		My gesture included the meadow. “Stay. We are friends. If the Komantsi come we will fight them together. Only,” I added, “do not kill the young buffalo you see here. He is a medicine bull. He is Paisano.”

		The place they chose was several hundred yards from our fort, near a small stream and a stand of trees. They gathered sticks to build their fires and I went among them to treat their wounds.

		“I am Sackett,” I said, “a man of mysteries.” The simple treatments I used were adequate, and I had gathered herbs against such an event. Best of all, these were a strong people and the air was fresh and clean.

		In their own land they lived in earth lodges that would shelter twenty people or more, domed structures built upon a framework of timbers, but here they built of bark, for these were but temporary shelters.

		Asatiki had no memories of his people that went beyond the time of his grandfather. He could tell me only stories told about the campfire in winter.

		I spoke of the Tensa and Kapata. “That one is our enemy. If he comes among you, know him not. His medicine is bad. He carries the seeds of evil.”

		My questions were about the Komantsi. “Strange Indians,” the old man said. “I do not know them. They come to steal Spanish horses, but they attack all they see. They boast of many warriors to the north, many who will come. Maybe they speak true.”

		He knew nothing more. There had been sporadic attacks before this, hit and run attacks by Komantsi seeking horses and stealing women.

		His people, the Pawnee, had a very old tradition that the Pawnee came from the southwest and once lived in houses built of stone. Another story had it they came from the southeast. Arriving in the land where they now lived, they encountered the Skidis, with whom they fought. Later, the two tribes became friends, intermarried, and became as one people.

		When we had talked much I asked about the yellow earth that both smelled and burned. There was such earth far to the southeast, he said. His Caddoan relatives used it for medicine. The old man had not been to the place where it was found, over a month of travel, but knew of it from other Indians.

		Our corn was growing, and the hunting had been good. A small herd of buffalo had strayed into the lower valley. Keokotah no longer spoke of his village, and when I spoke of it he said, “My village is here.”

		Often I wondered about his visit to his own people at the time of my visit to the caves of the mummies. He did not speak of it, but I believed he had found himself no longer at ease among them.

		The Englishman had begun it. In his loneliness he had talked long hours with the boy, until the thoughts of Keokotah had made him a stranger among his own people.

		When alone Komi and I spoke of this, and she looked into my eyes and spoke of herself. “I, too, miss my people. Here we have no fire. There is no temple and no priest.”

		“Are you not a priestess?”

		“I am.”

		“There can be a sacred fire.”

		“It would not be the same. Our sacred fire was a gift of the Sun.”

		“Am I not a master of mysteries?”

		She looked long into my eyes, seeking the truth.

		“Did not the Ni’kwana see me as such?”

		“Yes, but—”

		“If a sacred fire will make you happy, I shall give you such a fire. I will give you fire from the sun.”

		“You?”

		“Soon, when the time is right, I will bring fire from the sun.”

		She did not believe me. “You do not worship the Sun.”

		“The sun gives life to all things. Without the sun this would be a dark, dead world. Perhaps,” I added, “the spirit we worship is the same, and only the names are different. The message from He who rules over us all may come to each people in a different way.”

		Our family had had little to do with organized religion, although my father when young had gone often to a village in Lincolnshire named Willoughby. This was the same village from which Captain John Smith of the Virginia colony had come. There had been a young minister there named Wheelwright, considered a dissident, but my father had liked his ideas and enjoyed his preaching. My brother Yance, who had married a girl from the Massachusetts Bay colony, had told me Wheelwright had come over the ocean and was known there.

		That night I began again the study of the stars. My father and Jeremy Ring, who both knew of navigation by the stars, had taught us much. Sakim had taught us more. How much Itchakomi knew I had no idea, but I was sure she had been instructed in such lore. To produce a sacred fire I must choose the right time and the right place.

		We had much of which to talk, for Itchakomi was endlessly curious about the English way of life, and often I wished I had listened more when my parents had spoken of their lives before coming to America. It had all seemed so remote and so unimportant to our lives in the colonies.

		The Pawnee were skillful hunters and often shared their kills with us. In the first days we fed them and they simply rested. One woman died of her wounds, and two of the warriors were long in recovering.

		It was an opportunity to learn their language and I did so, not enough to speak it well, yet enough to exchange information and for general talk. Their villages, they said, were along another river north of the Arkansas.

		We gathered nuts, roots, and berries against the winter’s coming, and fuel, also. Always, at home or on the hunt, we were alert for enemies, but when they came it was not the Komantsi but the Spanish.

		Keokotah saw them first, seeing the sunlight upon their armor when they were far away. We hid our women in the cave where I had found niter, a place difficult to find and easy to defend.

		Old Asatiki came to me. His people were ready to fight. The Spanish had raided among them for slaves, something I knew was forbidden by their king, and the Pawnees wanted no more of it.

		“Wait,” I advised, “but be ready. We talk first. If talk is no good, we fight. But each choose a man, and at the first sign of trouble, kill him.”

		There were twelve soldiers in half armor and about twenty Indian allies of a tribe I did not know. There were two officers and a priest. One of the officers was Diego, but this time it was Gomez who was in command.

		Gomez reined in his horse near me, his eyes going from me to the fort. It was an impressive building, that I knew, the stockade of upright poles and the fort itself large enough to house us all and in a dominating position.

		“We went to your valley and did not find you,” Gomez said.

		“We have enemies,” I suggested, “and you have them also. The Komantsi.”

		He shrugged. “They have not come against us. When they do we will grind them into the earth.” He looked around. “Where is the woman?”

		“Woman? Do you see women? We are warriors here.”

		Anger came quickly to him. He did not like being frustrated, and he was in a position of power. I was wearing my guns, but they were concealed beneath the poncho I wore. My only visible weapon was the spear in my hand.

		“We have come for the woman you would not sell,” he said. “All here belong to His Majesty.”

		I smiled. “And His Spanish Majesty has forbidden the enslavement of Indians.”

		His expression changed. “His Majesty does not understand conditions here. He will change that rule.”

		“At your behest? Since when does a minor captain instruct the king?”

		His expression was not nice to see. “ ‘Minor’ captain? We shall see.” He gestured to his soldiers. “Take him. He will tell us where the woman is.”

		They started forward. I stepped back into the rocks where their horses could not easily follow and threw my spear. Gomez leapt his horse after me and the spear missed, striking a soldier behind him, glancing from his helm, and stunning him. Two soldiers fell, arrows in their throats, and suddenly the Pawnees raised up around them. One warrior leapt to a horse behind a soldier and wrapped an arm around his throat, wrenching him from the horse. As the soldier fell another Pawnee killed him.

		As suddenly as it had begun, the attack was over. The soldiers broke and fled. Brave men they were, but their hearts were not in this fight and I suspected none of them liked Gomez, who was a petty tyrant.

		Diego was the last to turn away. “This was not my doing,” he said, “but he is in favor and not I. Protect your woman.”

		He rode away after them, and I noticed that several of the retreating soldiers gathered about him. Three soldiers and an Indian lay on the ground, and one soldier was limping away.

		All but three of us had been hidden, so our attack had been a surprise. I suspect Gomez had expected resistance and welcomed it. He could have seen the lodges of the Pawnees, but they were some distance off. Their fires were smoking and they looked to be occupied. He had not expected them to be hidden in the trees and rocks.

		The Pawnees stripped the coats of mail and the helmets from the soldiers. I recovered a musket and a fallen sword.

		Clouds gathered over the Sangre de Cristos, and there was a feeling of rain in the air. Gomez and his men had fled down the valley, but I did not for a moment believe we had seen the last of them. They would come again, for he dared not return without the woman he had undoubtedly promised. Diego would not have been so careless or overconfident, nor would Gomez when he returned.

		We had revealed our strength, and he had more men. He also had muskets, and our Pawnee friends were soon to leave. I had wished for the iron shirts for my men, but the Pawnees had taken them, although I still had my own, found so long ago upon the banks of the Arkansas, and it was a better, tighter coat of mail than these.

		Keokotah came from the trees, where he had used his bow. “I go,” he said. “I follow.”

		It was an idea that had occurred to me, also. To follow and strike them in their own camp, strike them before they could gather to come against us.

		Gomez was no fool. Overconfident, yes, but he would be so no longer. He was a tough, seasoned soldier and he had good men with him. The men we had killed would have mates who would resent their death. From now on there would be no surprises, no quick victories.

		On one of the dead soldiers I found a powder horn of gunpowder for the firing of his musket. It was a treasure, more to be valued than gold.

		Night came and I checked the loads in my pistols. There was food in the cave and water. The women would be safe there. If I went now to see them, my going might betray their presence, so I stayed away.

		The Pawnees were in their camp, and I was alone in the fort. Keokotah had gone out, scouting Gomez and his men. There was no thought of sleep, for I must be ready for an attack at any moment.

		Seated by a high port that allowed me to survey the approaches, I ate some nuts and waited. My bow was beside me with a quiver of arrows. Nor did I like the waiting. I would rather be out there in the darkness with Keokotah, but if our fort was taken then all our carefully hoarded food would be lost.

		Where was Paisano? He had been turned loose but would stay close.

		The hours dragged. I paced the floor, went from port to port, looking into the night. Inside there were no lights, and I needed none.

		There was no moon, but the stars were out. From the high ports I could see beyond the stockade. Nothing moved. Nothing—

		My eyes held on an edge of brush. Had there been movement there? Or was my vision tricking me? Or perhaps a leaf moving?

		Taking up my bow, I waited.

		There!

		Another movement! Something or somebody was creeping closer.

		A quick scurry of feet in the grass, and then another. Two, at least, and right under the stockade. Taking up an arrow I bent my bow.

		A head, ever so slowly, appeared over the wall. I waited. Then suddenly the shoulders and chest appeared, and a leg was thrown over. I loosed my arrow.

		It was no more than twenty paces, and the target for an instant was sharp against the night. In the stillness I heard the arrow’s impact, a man’s grunt, and a fall. He fell on the inside, and I could see his body lying still. But was he dead? Was he even badly wounded? Might he not be waiting to suddenly rise and rush to the gate to open it for the others?

		He moved, and I let go a second arrow.

		And then I heard them coming, not one, but many. And I was alone.
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		My eyes were accustomed to the darkness. Each shadow near or within the fort was known to me. I went down into the yard. I could not win this fight while seated in safety. I had my spear, my guns, and my blade.

		They were coming over the wall when I reached the yard, not one but at least three. I met the first with a sharp, upward thrust of the spear. His hands were grasping the wall, and he saw the spear too late. He let go with one hand to ward it off and fell, right onto the point. The force of his fall tore the weapon from my hands just as I heard a sharp scuffing of moccasins behind me.

		Swiftly I turned, striking wildly with the blade. It sliced something, and then I was facing two men, one with a spear. I had fenced long hours with my father and the others back at Shooting Creek and my blade was quick to deflect the spear’s point, and thrust. He staggered back, for the thrust had gone deep, but the other man was at the gate, removing the bar.

		Running toward him, I was too late. The gate burst open—a rider! I drew a pistol and fired, and then dropped the muzzle to reload.

		Yet I believe it was the shock of the gunfire more than its effect that stopped them.

		My first shot killed a man. It could scarcely have been otherwise, for he was within ten feet of me and my pistol had a long barrel. He fell from his horse and it clattered over the stone-flagged yard. Then it wheeled and dashed out again.

		The sudden shot ended the attack. Waiting, my heart pounding, I shoved the gate back into position and dropped the bar.

		They were brave men out there but they had not expected gunfire, and they had lost two men—

		Two?

		Three had been coming over the wall. One I had impaled on my spear, the second with the knife. Yet the third, he who had run to open the gate?

		Where was he?

		My pistol went back into its scabbard. I had had to let go my knife when I had drawn the pistol. Now I squatted, groping for it.

		Ah, I had it! Now?

		There was a man inside, I was sure. A man who waited to kill me. An Indian, I thought, one of the Indians serving with the soldiers of Gomez.

		He was here, somewhere in the darkness.

		Yet three men were down, including the rider of the horse whom I had shot. He lay without moving. Had my shot been good, then? But where was the other? Somewhere in the shadows there was an enemy. If they attacked again he would attack when I faced them, attack from behind me.

		What were they thinking outside? They could not know that they had a man alive inside the fort, yet they must know by now they had lost three or four men. It was expensive, but Gomez was ruthless. He had a contempt for all human life but his own.

		Fire?

		That would be in his mind, yet he could not know that Itchakomi was not inside the fort. He dared not risk burning his prize.

		Crouching, I studied the shadows. Nothing moved, and the shadows were dark and deep. My spear was nearby, in the body of the fallen Indian. I might need it.

		Where would my enemy be hiding? Each shadow was in my mind and one by one I checked them over for hiding places trying to remember each detail, each corner.

		Where was he? Did he plan to open the gate when I was distracted?

		The minutes plodded by on gentle feet, and my eyes searched the shadows. Had he gone around the side of the fort? Or inside? Suppose he started a fire?

		There was a moment of wild panic. We would never be able to rebuild before snow fell, not if we were burned out. In the moment of anxiety I almost moved, yet somewhere my enemy was watching for me, even as I watched for him. Again it was the old story that he who moved first would die first.

		How fared Itchakomi? Had their cave been discovered? Perhaps even now they were riding away with her. Listening, I heard no sound.

		If we escaped this time I would begin a tunnel from the fort to that cave. In fact, a branch of that cave which we had not explored might come this way. A secret tunnel, such as my father had told me all castles had once had, a means of escape as well as a supply route if besieged.

		Outside there was a stirring, a movement. What could be happening?

		An attack from more than one side? Crawling up ropes thrown over the wall? Explosives under the gate? One man boosting another? Ladders?

		Slowly passed the minutes. Where was Keokotah? Had he been trapped somehow? My good sense doubted it. He was a ghost in the woods, a shadow in the night. I knew no one better at moving in silence, and I also knew he would be somewhere about.

		Gomez would be thinking, deciding what to do. He wanted Komi, if not for himself, then as an offering for favors, and he had undoubtedly made promises to be given command of these soldiers. He had successfully returned home through the thick of winter, no mean feat in itself, and he had undermined the standing of Diego, superseded him in command, and now was back. He would not be driven off, and he would not give up easily.

		By now he would be piecing together what had been witnessed through the gate during the brief moments it was open. He would be studying what had taken place, the shots fired and the fighting.

		He would guess that I was alone or almost alone.

		His next thought would be about the women. He would know there were at least three. For all I knew his Indians might have been lurking about, observing us, but in any event he himself had been in our caves in the other valley. He had seen Keokotah’s woman and the Ponca.

		He was a shrewd, tough man, one not easily fooled.

		Somebody was riding near the palisade. The rider drew up and in a quiet, conversational tone Gomez said, “I know you can hear me, Sackett, and I suggest you send the Indian girl out. If you do we will ride off and you’ll be free to do as you wish.

		“I might,” he added, “intercede for you and try to get you a trading permit. All we want is one Indian girl.” He paused and when I made no answer he said angrily, “Don’t be a fool! What’s one paltry Indian girl? There are dozens about, just for the taking! Surely you aren’t fool enough to die for her?”

		To have answered him, and I was not thinking of it, would have been to give away my position to the hidden Indian, wherever he was.

		He waited. Then he shouted, “Don’t be a fool! Waste more of my time and you’ll pay for it! I’ll have you staked to an anthill!”

		He would not try another direct attack. He had been sure of an easy victory, not knowing of the presence of the Pawnees. Now he had lost men, losses he could not afford, and his situation was perilous. To return to Santa Fe empty-handed would be a crushing defeat. His temper and his impatience had cost him lives, but victory he must have. If he was defeated here his enemies would destroy him in Santa Fe.

		Again, I wished myself outside with Keokotah where I could observe what was happening and be free to move. In the darkness I could see but shadowy stirrings, but nothing at all now, for I dared not move.

		How was my concealed enemy armed? Bow and arrow? A spear? A knife? If only a knife I could chance it but if he had either a bow or a spear he could strike from the darkness, and at the short range could scarcely miss.

		Gomez must have a camp now. He would have built fires and his men would wish to eat, if they had not. He must have carried supplies, and those supplies would be vulnerable. Without them he could not persist in the attack or the search for Itchakomi.

		Would Keokotah think of that? Indians, who depended less upon supplies in time of war, were less inclined to think of an enemy as vulnerable in that respect. The Indian at war lived off the country as he traveled, rarely having more than enough for a day or two. The Indian thought in terms of battles. He fought a battle and he went home. There was no thought of a continuing series of battles, for the obvious reason that he had no way of supplying an army in the field.

		He rarely fought for hatred or revenge. He fought for glory. He fought to take scalps and to win victories of which he could boast. In the east the tribes associated with the Seneca who were calling themselves the Iroquois were fighting wars of extermination. We had begun to hear rumors of that before I left Shooting Creek.

		Yet Keokotah was beginning to think much as a white man would. He had sat too long at the knee of his Englishman, and I prayed now that he might think of their camp and their supplies.

		Our women had food for but three days, scarcely more even if they ate lightly. They could endure hunger, and there were few Indians who did not know it each season before the snow began to melt, when their hoarded supplies had been eaten and hunting was difficult and gathering impossible.

		My eyes grew heavy, yet I forced myself to stay awake. Somewhere an enemy waited, and to sleep was to die.

		Outside more enemies waited. Always before, wherever I might be I had known there would be a Sackett looking for me. No Sackett ever needed to feel alone, for others of the family would always come. That lesson our father had taught well, until it was second nature. But there were no Sacketts here. There was only Keokotah and the Pawnees.

		I shook my head, blinking my eyes. They had almost fallen shut.

		This could not be. I must move. I must hunt him down, this warrior who awaited me.

		Slowly, carefully, keeping to deepest shadow, I straightened to my feet. My game leg ached from the cramped position I had held for so long. Listening, I heard no sound. The shadows were deep. Carefully, I lifted a foot, took a step, and put it down ever so gently. With infinite care, listening after every step, I began to search the shadows.

		Nothing …

		Again I moved, and suddenly, from outside and some distance away, a scream!

		A long, protracted scream, a cry of sheer agony, the last cry of a dying man!

		Who?

		Keokotah? I did not believe it. Rather someone he had found. Keokotah could die, but if I knew him at all, he would die in silence.

		Carefully I worked my way through the shadows, spear poised for use, my hand only inches from my knife. My grip on the spear was firm. I did not want it wrenched from my hands again.

		Something? Something there in the darkness. I drew nearer, the spear poised for a thrust.

		It was a man sitting against the building, something dark over his legs. Leaning closer I saw his head was over on one shoulder, his eyes were wide open, and he was dead.

		Dead? He was the one I had sliced in the fight. He had run to open the gate and then retreated here, to die. The darkness across his legs was blood, for my blade had cut him clean across the stomach.

		Angry with myself for being held immobile for so long by a dead man, I walked back across the yard to the gate. The bar was firmly in place.

		From the high ports I could see their campfires, and from afar, smoke rising into the dawn from the Pawnee village. The Pawnees had drawn off and not attacked again. Why, I had no idea.

		Komi and her companions would be waiting in the cave, wondering, not knowing. My fear was they would venture out and so reveal their hiding place, which was a good one, even if lacking the pleasures of home. And sorely did I miss her.

		There was a stirring, a preparation in the camp of Gomez, nor could I make out what was taking place there except that they were readying themselves for something. An attack upon me?

		Gomez himself was riding to the fort, but he was alone. Out of arrow range he drew up and called out, “Sackett? We are going after your friends, yonder! When we have destroyed them we will come back for you. Have the woman ready. If you surrender her now, you can go free.”

		Which of course was nonsense. He was a vengeful man and would kill me in an instant if he had me prisoner. Or he would do as promised and stake me on an anthill.

		“You have lost men,” I said calmly. “You will lose more if you attack the Pawnees. You will return to Santa Fe with your tail between your legs like a whipped dog.”

		“I will have her,” Gomez said. “I will have the woman.”

		He turned his horse then rode off to join his soldiers, and I began to wonder why he had taken the trouble to inform me of his intentions. His men began to form up, and he put himself at the head of them. I wondered at the stupidity of the man. Fine soldier he might be, back in Spain, Flanders, or wherever the fighting had been, but you do not advertise your intentions when going out to fight Indians.

		Several times he seemed to glance my way, and then I realized he was trying to lure me out of the fort to help my Indian friends, which could only mean that somebody waited nearby to move in the moment I moved out.

		Carefully, my eyes searched the terrain, lingering on every clump of brush, every tree, ev—

		There were two of them, two of his Spanish soldiers, and they were lying in wait not fifty yards from the gate.

		One held a musket in his hands and was obviously waiting for me.

		In a land of Indians these men would not last long, for they were but poorly hidden.

		I made ready my bow.
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		The morning was clear and beautiful. The sun was still hidden behind the eastern mountains, but the valley was lovely in the dawning light. A few smokes lifted their slim columns toward the sky, but aside from Gomez and his soldiers, nothing moved.

		Far down the valley some low clouds lay, and a few white puffballs of cloud lingered against the blue sky, each catching a rosy radiance from the rising sun. The soldier who thought himself hidden in the brush was eager. He edged forward, musket ready to aim, waiting for me to emerge.

		His eyes were upon the gate, yet when I straightened up above the roof parapet the movement caught his attention. His head turned and he saw me, bow bent, arrow drawn back.

		For a stark, shocked moment he stared, and I loosed my arrow.

		There is no good time in which to die, but he must have seen my figure outlined against the morning sky, with mountains and forest behind me. Who he was I did not know, nor whether he had been born in Spain or in Mexico. No doubt he was a good enough man in his own world, and it was a pity he had to come into mine, and not by his own choice, either.

		His last glimpse of this world was of the sky at dawn and my dark figure above the parapet. Could he see the bow? Could he see the arrow in flight?

		He came erect suddenly, clutching at the arrow’s shaft, his musket falling among the rocks. He tugged, staring at me and perhaps hearing the quick scurry of his companion’s feet as he fled. My second arrow missed the companion, and I saw the soldier I had shot fall over the rocks.

		Then I went down the ladder and to the gate and opened it. The sun was higher, the valley bathed in light. There seemed to be a stir of movement down near the cave where Itchakomi waited. Shading my eyes, I looked and saw nothing.

		Only imagination. Suddenly and from a distance I heard a wild chorus of yells and then musket shots and a scream from a wounded man. The Pawnees had been lying in wait and had attacked before the soldiers were halfway to their village. The sides must have been almost evenly matched as to numbers, but the surprise had been complete.

		Coming to a higher bit of ground, I stopped. All was confusion, dust, occasional gunshots, and then silence. The dust fell, and men had died and left their bodies on the sun-blessed hills.

		Some horsemen rode away, fleeing the fight. Others scattered on foot, pursued by Pawnees.

		Gomez, if he lived, had failed again.

		Walking on toward the fight I came upon a scalped Indian, one of those who had come with Gomez. Then I saw two Indians holding a prisoner. It was Diego.

		“He is a good man,” I told them. “Let me have him.”

		They merely stared at me.

		“This one is a friend,” I assured them, but they continued to stare, clutching his arms.

		Asatiki, the old warrior, came toward us, and I explained. “This one is good,” I said. “He is my friend.”

		“He fought hard against us.”

		“Aye, he is a fighter. He did what he was supposed to do, and no doubt did it well, yet he did not wish to come against you and told me so. It was the other one, the one of the gray horse. He was their leader.”

		“He got away.”

		“I am sorry for that. He is bad medicine. This one is not.”

		“He is their prisoner.”

		“Are you not their chief?”

		“I led the war party. I am their chief. I cannot command, only suggest. Each is his own man. He comes and goes as he wishes. They followed me because they wished, not because I demanded it. He is their prisoner.”

		Again I turned to them. “Will you sell him to me?”

		They did not reply, just waited, looking at me. When the attack on the fort had first taken place and the gate had been briefly open a horse had been ridden through, its rider killed. That horse still stood there on the stone-flagged court. “I will trade a horse for him.”

		It was a horse I dearly wanted. A horse could make a difference in many ways.

		“Good horse?”

		“One of the best.” I had no idea. The horse had looked good at the one glance I had thrown his way. I had had other things on my mind at the time and no time to waste, but what horse trader plays down his stock?

		“An excellent horse,” I said, “very strong, very fast.”

		“We see.”

		Together we walked back to the fort, Asatiki with us.

		“Wait,” I said when we neared the fort. “I shall bring him out.”

		One thing I had seen in that hasty glance was a powder horn on the saddle, and I wanted that. In fact, I wanted the saddle as well. Hastily, I stripped saddle and bridle from the horse and rigged a hasty hackamore with a bit of rope. Then I led the horse outside. The powder horn, by its weight, was almost full.

		They looked at the horse and walked around it. I waited. Had they seen it with its equipment they would have demanded all of it, as I would have done.

		“The horse,” one said, “and a musket.”

		Taking a firmer grip on the lead rope I turned the horse back toward the gate. “The horse is a good horse. Too good. It is an even trade, horse for prisoner. If you do not like it, take the prisoner and burn him.” I kept on walking toward the gate and as I started through one of the Indians spoke up. “We take! Give us horse!”

		The other Pawnee threw Diego at my feet and grabbed the lead rope and started away.

		“No good,” Asatiki said. “You get two, three prisoner for horse.”

		“Maybe,” I agreed, “but I do not know the other prisoners. This man is a good man. Sometime,” I advised, “you have trouble. Speak to this man. If he can, he will help.”

		Asatiki shrugged. “White man forget ver’ quick.”

		My eyes met his. “Remember this, Asatiki. I did not forget this man. His people are my enemies. This man is not, and I remembered.”

		Lifting Diego to his feet I cut his wrists loose. “Gracias,” he said, rubbing his wrists to restore circulation.

		“Go inside and keep out of sight. They might change their minds.”

		He did so, and I walked across to the man I had killed with an arrow. His musket was there among the rocks, and on his belt there was a powder horn. It was about half full. I retrieved my arrows as well and walked back to the fort.

		Glancing back over the valley I could see Indians here and there, picking up what had fallen or gathering their wounded. It was time I went for Itchakomi.

		“You have food?” Diego asked. “I am very hungry.”

		There was jerky and I offered him some. “You stay here,” I said. “In a few days you can start back for Santa Fe. It will be safer then.”

		“How many escaped?”

		“Who knows? Several riders and some men who fled running.”

		“He was a fool, that Gomez, but brave enough. He has fought in many wars but not against Indians. He did not know. He thought to frighten them with a show of power.”

		“Indians,” I said, “do not frighten easily. War is their way of life.”

		My eyes went to the valley. The last thing I wished to do was to betray the hiding place where Itchakomi was hidden. When night came would be soon enough, and she would understand that the fighting was over. Some of them must have heard.

		“Gomez would not listen,” Diego said. “He would ride boldly into battle. He would awe them with his presence and the boldness of his approach.”

		“He escaped, I believe.”

		“Of course. He is a realist, and dead soldiers win no battles. He led them into an ambush but he did not stay to die with them. Next time he will be wiser.”

		“Maybe.”

		Getting to my feet I said, “Do you lie down and rest, Diego. I shall be back soon. You are safe here.”

		The Pawnees who had wandered about were drifting slowly back toward their own village. A moment I watched, and then I walked out, pausing now and again.

		There were bodies to be buried and plans to be made. Also, I must put all my powder together and see how much I had. Not enough, but what I had would tide me over until I could find sulphur and make my own. If I was fortunate.

		And I must think about the sacred fire for Itchakomi and how to bring it to her. How important it was to her I was only now beginning to appreciate, but to give her fire without ceremony would be empty. It must have the proper trappings of magic.

		My valley lay green and lovely, falling away to the south, walled by mountains on either side. Up there were the caves of which the Ponca woman had told me long ago. Beyond those mountains was a mineral spring that might contain sulphur.

		This was my land, the land that I loved, the wild land, the lonely land, where men had left no scars, no beaten tracks, no signs of their passing. These few bodies that now lay about would be buried, or if left would be food for buzzards, coyotes, and ants. Whatever those men had taken from the land they would now give back, and the eternal round of birth and death would continue.

		Someday I might also have a son or a daughter, and we might sit together by the fires of winter while I told them stories of Barnabas, their grandfather, and of England whence he came. Sakim, too, must be spoken of, who came from the magic lands of the Arabian Nights. My father had told me the stories before even Sakim, but from Sakim’s lips they had had a special magic, for he was of their world. He had lived the life.

		This was my land. Here I would sink roots. Here I would grow and help things grow. Here, I hoped, my sons and daughters would grow and be here to greet the westward travelers when they chose to come.

		Another musket lay where it had fallen. Somehow the Pawnees had missed it. It lay fallen among the rocks and brush, but there was no powder horn. Further on lay a dead Spanish soldier, a handsome boy, now minus his scalp. Another one who had come seeking his fortune, accepting the chances of battle in a far country. Others might be killed, he had thought, but not him. He would survive. Now all the bright dreams were ended with his hair hanging in a Pawnee earth lodge.

		Asatiki was coming toward me, walking his strange, bowlegged walk, lifting his knees toward the outside as he stepped. He paused facing me. “It is time,” he said.

		“Time?”

		“We go. We go back to our lodges, back to our village. Our people wait and are wondering.”

		“I shall miss you, Asatiki.” I held out my hand. “I have known a warrior.”

		“And I.”

		We stood together, looking down the long green valley. “If you come to us, you will be welcome. Our villages are north and east, along the second great river.”

		“One day, perhaps.”

		We stood a moment longer sharing the silence, and then he walked away. I watched his back as he retreated. We would miss them, and we would miss him.

		Turning, I glanced toward where the cave was. They must know the fighting was over, but they had not appeared. Impatient to see Komi, I started across the grass toward where the cave was hidden.

		The Pawnees were not waiting any longer, but they were going now. Pausing, I watched their thin line point itself into the mountains, watched them go, each with a burden of hides or meat. They now had seven horses, and I was still without one. Of course, I had Paisano.

		As I neared the cave, I called out. There was no reply. Suddenly worried, I quickened my step and called again.

		I reached the small opening and abruptly I stopped. In the dust outside the cave there was a confusion of footprints, but one stood out.

		A large, clearly imprinted moccasin track. Only one man I knew made so large a track.

		Frightened, I ducked into the cave, calling out.

		Nothing, no sound, not so much as a whisper.

		They were gone!

		Somehow, during the fighting, while all had been engrossed, Kapata had slipped in and stolen my wife away, stolen her and the others.

		One more futile call, and a moment of listening. My heart beating heavily I came into the open air.

		Keokotah was there.

		“They are gone. Kapata has taken them.”

		He ducked into the cave and was back in a moment. “My woman is gone,” he said. “Do you get meat. I find trail.”

		At a trot, I returned to the fort. Scarcely thinking, I made two packs of meat and what else we had.

		How long had they been gone? An hour? Two hours? Three?

		They would travel fast and they would strive to leave no trail. No trail unless to an ambush.

		Quickly I loaded what powder I had into two powder horns and gathered a double handful of my silver bullets.

		Keokotah was waiting for me. He pointed toward the canyon where grapes grew. “They have gone that way. They go to the river, I think.”

		“Of course.”

		We walked steadily on but my heart was numb. Once, I glanced back. Paisano was following us. My brain had only one thought.

		Itchakomi was gone! Itchakomi, my love … gone!
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		Keokotah had followed this trail to the Arkansas not long after we had begun building the fort, but I had never gone to its end.

		We ran, for our enemy was time. If they had boats waiting at the river we might never overtake them, and Kapata, now that he had captured Itchakomi, would waste no minutes.

		It had been a long, bitter day, but we ran smoothly and easily. A mile, another mile. We slowed our pace. It would soon be dark, and their tracks would no longer be visible. Now we had to pick our way among the rocks, weaving through trees. In the bottom of the canyon it would grow dark quickly.

		Also, they might try an ambush, although I doubted that.

		Kapata had taken them during the fighting, with the end of the fighting still in doubt. He would not know if I were alive or dead, and I doubted if he would think of anything but getting safely away.

		At the same time, I knew he would welcome a meeting with me. Particularly as he would like to show Itchakomi he was the better man.

		Here and there we stopped to listen, while trying to make no noise ourselves. The canyon rocks carried sounds. How long had they been on the trail? At most, two hours. Hence they must be at the river or nearing it now.

		They would have no campfire to help us to find them. They would offer no such invitation to the Komantsi that might still be about. My feeling was that the Komantsi had gone on to the south to steal horses in Mexico, but other enemies might be about. It was a time of change, and many tribes were on the move, displaced by others to the east who had obtained firearms.

		We ran no longer, but walked, pausing often to listen. The canyon was behind us and we were moving into an area of scattered clumps of trees and occasional ridges. The general trend of the ground was sloping toward the river.

		Here we were beset by a problem, for we had no idea whether they had gone directly to the river or had angled off to the east or west.

		We stopped at a small stream, drank, chewed on some dried buffalo meat and listened. We heard nothing. It was completely dark and despite the stars overhead we could see nothing beyond a few feet.

		Somewhere, within a mile or so, our women were prisoners. Itchakomi would be taken back to Natchez and the villages on the great river, but there was no reason to believe they would keep either the Ponca woman or Keokotah’s woman alive.

		“We will go now,” I said at last. “You go toward the river and mountains. I will go toward the river and the plains. If you find nothing, come here at daybreak. If I am not here I have found them, and you can come to me. And if I return and you are not here, I will know you have found them.

		“If either of us finds them, he will do what he can.”

		We parted in the night. He went westward and north, and I turned toward the east and north, angling across the country, feeling my way at first, and then weaving through the trees. My route was a zigzag, to cover as much ground as possible.

		How many warriors did he have with him now? It would be a good-sized party, a dozen at least. He might have lost men. It was doubtful if he had recruited any.

		The trees were thick along the slope, and I edged between them, taking each step with care and testing the earth before resting my weight. A snapping branch could be the end of me.

		It was a slow, painstaking search, and I was filled with impatience. What I would do if I found them I had no idea.

		On cat feet I went down over the rocks and into the trees again. Not far away was the river, and it was likely they had gone where they knew there would be water. They might not have a fire, but they would wish to drink and they would eat and rest.

		There was a musty smell of rotting vegetation, the smell of pines—after a time the nose becomes sensitive to the very slightest odor. I was going steeply down a slope now, using the trees to help, gripping first one and then another.

		How dark was the forest! My eyes, accustomed to the darkness, identified the trees and the shadows. A heavy odor in the air, a dampness on a tree against which I rested my hand. My fingers felt around on the bark and snagged a long hair.

		A wet bear had come this way, perhaps within the last thirty minutes, a very large bear that had probably just swum the river. That stopped me. I had no desire to come upon a full-grown grizzly bear in the night.

		Abruptly I changed direction, starting once more toward the river. Suddenly I stopped. What it was I had no idea, but I stopped on one foot, hesitating to lower the other.

		Something, some sound in the night! I waited. A sound? Or a smell?

		Something rustled, moved, and then I heard a faint mutter as of a sleeper in the night. Waiting, listening—a smell of fresh-cut wood! Of pine boughs for … a bed? A bed for Itchakomi?

		There were some Natchee Indians with Kapata. They would prepare the bower in which Itchakomi would sleep. They had done so, and she was near, very near.

		With infinite care I drew back my foot and put it down, testing the earth as it came to rest. Slowly, carefully, I backed away. When a dozen yards away, I stopped and crouched at the base of a tree to think.

		Their camp was here. They would move at dawn. Had I stepped into their camp I might have been overpowered by a half dozen braves.

		At daybreak they would move. At daybreak Keokotah would come to join me, so I must stop them. I must not permit them to move.

		Before daybreak I would attack. Or … the thought came suddenly, should I challenge Kapata?

		Should I challenge his courage? His leadership? Demand he fight me for Itchakomi?

		If I appeared and challenged him, would he accept the challenge? Or would they all attack me at once? He was several inches taller than me, and he was heavier.

		Dawn was hours away. I would rest, and when the day came, make my decision then. On a bed of moss near several trees, I lay down and slept, tuning my mind to awaken before the first hint of light in the sky, and when I slept the great beast came again, the red-eyed monster with the elephant’s trunk and the long hair. It loomed through the trees and came at me. It had great tusks that curved out before it and one was red with blood. It charged, but I stood my ground. Why did I not flee? Why did I stand there, spear in hand, as it rushed upon me?

		My eyes wide open in the dark I stared up at the canopy of leaves above, and then I sat up, wiping sweat from my face. Was it a warning? If so, a warning of what? Was it a pre-vision of something to come? Of my death, perhaps?

		At least it was a monster that would kill me, not Kapata.

		Where was Keokotah? Had something happened to him? Or was he even now lying somewhere near and waiting for the dawn, as I was?

		Standing up, I moved my arms about and my shoulders, loosening the muscles. I checked my weapons. The sky was faintly gray, and easing myself down through the trees again, I could make out their camp.

		The fire, Indians lying about, and among the trees, Itchakomi’s bower, and wonder of wonders, three Indians lying guard before it!

		The Natchee! Had they proved loyal, after all? Or would they protect her only up to a point? Kapata was half a Natchee, and a warrior respected among them. Yet, obviously, the Natchee had moved to protect her as a Sun.

		Taking up my bow and spear I walked down from the trees into their camp, and it was a Natchee who saw me first. He came to his feet suddenly, facing me.

		“She is my woman,” I said.

		“She has said this. She bears your child.”

		Startled, I stared at him. Was this true? Or was it a trick she had used that might protect her?

		A child? Well, why not? Now there was more than ever a reason to fight.

		All about me the others were rising. My eyes swept the camp. Kapata was sitting on the grass where he had slept, his eyes alive with hatred.

		“I have come,” I said, “to fight him.” I glanced around again. “None of you. Him! He wanted my woman. Very well, let him fight for her.”

		They sat still, staring at me. The Tensa were fierce warriors and they wished to kill me, but I had challenged Kapata, so the fight was his.

		Keokotah stood up in the trees away from the camp, overlooking all of it. “Let them fight,” he said.

		Itchakomi came from her bower and stood tall, looking across the fire at me. Crossing to her I took the twin guns from my waist and placed them on the ground at her feet.

		“The voice that kills at a distance I shall leave with Itchakomi,” I said. Turning on Kapata I drew my knife. “Come!” I invited. “We will see if a Karankawa can bleed!”

		He came off the ground like a large cat, his knife drawn, and he walked across the intervening grass to meet me. His contempt was obvious. “You fool!” he said. “I kill!”

		His reach was much greater than mine, but my father had taught us all something of English boxing, so when he made a sweeping cut from right to left I used a boxer’s sidestep to my left. The wicked slash of his knife cut only the air where I had been, and my backward cut scratched the skin above his hip bone and drew blood.

		Furious, he wheeled and came at me. The man was fast, faster than I would have believed, but I parried his blade with mine and we circled, warily. He thrust suddenly, right at my face, coming in with a long stride, and my head shifted only just in time. I had moved to the right, which put my knife blade too far from him, so I struck him in the stomach with my left fist.

		It was totally unexpected. I doubt he had ever been struck with a fist before this, and it stopped him in his tracks. He gasped, for I had hit him in the wind, and before he could adjust I swung back with my blade. In stepping back, he fell and lay on the ground almost at my feet.

		I could have and should have killed him then but was averse to striking a man when he was down. So I stepped back, waving for him to come on.

		He leapt to his feet and came at me and we circled and fought. Minutes passed, our blades clashed, there were lunges and parries. My boxing skills, little though they were, proved sufficient to counteract his greater reach. My refusal to accept the easy victory he had taken as a sign of contempt for him, and now he fought with unbelievable ferocity. A half dozen times I was nicked by his blade, and once I left a thin red line along his left arm.

		The footing beneath us was uneven and scattered with broken branches, bits of bark, and small stones. Suddenly a stone rolled under my foot and I fell on my back and he came at me.

		Thrusting up with my leg I caught him as he rushed upon me, my toe taking him in the pit of the stomach. I shoved up and back and threw him over my head to the ground beyond.

		We came up as one and I thrust quickly, missed and fell on my face. Instantly, he was upon me, astride my back, and I knew his knife was lifting for the final stabbing blow. Swinging my arm up and back I drove my knife into his side between the ribs. His knife came down but I jerked hard to one side and the blade went into the earth alongside my neck.

		Off balance, he was unable to properly resist my tremendous heave to get him off me and he fell free. Our knives clashed, but mine slipped by his and sank deep. He struggled to rise, throwing me back. Stabbed twice and deep, he came at me like a wildman, cutting and slashing.

		Driven back, I slipped and fell, and he sprawled over me. Instantly I was up, and he came up also, but slower. He poised, eyes alive with hatred and fury, his blade steady.

		“Now,” he said, “I kill!”

		He did not even seem aware that he was wounded, but rushed at me. Sidestepping away, I watched him. He was bleeding badly but was as intent on killing me as ever. He lunged at me, but I was prepared and sidestepped. But this time he was also prepared and moved aside with me. My knife was held low and I brought it up hard.

		It went in to the hilt and for an instant we were eyeball to eyeball.

		“You could have stayed in Natchez,” I said in a conversational tone. I withdrew my knife, pushing him away. He fell to his knees, struggled to rise, and then just rolled over on the ground and lay still.

		Kapata was dead.

		Slowly, I turned about. Their eyes were on me. “Itchakomi is my woman,” I said. “I have come for her.”

		A Tensa spoke, but I did not know his words. Keokotah explained. “He says she is your woman. They will go home now.”

		We watched them as they gathered their few belongings. I glanced at the three Natchee Indians, who stood uncertainly, unsure of their course.

		“Komi? Are they good men?”

		“I reminded them that I was a Daughter of the Sun. They guarded me. They knew their duty.”

		“If you wish they can remain with us. The choice is yours and theirs.”

		It had been obvious to me that they hesitated to return to Natchez. They had left with Kapata, who was considered a renegade by their people, but they were young and he had been persuasive. At the end they had proved their loyalty to Itchakomi.

		She spoke to them and they listened, and then assented eagerly. They would stay with us, and I was not displeased. The addition of three strong warriors and hunters could only make us more secure.

		“Now we shall go home, Itchakomi Ishaia. When again we come to our place I shall do what I have promised. You shall have your sacred fire. Never again will you be without it.

		“Did not your Ni’kwana recognize me as a master of mysteries? Are you not a Child of the Sun? You shall have your sacred fire.”
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		We walked again along the canyon trail, but now we walked in daylight, walked where no shadows were but those beneath the trees, walked among the blooming columbine, the cinquefoil, and the fireweed. We walked in quietness, for there was no need to speak.

		Once, when we stopped to rest beside a spring, Itchakomi said to me, “You can do this? Bring fire from the Sun?”

		“I can.”

		She was silent for a long time, stirring the water with a small twig, idly, thoughtfully. “I have missed the Fire.” She looked up at me, her eyes large and beautiful. “I am happy with you, but I grew up tending the Fire. It is a part of me, a part of my life.”

		“I know.”

		“Have you known many Indian women?”

		“Only a few. There was one. I saw her but once. She lived close to Jamestown and was friendly with the people there. Her name was Matoaka, but she was called Pocahontas. Pocahontas was what her father called her. In their language it means playful. She spoke our language quite well, I think.”

		“No others?”

		“No Indians lived close to us. They came to trade and sometimes we went among them for the same reason, or to hunt with them.”

		“You do not take scalps. We heard that long before we met any of you, but we did not believe it. If one of our men falls in battle we take his scalp rather than let an enemy have it.”

		“Our child will be a Sun?”

		“He will. If it is a boy, only during his lifetime; if a girl, for always. With us rank descends through the woman. Is it not so with your people?”

		“Rank descends through the man.”

		“Hah! You must trust your women very much.”

		“Some of us do.”

		We walked on, and before us our valley opened and we looked upon the fort, our cornfield lying in the sun, and the wide meadows beyond where the long grass rippled in the slight breeze.

		For a moment I stopped, considering. I must plant more corn, and melons as well. It was a rich valley, and here a man could build for the future. It was a wide land, a new land, and I was among the first to see it. Others would come. Oh, I had no doubt of that, for mine were a restless people, ever moving, ever seeking, ever reaching out.

		They would come, and when they arrived I would be waiting for them. Some would have goods to trade, all would be needing food, advice, and knowledge of the country.

		Now I had a child to consider, as well as a home for Itchakomi. But first, her sacred fire.

		We all are children of the sun. We had been given the sun to bring warmth and life to an otherwise dead world.

		First, I needed to choose a place sufficiently impressive, and the rawboned mountain beyond our fort was such a place. I would clear a place of stones and debris, and then gather the fuel for a fire. And I would choose a day of bright sun, but first there was much else to do.

		The Pawnees were gone. When time permitted I walked over their campsite and cleaned up what debris was left, little as it was.

		Atop the mountain I cleared a spot of broken rock and debris, and then carefully constructed a cairn, or altar, using rocks that lay about, fitting them together with infinite care. The altar was four feet high and three feet to a side, with a large flat stone as the centerpiece. From trees not far away I gathered several old, long-deserted birds’ nests, and about them I laid a network of twigs and small branches and then larger, heavier pieces. At the outer edge of the pile I placed a part of a bird’s nest, several thin pieces of pitch pine, and shreds of bark. Unfortunately the wood of the white walnut could not be had, so I had chosen cedar instead.

		Cedar was used in purification ceremonies in several tribes, and I believed it would be acceptable. We who are latecomers are forever curious as to the why of rituals, but the Indian asks no such questions. Having no written history or account of their rites, they have often forgotten the reason for certain rites, but the reason is not considered important. The ritual itself is enough. Many such ceremonies have continued for hundreds if not thousands of years. If Itchakomi would be happier with a sacred fire, she would have one, and her fire would be truly a gift of the sun.

		With a wooden hoe carved by my own hands, I cultivated the corn. Often in the evenings I worked to create furniture for our house, and there was always much to do.

		When the evenings were cool we walked out under the trees to look across at the Sangre de Cristos, bathed in the blood red of the setting sun, a red that lingered long after our valley was deep in shadow.

		“What will your mother and sister be doing now?”

		“Their home is in London now, I believe. They will be at home, or dressing to go out for the evening. I know so little of the life there.

		“Brian will be with them, I expect. He will be quite the Englishman now, I believe. I wonder if he will have gone to visit the fens which were my father’s home. The fens,” I added, “are a vast lowland, some of it under water, but drained by many channels and openings. There is wild game there, many eels, geese, ducks, and pigeons, as well as deer.

		“My mother returned to England with several valuable gems found in Carolina. She inherited property from her father, also, I believe. They will be well off.”

		“Is it important to be well off?”

		“It helps. Life is very hard for the poor, and for a young woman to marry well it is important that she have independent means. I believe young men think more of improving their position than of love.”

		“Your sister will marry there?”

		“I expect, but about Noelle, one does not know. She is a girl of independent mind. She will go her own way, like the rest of us.”

		Deer had come from the woods and were grazing on the meadow before us. From where we stood I could see at least a dozen and several elk, bunched near some rocks some distance away.

		Paisano came up from where he was feeding and stood near us, and I scratched his ear. He was huge now, a great shaggy bull that was like a puppy around us. Buffalo were considered stupid animals, but I did not find him so. I had, with some effort, convinced him to stay out of my cornfield, which I had fenced off with poles. Fences, I had learned, mean nothing to buffalo, who usually go where they wish, but Paisano had learned that the cornfield was off limits for him, and as there was no shortage of grass, he left the cornfield alone.

		Winter was coming, however, and I resolved to cut some hay, enough to feed Paisano occasionally and to keep him reminded of where his home was.

		There were tools we needed, but I dared not approach Santa Fe, where I would be considered an interloper and would be imprisoned and then sent down into Mexico for a trial, if I got one. Diego had implied he was interested in trade, but we had little to offer. We had some buffalo hides, as well as a few skins trapped the previous winter. This year I resolved to make a more thorough job of trapping.

		Hand in hand, Komi walked with me to the fort. Keokotah was there, seated by the fire. The others were sleeping or busy with some of the many activities of our day-to-day lives.

		For days now I had been watching the weather, and the days of mixed clouds and occasional rain seemed to be dwindling away for the time. When the sun was bright and the day hot I would bring the fire down for Itchakomi. Now there was something else of which I must know.

		“Keokotah, long ago you spoke of the animal the Poncas call Pasnuta?”

		He remembered only too well my doubts, and his features stiffened, his eyes blazing a challenge.

		“I was wrong to doubt you. We who have not traveled this country as have you think such animals only appear in other, faraway places. I would have you speak of this animal.”

		He knew nothing of my dreams or nightmares. These dreams were not like the occasional flashes of the future that had sometimes come to me, but I was disturbed by them. Was this a foresight of my hour of death? Was I to die impaled on a tusk or trampled under the feet of such a monster?

		Keokotah did not answer but turned to the Ponca woman. “Tell him of pasnuta,” he said.

		She came over to us and sat cross-legged on the floor. “Pasnuta beeg! Ver’ beeg! We kill pasnuta. Much meat at one time.”

		“They surround the beast,” Keokotah said. “Drive him into a swamp or over a cliff or several will challenge him, seeming to attack, and while he looks at them others come from behind with spears.”

		“Where do you find them?”

		The Ponca woman shrugged. “Wherever. Out on long grass. In mountains. Who knows where? We find, we kill. Much meat.”

		Her eyes lit with memory and remembered excitement. “Long winter, much, much cold! There is hunger in the lodges! Many long hunt, nothing! Spring no come! One day Running Bear, he find track. Beeg, beeg track! He say come, and many warrior go. They follow track. Push pasnuta in deep snow. They follow, follow, follow. Pasnuta get in deep snow, no can move good. Warrior surround.

		“Pasnuta charge! He keel one. He throw one far, but that one fall in snow, not much hurt.

		“They stick pasnuta with spear! Many spear! Much meat! No more hunger in the lodges.”

		“Do you see them often?”

		“No many! One time many! Old man say so. In my life we keel three, maybe four.”

		All the descriptions tallied. They were hairy elephants, huge creatures, some with tusks, some without. Once there had been many, now they found them but rarely. They were fierce, but not hard to kill when there were a dozen or more warriors.

		Yance, when wandering, had come upon some huge bones near a salt lick. The flesh had long been gone, but the skeleton of the beast had been intact. Yance had brought back, with the help of some Indians, two large tusks that we had sold to a trader who came into the sound with his ship.

		It seemed preposterous, but who could say what did or did not exist? And I had learned to trust Indian stories. Yet what did this mean to me? Why was I dreaming of the red-eyed monster? And why when faced with such a terror did I not try to escape?

		So passed the days. We hunted and then smoked and dried what we did not eat. We gathered from the forest, from the mountain slopes and the meadows. We ate what was needed and saved the rest. We gathered fuel for the winter to come, and watched for enemies who did not come.

		Yet there were signs that Indians came often to this valley. From the old trails we found, these Indians came from the west. They were not the dreaded Komantsi.

		One day when returning from a hunt I climbed on Paisano’s back. He stood for a moment, but when I urged him on he walked off, unconcerned, carrying my weight easily. He had been handled much, had carried packs, and had been hand fed, so he had no fear of me. And he liked to be fussed over and scratched.

		So I rigged a crude saddle that conformed with his body and devised a bridle that enabled me to guide him.

		An evening came when the sun set in all its red glory, painting the peaks with fantastic hues. From a ridge near our fort I watched the sunset and rode Paisano down to the fort.

		Our Indians had not seen me astride him, for always I had mounted Paisano when well away from camp, and now they stood back and watched, awestruck. This was big medicine, and I knew it.

		Komi came outside when she heard the excitement and watched me ride in. The time was right, for tomorrow would be a clear, bright day.

		“Tomorrow, Itchakomi Ishaia, tomorrow I shall bring down fire from the sun.”

		When morning came the sun was bright and I went early to the river and bathed. When I returned to the fort I built a fire of cedar chips and, using an eagle’s wing, wafted the smoke over me. It was a cleansing rite used by Indians I had known, and I knew Itchakomi would know it for what it was.

		Her religion meant much to her, and although our beliefs were not the same their roots were similar, and I would pay respect to what she believed.

		When the time came to climb the mountain to the altar I had built she came forward with a crown of feathers to place on my head. The feathers were only on the forepart of the crown.

		So in the hour before high noon I led the way, followed by Itchakomi, the Natchee, Keokotah, and the women to my altar, where I had laid the makings of my fire.

		For a long moment I stood before the altar. Then I lifted my arms to the sun and stood for an instant, and then lowered them. In my hand I held the burning glass taken from the pocket in my belt. I brought the glass into focus and slowly moved it down until a pinpoint of intense light was on the gathered leaves.

		An instant of the intense light, and then the leaves began to smoke. There was a low murmur of astonishment from behind me. The smoke lifted, and a black spot appeared on a dried leaf and began to widen. A small flame took hold and I nudged some dried moss close to the flame. It caught. The moss smoked, and then broke into flame. I slipped the burning glass back into its pocket in my belt and pushed the tinder closer.

		The flame leapt up, the fire crackled, sticks caught fire. I stepped back and turned to Itchakomi. “The Sun,” I said, “has given us fire.”
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		We gathered our corn in the morning, breaking the thick ears from the stalks and carrying them in handwoven baskets to the fort. The ground was rich and there had been rain enough, and always there was sun. The best of the ears I put aside for spring planting, except for a couple that I hand fed to Paisano.

		Along the mountainsides we gathered seeds, hunted, and watched the skies with wary eyes for the change we knew was coming. Our sacred fire had been moved from the high mountain to a cave, where it was sheltered from wind and rain. There we stored wood to keep the fire burning, stored it dry against the time of snow.

		My pistols were loaded and there was powder enough taken from our enemies to load at least twice more. Working with the silver-lead ores from nearby I molded several hundred balls and stored them against the future.

		Still I had found no sulphur, yet I had been told by Sakim that it occurred where there had been volcanic action, and many of the signs were near. A wandering Indian told us of a place far to the north and west, but there was no time for such a trek before snow fell.

		Now darkness came before we were ready, and leaves began to fall from some trees, and fewer flowers were in bloom, only the lavender fleabane with the gold centers, fringed gentians, rabbit bush, and sulphur flower. The time of cold was coming, but the time of storytelling, too, when we would spend much time by the fire, remembering old tales from times gone by, and listening to stories the Indians told to their children. Soon Komi would be telling those stories to our child. It was a strange thought and a worrisome one. What did I know of being a father?

		Of all things here I missed books the most. How I longed for something to read! The mind has no limits but those we choose to give it. The mind reaches out hungrily for learning, and mine now was finding too little upon which to feed. Each night I stirred Itchakomi to remembering, asking question after question to understand better her people, her religion, and her ideas, and I shared mine with her.

		And then came an evening when the wind blew down from the Sangre de Cristos and our fire sputtered on the hearth. Venison broiled over the fire, and when Keokotah came in he walked at once to the meat and with his knife cut a thick slice. When he had eaten he said, “Now we fight!”

		“What?”

		“They come. All afternoon I have run to speak the message. Two come, but they come not together.”

		“Two men?”

		“No two men. Two parties, one to make trade, one to make war.”

		The others gathered around. The Ponca woman put down her weaving.

		“Diego comes. He has twenty pack mules. With him are six soldiers, two Indians. He comes to trade.”

		“You know it is Diego?”

		“I speak him. The other is Gomez. He comes with soldiers and with bad Indians. He comes for war.”

		“How many?”

		“Twenty men. He has four soldiers and many bad Indians. I think he wishes to catch Diego.” Keokotah paused to chew his meat. “I speak Diego. Now he knows of Gomez. He comes this way fast.”

		There was silence in the room. We had enjoyed our weeks of peace, but we had known this time would come. Yet we were so few to defend against so many.

		Would Diego fight beside us? I doubted it. He had come to trade, and to fight against his own people could be none of his planning, despite the fact he did not agree with them and disliked Gomez.

		Diego had implied he was interested in trade, and he knew it would be good for the Spanish to have an outpost where they might resupply themselves when on forays against the Komantsi. With so many pack animals he would be bringing trade goods, but what did Gomez have in mind?

		Itchakomi of course, but what else? Revenge, also, but that would not be enough. Gold? We had little gold, and of that he could know nothing. But gold was the overriding motive for all the Spanish exploration. He might assume that we had found gold.

		Why else would we be staying here?

		He would know the Pawnees were gone. He will believe we are alone. He will not know of our friends the Natchee who have joined us.

		Yet we were few, and how were we to defend ourselves? I had but little ammunition, and the guns would no longer be a surprise.

		“There are the Utes,” Itchakomi said.

		It was a good thought, yet danger might lie with the Utes, an even graver danger than with Gomez, for this was considered Ute land and we had moved upon it. There were indications that they came to this valley and camped here, although so far we had seen none of them.

		From the beginning I had hoped to make them allies, for we had heard they were traditional enemies of the Komantsi, but I had no idea where they were nor how to find them, and they might attack without warning.

		The fire crackled, and outside a wind blew cold. We did not look at one another, each huddled with his own doubts, her own fears. Our enemies were many, and we were few.

		The walls of our fort were strong, but Gomez would have planned for them. He was a shrewd, dangerous fighting man, irked by his previous defeat and undoubtedly determined it should not happen again.

		We could escape now. We could fly to the mountains and hide, but that would mean the destruction of our fort and our food supply. It would result in our starving in the snow, and Itchakomi was pregnant.

		We could expect no help from anyone. Whatever was done must be done by us. Yet what could we do? The few defenses used on the previous attack would be known to Gomez. There would be no attacks by horse-riding men this time. They would attempt to capture the fort and us, but failing in that they would use fire.

		Fire …?

		“I will fight outside,” Keokotah said. “I no good behind wall.”

		“As you will, but first come with me to meet Diego.”

		Turning to Itchakomi, I said, “Itchakomi, you will be in command within the fort. Do you keep your Natchees to defend it with you. You they know, and you they will protect.”

		“And you?”

		“I shall go out, but I shall return.” It was in my mind to do them damage before they reached us. Yet how? What could I do?

		My hand reached for Komi’s and we clasped hands in the shadows, watching the fire. I was not a man who spoke much of love, although I knew such speaking was treasured by women, but it was much in my heart and I thought of her always. Now, at this moment, I feared for her, and I feared what lay before us.

		What to do? They depended upon me, trusted in me. Not only was I their master of mysteries, but I was their war chief.

		Now, at the beginning of our second winter, we were snug and warm. We had much dried meat and many seeds, and we had corn. We had cut wood and piled it close at hand. We were prepared for winter, for storytelling time, and now our enemies had come and my people looked to me to save them, to keep them secure.

		Always, I had planned to roam, to be free, to move as I wished, when I wished, but when one has a wife and children that is no longer possible, and when one has possessions he is as often possessed by them as possessing them.

		Here it was warm and quiet, here was peace and comfort, here were my few friends.

		But what could I do?

		First, to meet them outside. To hold them up in their march, to nibble away at their confidence, to lessen their numbers.

		We had a good supply of arrows. We had extra spears. We knew the line of effective range for our bows. We had cut back trees and brush so any attacker must step into the open before he was within effective range of our walls. By night we had no such protection.

		We had the small caltrops we had used before, and something else besides. During the summer, with something of this in mind, we had collected and dragged back to the fort many spined leaves of prickly pear and hedgehog or strawberry cactus. Knocking them loose and picking them up with forked sticks, we had piled many upon a skin and then dragged them back to the fort. Now, working in darkness and with forked sticks, we scattered them in the grass around the fort. The caltrops might stop a charge by horsemen, but these would stop men on foot wearing moccasins, which many of the Spanish soldiers now wore.

		It was little enough. We had no protection against fire arrows, and they would certainly be used.

		“We must rest now,” I said at last. “Tomorrow Keokotah and I will go out to meet Diego. Then we shall see.”

		Now would my pistols be useful. There was ammunition enough to reload at least twice, and each pistol was good for twelve shots. It might be enough.

		Yet even I, who am a good shot, will miss as often as I hit when shooting at moving, attacking enemies, some wearing partial armor. If I scored with even one-third of my shots I should be fortunate, fortunate indeed.

		We slept, and on this night there was no red-eyed monster, and I slept soundly and well, but in the last gray light I slipped from under the robes and dressed quickly.

		Bathing my hands and face, I gathered my weapons and started for the door. Komi was there, and for a moment we stood, holding hands and looking at each other. Then I took her in my arms. “Do not fear. I shall come back.”

		“I do not fear, and when you come, I shall be waiting.”

		Paisano was waiting. I put my crude saddle in place, mounted, and rode out the gate, which Itchakomi closed after me.

		Trusting to Paisano’s keen senses, I started south, knowing the country but letting him pick his way. Riding, I kept alert for the smell of smoke from the campfire of Diego.

		Dawn was sending its first crimson arrows into the sky before I caught the smell of smoke. Then crossing a low hill I saw the glow of fire. Drawing up, I studied the small camp.

		Men were up and moving about, loading packs on animals. They were less than four miles south of our fort. I recognized the tall, lean figure of Diego and rode closer, calling him by name.

		“Is it you, then?” He walked toward me and then stopped abruptly. “What—!”

		“It is all right,” I said. “I ride a bull.”

		Swinging down I walked forward, the great beast following me. Paisano had grown into a huge, powerful bull, more than six feet at the hump and weighing well over two thousand pounds, perhaps closer to three thousand.

		Diego swore and then spat. “What next will you do? What next?”

		“I’ll buy what you have to sell, if that is what you’ve come for. Unless you want a fight you’d better leave before Gomez comes. He’s not far behind you.”

		“The Kickapoo told me. If he wants a fight he can have one.” He paused, looking into my eyes. “I cannot join you, but if he attacks me, and you should attack him at the same time …”

		“It could happen,” I said, “but first the goods.”

		Gomez was nowhere in sight when we reached the fort. We drove the pack mules through the gate, but I permitted only Diego and one man inside.

		With two of the Natchee watching from the high ports, Diego displayed his goods. Four axes, four shovels, a crosscut saw, several bushels of colored beads, two dozen hatchets, and various other tools and equipment, including an adz. There were also three mule-loads of brightly colored cloth.

		“Tools for your own use,” Diego said, “and trade goods.”

		In my belt I had two dozen gold coins of Spanish origin, but I wished not to use them. My father had given them to me before we had parted at Shooting Creek, and I would hold them against some greater emergency than this. Yet there were hides we had, buffalo robes, and a few ingots of silver, melted down from the purest silver I could find while making balls for my pistols.

		We bargained, but not too sharply on my part, for I wished him to do well. If he did well he would come again, and without him I had no source of supply.

		At the end I threw in another ingot of silver, weighing almost a pound. “Come again, Diego, in the spring. We will make good trade, you and I.”

		A voice called down from above, and Itchakomi said, “They come!”

		When the soldier had driven the mules outside, Diego turned quickly to me. “A gift,” he said, placing a packet in my hand, “and if they find out I gave you this it is a hanging matter.”

		In that instant he turned and ducked through the gates and was gone. Outside I heard a clatter of feet as they drove the mules away.

		The gate swung shut and I took the package and went inside.

		Keokotah was outside, away in the hills that he loved, and he would fight from there as he wished.

		Placing the packet on the table, I looked to my guns, and then I climbed to the high ports to look down the valley.

		Diego was nowhere in sight, so they must have fled up the canyon behind us.

		Gomez was outside. From the trees he called out. “Surrender now and we will let you go free! Lay down your weapons and come out!”

		Long ago my father had said, “Never give up your weapons. I know of no case where weapons were surrendered that was not followed by a massacre.”

		The packet on the table drew my attention. Opening it I looked down … gunpowder! Several pounds of it.

		“Thanks, Diego,” I said. “Gracias!”
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		To Gomez I made no reply. Of one thing I was sure—no matter what other outcome this attack might have, one of us, Gomez or I, would die before it was ended. I wished only peace, and I felt sure that left to our own devices I could arrange a peace with the Utes. Only Gomez stood between us and the life I wished us to lead.

		He shouted again, demanding our surrender.

		The skies were gray now, although heavy with clouds over the western mountains. The trees stood out, stark and black against the gray. The shadows of men, or rather their dark forms that seemed like shadows, moved at the edge of the woods and on the meadows below, reminding me of those other shadows, the dancing shadows in the cave.

		Unbidden there came to mind the voice that had seemed to speak from where the skin-wrapped bodies lay. An eerie feeling as of some effort at communication had come to me, and standing alone in the silence I had asked if there was anything I could do.

		A foolish thing, to speak into an empty cave where lay only the mummified bodies of the long dead, but as I had turned away I had heard, or had seemed to hear, a voice saying, “Find them!”

		Find who? Where? Why?

		Waiting in the darkness of the fort, the air soft with impending rain, I remembered, and was sad.

		What had the dead left undone? Had they spoken? Or had the voice only been in my brain? Had there been some communication, some desperate wish, some great desire that lived beyond death?

		I, who might die this day, thought of that. What desire could be so driving, so compelling that it lived beyond death?

		For me there could be but one. The safety of Komi and my child to be. Nothing mattered beyond that.

		Was it so with them? Was this the wish of the nameless dead? But too many years, perhaps too many centuries, had passed. Their children and their grandchildren would have died long since, and yes, their great-greatgrandchildren, for the bodies, I believed, had been hundreds of years old.

		“Find them!”

		Find who? Find what? Where?

		Suddenly Komi was beside me, in her hand a cup of the coffee that had come with Diego’s trade goods.

		“Komi? What do you know of the Ni’kwana? Who is he?”

		“He is the Ni’kwana, the master of mysteries. What else?”

		I shook my head. “I do not know, only—somehow he did not seem like an Indian. There was something about him, something different.”

		“Ah!” She was silent, turning her own cup in her fingers. “I have heard—I do not know, but I have heard—he was not one of us. I have heard there was a people, a very few, who came to live with us long ago. He was the last of them.”

		“You know nothing more?”

		She shrugged. “They came from the river, long, long ago. I do not know whether they came from up or down the river, but they were priests, they were teachers. I do not know where they came from or when this was, only that they came among us and taught many things. Our Ni’kwanas always came from that group. I do not know why that was, either.”

		She paused. “My grandmother was one of them. She was related, somehow, to the Ni’kwana.”

		Outside there was movement. I peered through a porthole in the palisade, but saw nothing.

		“The Ni’kwana wished something more for you, I think. Why were you chosen to come west?”

		She shrugged. “I was a Sun. It was I who could decide whether to go or stay. Only the Great Sun was above me, and he was unwell. It was my duty to come.”

		“And the direction you chose?”

		“The Ni’kwana directed me. He told me he knew of a place far to the west where we would be safe. He wished me to go and see.”

		“It was where the river comes from the mountain?”

		“No, it was beyond. It … it might be here, but I—”

		My mind was busy, searching, examining, prying. There was something strange here, something eerie, something frightening.

		The Ni’kwana was old. He was the last of his kind except for Itchakomi Ishaia, who was at least part of his blood. Did he wish to save her from something? Did he wish, and this thought came unexpectedly, her to find something, someplace?

		Was her trip west directed back into the past of his people? Was he trying to protect her from something he knew was inevitable? To bring her back to their beginnings?

		I spoke of this, speaking softly. “You must try to remember, Komi. He was your teacher, but what did he teach? Was there something only for you? Some story? Some idea?”

		“Find them!”

		Was there a connection between the mummified bodies in the cave and the Ni’kwana? It was absurd. Yet—I shook myself. My mind was too busy. Too much imagination. I must forget all this and tend to the business at hand. My first consideration was survival. There would be time, I hoped, after that.

		Find them—find what? People? Things? Places?

		Had something been lost? People left behind? Were there some lessons to be learned, and left somewhere?

		The Ni’kwana had said he expected an older man. My father, perhaps? But then he knew my father was dead. But he could not have known that when he left Natchez and his people. It could not have happened by that time. My father had died later. The Ni’kwana had come expecting an older man, but when he saw me—

		How much of what followed had been accident and how much direction? Had he, somehow, wished me to find the mummies? But that was ridiculous.

		What remained was that I was here, in this far place, and I had married Itchakomi. An Indian marriage, but in its form not unlike the common law marriages that were legal in England, or had been. It was little enough I knew of such things, but there had been talk at home around the table of an evening or beside the fireplace, talk of weddings, customs, all that sort of thing. I should have listened more carefully.

		But what child in his later years does not wish he had listened when his parents talked among themselves, about themselves, their families, the way they had lived? So often we do not realize how much we could have learned until it is too late and there is no going back.

		It was growing light. Again the call for surrender. Impatiently, I replied, “Gomez! If you are so eager for surrender, why don’t you come and fight me? You and I alone.”

		There was silence and then his voice cool, mocking. “As the challenged party, I choose the weapons. That is the way in civilized countries.”

		“Why not? Belly to belly with pistols? Knives? Whatever you wish. Let us settle this, man to man.”

		“Of course!” His tone was genial, yet mocking still. “I choose the weapons.”

		“Choose them, then. If I win, your men leave now, at once.”

		Gomez laughed. “And if I win? I take all!”

		“And I will be the judge!” The voice was that of Diego. “Four muskets will cover your people, Gomez. If there is any attempt, during the fight, to take advantage, they will kill!”

		Gomez walked down from the trees. There was a fine swagger to the man. He stood there in his coat of mail, hands on his hips, smiling.

		“Pistols, then?” I suggested.

		He laughed. “Not pistols, my fine friend! You shoot too well! No, we shall have swords! It will be a proper duel!”

		Diego started to protest, but Gomez waved a dismissing hand. “You I shall take care of later, Diego. Sackett offered me the choice of weapons. He challenged me! So now we shall see how our buckskin savage does with a gentleman’s weapon!”

		“Cover me,” I whispered, and stepped through the gate, which closed behind me.

		“What would you know of a gentleman’s weapons?” I asked Gomez. “You are no gentleman. You are a coward, a betrayer, a slave dealer, and a pimp, who deals in women for other men.”

		He started to speak and almost choked on his fury. Then he calmed down. “We shall see! Swords, my friend! Let us see how you do!”

		Diego’s protest was brushed aside. Yet he called out to me. “Sackett! Think what you do! The sword is his weapon!”

		Perhaps it was, but there had been those hours and hours of fencing back at Shooting Creek when my father, Jeremy, and Sakim had all instructed me in the art. It had been nearly two years … still, I had been rather good, the best of them, in fact, except for my father.

		Diego came down from the trees. “You may use my blade,” he said. Then leaning closer he said, “Think what you do! The man is a superb swordsman! He will make a fool of you and then kill you!”

		I gripped the hilt of the saber. “A fine blade, Diego. I thank you for this. I shall try not to disgrace it for you.”

		“Save yourself, Sackett. Run! I’ll not hold it against you! Get out before he murders you!”

		“Murder? It is not easily done, amigo.”

		“Are you ready, then?” Gomez called. “I want to kill you, and then I shall have the wench. She’ll make good trade back in Santa Fe!”

		Sword in hand, I walked toward him. He would be good, probably very good, and I had never fought for blood with a sword. Fenced, yes. Hour upon hour, with some of the best, but this was different. This man intended to kill me or maim me.

		Contemptuous of me, he would try to make a fool of me first. He would play with me as a cat with a mouse.

		The earth outside of the gate was smoothly packed. Only in the grass lurked the caltrops and the prickly pear. There was room enough, a space at least forty feet wide and half again that long of smoothly packed clay.

		We moved out on the clay and I endeavored to appear awkward and unsure of myself. Yet at this moment I suddenly remembered my leg. Would it make a difference? I did not believe so. It was too late now to think of that. What I must do was to discover Gomez’ rhythm, the cadence of his movements. In fencing as in boxing timing and judgment of distance were all-important, and the way an opponent moves and his reach must be quickly learned. My chance of victory would be greater if I moved at once, before he discovered I knew something of the art of the saber. Now he thought me what he had said, a buckskin-clad savage, to whom the use of the sword was completely foreign.

		We circled, and I held my weapon awkwardly. Stepping in, I watched him step back and timed his movements. He was smiling now, a taunting smile. “I shall have her for myself,” Gomez said, “before I use her in trade.”

		He was trying to anger me, to draw me in, so I did as he wished and made as if to attack, and then retreated as he attacked. His movements were wide, flamboyant and careless. My blade caught his thrust, parried, and slid along his blade. He moved even as my point touched his shoulder. He backed away, circling, looking at me with a question in his eyes. I had been too good on that one. He would be more cautious now. But he was not, he attacked again with wide-sweeping cuts and I retreated. He came on, suddenly impatient, yet I had taken his measure and caught him out of time. I thrust, quick, low, and hard.

		Whether it found a break in his chain mail or drove through, I did not know, but my point went in, deep and hard. Cutting left with the edge, I withdrew sharply, and blood followed.

		His face was ghastly. It had suddenly turned mottled and yellow and he staggered, trying to regain his poise. He tried an attack, but his timing was gone and I thrust again, this time at his throat. Turning the blade at the target I cut sharply left and laid open his throat. His blade dropped and he tried to speak. Then he fell over on his face.

		There was a chorus of shouts and some wild yells. Looking up I beheld a circle of Indians, at least fifty of them on horseback, watching.

		Keokotah came from the trees. “Utes,” he said. “Speak well.”

		I lifted my sword to them in a salute, and then bowed with a wide, sweeping gesture.

		Keokotah stepped toward them, speaking. They listened and watched as he used sign language with the words.

		He who appeared to be chief listened and then spoke.

		“He says you are much warrior,” Keokotah said. “Offer them gifts. Tell them we are friends in their land. We wish them to come often to trade. Tell them we have come to bring the Utes presents and wish to stay in this small corner of their land and help them against their enemies, the Komantsi.”

		There was a brief exchange. Keokotah said, “He wishes to see your presents.” Then he added, “I think you’ve a friend. He likes the way you fight.”

		Wiping my blade, I returned it to Diego, who was now talking to the men of Gomez. Picking up Gomez’ sword I wiped it clean. Then I took it to the Ute chief and presented it to him with a bow.

		Gravely, he accepted the sword, and I said, “I, your friend, present you with this sword to be used against your enemies. Your friends are my friends. Your enemies are my enemies.”

		Bowing again, I took two steps back and then turned to the gate. Now was the time to show them my medicine. Inside the gate, waiting, was Paisano.

		“Food, Komi! We must feed them! We must feed our new friends!”

		Paisano walked from the gate, a huge, massive beast, and I heard gasps of astonishment. Coolly, I gathered the reins and stepped into the saddle. Calmly, gravely, I walked Paisano out upon the clay to mutters of awe and astonishment. Saluting them again, I rode Paisano back into the gate as the women began to emerge with trays of food.

		Much depended upon this first meeting, and well I knew it. They had seen me win a victory and they had seen me ride a buffalo, which to them was big medicine, but now to more practical things.

		Showing the chief and some of the elders to seats on a log outside the gate, I warned all against walking in the grass. Then I brought out several bolts of red calico, a dozen knives, another dozen of hatchets. The Utes came to stare at what to them, at this time, was a veritable treasure.

		All things are valued according to their scarcity, and a time might come when this gift would seem as nothing. What was worth little to us was worth much to them because they were things they could not get elsewhere.

		Keokotah’s woman and the Ponca woman brought food to put before our guests, and they seated themselves and ate.

		Suddenly, two Natchee Indians emerged from the gate, each holding a torch. For a moment they stood, until all eyes were upon them. Then slowly, with grace and poise, Itchakomi Ishaia emerged between them.

		Looking neither right nor left she walked down the open space before the chiefs, and it was only then that I noticed that one of our benches, covered with a buffalo robe, had been placed opposite them.

		She seated herself, and the torch bearers moved to right and left. For a long moment she said nothing, as all stared. Then she said, “I am Itchakomi Ishaia, Daughter of the Sun, Priestess of the Eternal Fire.” She waited again until one might have counted to five very slowly, and then she said, “I walk with this man, who is Jubal Sackett, the Ni’kwana, master of mysteries!”
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		Never had I been so proud of my wife as at that moment. Indians dearly love ceremony, as do many of us, and there could be no doubt in the mind of anyone that she was no less than a beloved woman.

		Keokotah, who knew much of the Ute language, which was similar to that of tribes he had known, spoke to them, translating her words and telling who she was.

		“In the cave”—he indicated the place near our fort—“lives the fire that burns forever. She is its guardian, its priestess.

		“He”—he pointed at me—“brought the fire from heaven. The fire is the gift of the Sun. I have seen it.”

		“And I!” said a Natchee torch bearer.

		“And I!” the other repeated.

		Diego moved to my side. “She is wonderful!” he whispered. “She has won them all!”

		Awed, I looked at her. This beautiful woman, this goddess—could she be mine? Beautiful, yes, but intelligent also. She had come among them when the time had been right, and they would never forget her.

		I smiled to myself. “And she didn’t have to ride a buffalo to do it!”

		Long after they were gone, the effect remained with me. Surely, I would remember her always in that beaded white buckskin costume, a band about her dark hair, standing between the torches. She had beauty then, and magic, also.

		One by one the Utes went to see the sacred fire, to look upon it and pass on. When they rode away with their gifts I knew we had won some friends. More than my buffalo, more than my fighting, more than my gifts, it had been Itchakomi who had done it.

		“They will be friends now,” Keokotah commented complacently. “We will have no trouble.”

		Yet as I looked down the darkening valley, I wondered. Suddenly, I shuddered. We used to say when that happened somebody had just stepped on our grave.

		Perhaps—

		Suddenly, just for a moment, I seemed to see a vast beast rising before me, a mighty monster with tusks like spears, lifting his great head, winding his trunk back against his brow, a red-eyed monster who looked at me and started to move, coming at me. Instinctively I reached for a spear, and there was none, and I was alone.

		I shuddered again.

		That, now? After all of this? Would it come now? But how could it be? There was no such beast. An elephant with long hair?

		Yet that night I slept and slept well, with no nightmares, no dreams.

		We had given much meat to feeding the Utes, and if we were to last the winter it must be replaced, so now was the time for hunting. Also, there was the matter of the sulphur. If we could find a workable deposit we could make our own gunpowder.

		“Komi,” I suggested, “let us go together to the mountains. We will visit the caves, hunt, and look for sulphur. Also, we can take a bit of food to eat as the English do on a Sunday.”

		“How do they eat?”

		“On Sunday they do not work, so sometimes one family, sometimes several, will go together to the seashore, a lake, or a river and there in the shade of trees they will eat their food. It is a quiet time for all, a relaxing time.

		“The children will run and play, the older people will laze about, talking, sleeping, sometimes singing. It is sometimes called a picnic.”

		“Good! We will eat a picnic. Paisano will carry the lunch and some robes to sit upon.”

		We were like children, and happy children at that. Sometimes back at Shooting Creek when we were very young we had gone out like this with our father and mother and others of the family or our friends. It brought good memories, and as we walked along I shared them with Komi.

		“I was the quiet one. I did not run and play as much as the others, but I loved it all very much. I liked just to sit and watch, although they were always trying to get me into their games. They could never understand that I was happier just watching them be happy.”

		As we neared the place where the creek flowed down from the mountains there was a meadow, a deep pool in the creek, and a place where aspen came close to the water’s edge. The aspen leaves whispered in the slightest movement of air and it was quiet and serenely beautiful.

		“Jubal, why don’t we stay right here? We will find nothing up on the mountain that is half so beautiful.”

		Well, why not?

		We spread our robes by the pool and I started a small fire to make coffee, of which we now had a good quantity from Diego.

		When the smell of coffee was in the air I took up my bow and walked out, looking for a deer or an elk. The meadows I could see were empty, yet far away something stirred in the trees. Shading my eyes, I looked toward it but could see nothing. The mountain loomed above us. The Ponca woman who had been there as a young girl had said there were lakes up there, too. Someday we would go there, Komi and I.

		It was time we started back. There would be time for hunting after we had eaten.

		Where was Paisano? He had followed me, but now he was nowhere about. I called and then started back, walking slowly. The sun was warm and pleasant.

		Far across the valley, back along the way we had come, I saw a lone figure. Someone was coming toward us, still a long way off.

		Smoke lifted from our fire. Komi was nowhere in sight.

		Putting down my bow I began gathering sticks for the fire, stopping now and again to call out for her. Still no response.

		Worried, I dumped my load of sticks, glancing around. In the distance the lone figure was still coming, drawing nearer but still far off. Yet he was walking not running, and if it was somebody from the fort and there was trouble, he or she would be running.

		Something large and dark moved in the edge of the woods. “Paisano?”

		What could he be doing that he did not come when I called? And where was Komi? Our coffee would bubble away.

		She might be looking for herbs, which we gathered against times of trouble. Placing my bow beside the quiver of arrows near where our coffeepot bubbled, I started into the woods.

		“Komi? Come on! The coffee’s ready!”

		Walking through the small patch of woods I came on an open place covered with clumps of scrub oak. And as I came in sight of it, Komi burst from the woods, running wild and frightened.

		“Komi! Here!”

		She screamed at me, waving frantically for me to leave. “Run!” She screamed the word, and I ran toward her.

		“No! No! Run!”

		Catching her arm, I said, “What is it? What’s wrong?”

		She started to run again, tugging at me. “Please! Run!”

		Her panic bred panic in me, catching her arm I, too, started to run. Behind me there was a crashing in the clump of oaks, and glancing over my shoulder, I saw it.

		A monstrous thing with great ears spread wide, two gleaming white tusks. Suddenly I was choking with horror. This was my dream! My nightmare! This beast, this impossible thing, this—

		It saw us.

		For one frightening, awful moment it stared, and then with a blast as from a great trumpet, it started for us. We turned to flee, and Komi tripped and fell flat.

		It charged.

		Lifting my gun, I fired, dropped the muzzle to load, and fired again. Whether the balls took effect, I could not say. I only know that as the elephant charged, I steadied my hand and fired again, aiming for the gaping mouth. I dropped the muzzle—

		This was why I had not fled. Komi lay at my feet, struggling to rise. The mammoth, for such it was, was almost upon us. Then there was a bellow, and something charged across my vision.

		Paisano!

		Head down, he charged the mammoth and hit him just back of the foreleg, knocking the larger beast into the brush. Before it could so much as swing around, Paisano whipped his head about, ripping the monster’s hide with a horn.

		Struggling erect, the mammoth swung its great head around and lunged at Paisano. Amazingly, the buffalo veered away and then charged again, raking the mammoth left and right with his horns.

		Grabbing Itchakomi’s arm I jerked her to her feet. “Run!” I gasped. “Run and hide!”

		I could not leave Paisano.

		The huge buffalo had a streak of blood along his side where he had been raked by a tusk, but he charged again, smashing the mammoth back into the trees. Whether by accident or intent Paisano had attacked from the side, avoiding the tusks. Now the monster reached for a grip on a horn with its trunk, but Paisano lowered his great head and butted the mammoth again.

		Steadying my hand, I held my fire, and when the monster swung his great head to bring his tusks into play, I shot him in the ear.

		It was as if I had struck him with a fly whisk. He shook his great head and turned again to confront Paisano.

		What could I do? The monster was three or four times the size of Paisano, but the buffalo bull was undaunted. He bellowed a challenge as the mammoth swung around and charged. Tusks low, trunk curled back out of harm’s way, his little eyes red with fury, he drove at Paisano. I would have expected Paisano to meet him head on, but the buffalo bull was a wily fighter. He swung suddenly aside, avoiding the long tusks and hooking a short sharp horn at the monsters shoulder, ripping a gash.

		My pistol was ready, and I waited my chance. The roaring of the bull and the trumpetlike blasts from the mammoth were deafening. Now they faced each other again, and Paisano was dwarfed by the mammoth. Moving carefully, I started to work myself around to one side to get in a shot. Paisano had come to my rescue and I could not desert him now. Suddenly Komi was beside me, gripping a spear.

		“Get away from here,” I said. “You’ll be killed!”

		“If you die I shall die with you. I can use a spear.”

		Blood dripped from Paisano’s nostrils. He shook his huge head and began moving forward, warily, like a boxer moving in on an opponent. The great beast swung to face him, and then the mammoth seemed to see me for the first time. With a blast from his great throat, he charged. Holding steady I aimed for his eye and squeezed off my shot, using my left hand to steady the barrel.

		Paisano swung his head and lunged, smashing the mammoth again in the side, where the leg joined the body. He struck with terrific impact, and the mammoth staggered and fell.

		It struggled to rise, blood running from the eye socket, for a dread moment I thought the beast would rise, but it failed at last and sank down. Again it tried to rise, and mercilessly, Paisano charged, striking the monster in the head.

		“Paisano! No!”

		Many times I had yelled, but this time he seemed to hear me and he stopped, lowering his great head. Blood dripping in great, slow drops, he watched for his enemy to move. Now, no more than twenty feet from the mammoth, I could see the cause of its fury, its vicious attack.

		It had been hurt. There was an arrow imbedded in its shoulder, and a great festering wound was there.

		“Paisano. It is all right. Come now.”

		He would not move. Head lowered, he watched the mammoth, ready for it to rise.

		Walking over I put a hand on his shoulder. “It is all right now, Paisano. It is finished. Come!”

		Slowly, reluctantly, he turned and followed. Once he stopped and looked back, head up, peering. The mammoth lay where it had fallen, head up, but whether alive or dead I did not know.

		As we sighted our camp a man was coming from it with a spear in his hand. I dropped my hand to the pistol, but he lifted a hand and called out.

		It was Unstwita.

		“You came back!”

		“I say I come. I come.”

		“Alone?”

		“Four other come. They come to walk behind Daughter of the Sun. To guard.”

		Five more, and that made eight fighting men. Five more to feed, but five more to hunt.

		With water from the creek I bathed the long gash on Paisano’s side. It was not deep. A nostril was torn. He had come from his fight in good shape. Rubbing his ears, I talked to him, softly. He rubbed his head against me.

		Unstwita walked over to see the mammoth. The huge hairy monster had died where he had fallen, his head up, braced by his tusks.

		He was huge, but old. Had he been alone, or were there others like him close-by? I had seen no tracks. Perhaps he had been migrating, searching for others of his kind.

		There was compassion in me for the great beast. How must it feel to be alone, with no others of your kind anywhere?

		Perhaps there were others, but they were being hunted out of existence. Each had too much meat to offer, and the Indians had learned how to kill them. Someday I would tell the story of this monster, but who would believe me? It had coarse, shaggy hair as Keokotah had said, and which I had not believed. He was a fugitive, probably, from some much colder place.

		Komi was beside the fire. She held out a cup of the coffee, which had not quite bubbled away. “Drink,” she said, and I drank.

		We stood together and looked up at the mountains that towered above us. Someday soon I would go up there. I had a feeling something waited for me, something I must find. There were caves up there, perhaps more than were known.

		Long ago a voice in a cave had seemed to say, “Find them!” And something within me said that what I was to find was here, close-by.

		My arm went about the waist of Itchakomi Ishaia. Perhaps this was what I was to find. Whether or no, I was content.

		“Do you remember,” I asked, “long ago when you told me of a dream you had? Of a boy who spoke to a bear? A bear with a splash of white on his face?”

		“I remember.”

		“I was that boy.”

		“I know,” she said.

		The aspen leaves made a slow dance in the sunlight. A brief wind stirred the ashes of our fire.

		“It grows late,” Unstwita said. “We must go.”

		We stood, waiting a little, reluctant to leave. Unstwita said, “The Ponca woman has found your yellow earth. She will show you.”

		“Tomorrow we will come back for the tusks,” I told Unstwita.

		Now there were shadows in the valley, but sunlight on the mountain. My eyes followed a dim trail upward into the peaks where lay the secret lakes, the caves I must explore, and what else?

		“Find them!” the voice had said.

		Were “they” up there now, waiting?

		Between Itchakomi and Paisano, I started walking back. Unstwita lingered, drinking the last of the coffee.

	
		AUTHOR’S NOTE

		There are seventeen other completed novels featuring members of the various Sackett generations. Readers interested in learning more about Jubal’s mother and father, Barnabas and Abigail, and his brothers, Kin-Ring, Yance, and Brian, and sister, Noelle, can read Sackett’s Land, To the Far Blue Mountains, and The Warrior’s Path.

		Succeeding Sackett generations are developed in these books, listed in more or less chronological order, starting with: Ride the River, which tells the story of Echo Sackett, the youngest female descendant of Kin-Ring, and The Daybreakers and Sackett, which begin the story of Tell, Orrin, and Tyrel Sackett, the brothers who follow the trails blazed by their forefathers to help settle the west. Other novels featuring the Sackett brothers and their cousins of the same generation are Lando, Mojave Crossing, The Sackett Brand, The Lonely Men, Treasure Mountain, Mustang Man, Galloway, The Sky-liners, The Man From the Broken Hills, Ride the Dark Trail, and Lonely on the Mountain.

		In the near future, I’m planning to fill in additional portions of the Sackett family saga, including the story of the Sacketts in the Revolutionary War and Tell Sackett’s early experiences in the Tennessee mountains and his service in the Sixth Cavalry during the Civil War.

		Listed below are some additional points of interest about selected people and events written about in Jubal Sackett:

		GRASSY COVE: The place where Jubal broke his leg and survived until Keokotah returned for him is a lovely spot. Jubal intended future Sacketts to locate there, only a few miles from the Crab Orchard area where Barnabas met his death.

		MAMMOTH, MASTODON, etc.: According to scholars mammoths died out around 6000 B.C. Nonetheless, American Indians record hunting and killing them. One such report occurs in the Bureau of Ethnology report The Ponca Tribe. Returning from their “long hunt” west to the Rockies, the Poncas saw a mammoth, as well as what was probably a giant ground sloth, near what is now Niobrara, Nebraska.

		David Thompson, the distinguished Hudson’s Bay Co. explorer, on January 7, 1811, came upon some tracks near the Athabasca River in the northern Rockies which the Indians told him were those of a mammoth. The Indians had assured him the animal was to be found there. Many Indian tribes had accounts of seeing or hunting the mammoth.

		Near Moab, at Hys Bottom close to the Colorado River, there is a petroglyph of a mastodon. And in the Four Corners area near Flora Vista a small boy found two slabs on which were carved many glyphs, including pictures of two elephants. They have been called fakes, which is the most convenient way of getting rid of something that does not fit current beliefs.

		PRINCE MADOC: Prince Madoc’s existence is doubted by many (not by me), and much has been written from time to time. Perhaps the best account is Madoc, and the Discovery of America, by Richard Deacon.

		ROMAN COINS: Several Roman coins have been found in Tennessee, Ohio, and Kentucky. Comments on these are made in Judge Haywood’s Natural and Aboriginal History of Tennessee. This history covers white settlements up to 1768 and was published in 1823. Haywood also comments on burials of bodies with blue eyes and auburn hair, wrapped in hides and left in caves.

		TENNESSEE: Ramsey, in his Annals of Tennessee, says: “At the time of its first exploration, Tennessee was a vast and almost unoccupied wilderness—a solitude over which an Indian hunter seldom roamed, and to which no tribe put in a distinct and well-defined claim.”

		One hundred years before Daniel Boone, James Needham was sent into Tennessee to explore the possibilities of trade, traveling there in 1673. He had been sent by a trader, Abraham Wood, whose previous expedition in 1671 had provided too little information. With Needham was a young indentured servant, Gabriel Arthur, who was left behind to learn the Cherokee language.

	
		
			To Hazel and Charlie Daniels—

			His fiddle-playing would bring

			The Sacketts right down from the hills

		

	
		THE SACKETT COMPANION
On sale wherever Bantam books are sold

		Is there a Louis L’Amour fan who isn’t eager to learn more about the Sacketts? Of the 102 books Louis has written, none have inspired more reader queries than his seventeen novels about the ten generations of the Sackett family. “Unfortunately, I can answer but a few of the many letters I receive,” L’Amour writes. “To reply to them all, I would have to cease writing books and only reply to letters.”

		Instead, he has written THE SACKETT COMPANION, a rare full-length work of nonfiction. “This COMPANION,” he says, “is, in a way, a chance to respond to those many wonderful letters I have received.”

		For THE SACKETT COMPANION L’Amour has drawn upon his vast knowledge of our history and heritage as well as his personal memories to reveal the never-before-told backgrounds and sources of his Sackett stories and the people and places that populate them. He writes of some of his journeys and experiences in which he has “walked the land the Sacketts walk.” And for the first time, L’Amour tells of the street fight he had on a hot dusty morning in New Mexico that ultimately led to the birth of the Sackett stories.

		Years later, L’Amour decided to tell the story of the opening of a continent as seen through the eyes of the Sackett [and Chantry and Talon] families. He observes that “my stories are history of a kind. The difference is that I write of the nameless ones, and when they have left no stories I write what must have been, what could have been, using knowledge of the country itself, how people lived by hunting and gathering, and what their relationships might have been with the Indians and others … What happened to the Sacketts was simply what was happening to many people: their involvement and their reactions to events was due to their personalities and character.”

		Subtitled A Personal Guide to the Sackett Novels, THE SACKETT COMPANION is the authors opportunity to present and probe the facts behind his fiction in encyclopedic detail: novel by novel, character by character, locale by locale, era by era. He devotes a chapter to each of the Sackett novels, and while he does not elaborate on every character, real and fictional, or place in the books, he does add a good deal of information and commentary on many. For example, in the chapter on The Daybreakers he provides this entry:

		REED CARNEY: He wanted to be known as a gunfighter; he believed he was a tough man. He swaggered a little, chose the company of men he thought were tough, and some of them were. It was easy to fantasize, easy to imagine. Then the day came when suddenly he was faced with harsh reality. That despised “farmer,” as he called him, was facing him in the street, and he had a gun, too, and he was obviously ready, so very, very, ready. Suddenly the fantasy turned grim. The street was dusty, hot, and he was alone. Now he had it to do, but he was going to be shot at, perhaps killed. His mouth was dry and his knees felt like water. Suddenly he wanted to be away, far away, he wanted to be anywhere but here. Tyrel Sackett was letting him off the hook, he was getting a break, but should he? Was being known as a dangerous man worth the danger?

		In the Treasure Mountain chapter the author enlightens us about one of the novel’s background sites:

		WEBBER’S FALLS: In what is now Oklahoma, on the Arkansas River, there was a nice little fall here, several feet high. Named for Walter Webber, a Cherokee of mixed blood, a wealthy man for his time, it was a well-known stopping place on the river, visited by Washington Irving, among others. Webber was an important man, well-known on the plains. When Arrow-Going-Home, the Osage chief, wished to bring a halt to hit and run warfare and horse stealing with the Cherokees, it was to Webber he sent his messenger. During the Civil War, Colonel Stand Watie, a Cherokee chief, captured a Yankee wagon train at the Falls, and later Watie called a meeting of the Cherokee Legislature there.

		In addition to L’Amour’s reflections and scholarship on the American frontier experience as he presents it in each Sackett novel, THE SACKETT COMPANION features:

		
			• A comprehensive glossary of characters, fictional and historical, with cross references to every Sackett novel in which they appear, making it easy to check back to see which characters show up in which books. For instance, a check of the Sackett Character Glossary will confirm that Reed Carney appears in Mustang Man as well as The Daybreakers.

			• Beautifully drawn maps charting the geographic background of each book.

			• Photographs of early Sackett cover art, now unavailable and cherished by collectors.

			And, at last, the most demanded L’Amour creation of them all:

			• The Sackett family tree and genealogy. “Several attempts have been made by readers to put together a family tree of the Sacketts, an impossible task as I have not supplied all the names and relationships. In this COMPANION I mention many members of the Sackett family, and in the genealogy, explain some of the connections between them,” L’Amour writes.

		

		Finally, no doubt there are more than a few Sackett fans reading these pages who are somewhat confused, having counted eighteen Sackett novels in their collection and reading here that there are but seventeen. Well, in his new book, L’Amour reveals that one of his books heretofore designated a Sackett story is actually a Talon story. Care to guess which? The answer will be found on page 245 of THE SACKETT COMPANION.

		Whether as a Christmas gift to your favorite Sackett fan or as a one-of-a-kind treat for yourself, “if this COMPANION adds a bit of extra enjoyment to the reading of the Sackett stories, I am amply repaid. So read and enjoy,” says Louis L’Amour.

		
			THE SACKETT COMPANION:

			A Personal Guide to the Sackett Novels

			by Louis L’Amour

			On sale

			wherever Bantam books are sold

		

	
		Louis L’amour

		AMERICA’S FAVORITE FRONTIER WRITER
Be sure to read all of the titles in the Sackett series: follow them
from the Tennessee mountains as they head west to ride the trails,
pan the gold, work the ranches, and make the laws.

		JUBAL SACKETT

		SACKETT’S LAND

		TO THE FAR BLUE MOUNTAINS

		WARRIOR’S PATH

		RIDE THE RIVER

		THE DAY BREAKERS

		SACKETT

		LANDO

		MOJAVE CROSSING

		THE SACKETT BRAND

		THE LONELY MEN

		TREASURE MOUNTAIN

		MUSTANG MAN

		GALLOWAY

		THE SKYLINERS

		RIDE THE DARK TRAIL

		LONELY ON THE MOUNTAIN

		Ask for these titles wherever books are sold,
or visit us online at www.randomhousebooks.com
for ordering information.
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		HOPALONG CASSIDY NOVELS FROM
LOUIS L’AMOUR

		AMERICA’S STORYTELLER

		THE RUSTLERS OF WEST FORK

		Hopalong Cassidy, the quick-thinking, fast-shooting cowpuncher, heads west to find that an old friend is being held prisoner by a band of outlaws. In this classic tale of pursuit and survival, Louis L’Amour adds new life to the legend of Hopalong Cassidy.

		THE TRAIL TO SEVEN PINES

		Hopalong is determined to stop a band of murderous cattle rustlers at the Rocking R Ranch. Heading into a firestorm of violence and betrayal, Hopalong soon finds himself the target of a ruthless gunman in a life-and-death struggle for frontier justice.

		THE RIDERS OF HIGH ROCK

		The legendary saddleman rides straight into an ambush in the West’s untamed territories. A savage, ruthless killer is about to learn that if you shoot down a man like Cassidy, you better make sure he never gets up.

		TROUBLE SHOOTER

		In a land of mesquite and black chaparral, Cassidy confronts a mystery as hellish as it is haunting—a bloody trail that leads to a showdown with an outlaw who has already cheated death once … and is determined to do it again.

		Ask for these titles wherever books are sold,
or visit us online at www.randomhousebooks.com
for ordering information.
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		LOUIS L’AMOUR

		It’s the best of the real West! Have you read them all?

		
			Bendigo Shafter

			Borden Chantry

			Brionne

			The Broken Gun

			The Burning Hills

			The Californios

			Callaghen

			Catlow

			Chancy

			The Cherokee Trail

			Comstock Lode

			Conagher

			Crossfire Trail

			Dark Canyon

			Down the Long Hills

			The Empty Land

			Fair Blows the Wind

			Fallon

			The Ferguson Rifle

			The First Fast Draw

			Flint

			Guns of the Timberlands

			Hanging Woman Creek

			The Haunted Mesa

			Heller with a Gun

			The High Graders

			High Lonesome

			Hondo

			How the West Was Won

			The Iron Marshal

			The Key-Lock Man

			Kid Rodelo

			Kilkenny

			Killoe

			Kilrone

			Kiowa Trail

		

		(SEE THE NEXT PAGE FOR MORE LOUIS L’AMOUR TITLES)
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		LOUIS L’AMOUR

		It’s the best of the real West! Have you read them all?

		
			Last of the Breed

			Last Stand at Papago Wells

			The Lonesome Gods

			The Man Called Noon

			The Man from Skibbereen

			The Man from the Broken Hills

			Matagorda

			Milo Talon

			The Mountain Valley War

			North to the Rails

			Over on the Dry Side

			Passin’ Through

			The Proving Trail

			The Quick and the Dead

			Radigan

			Reilly’s Luck

			The Rider of Lost Creek

			Rivers West

			The Shadow Riders

			Shalako

			Showdown at Yellow Butte

			Silver Canyon

			Son of a Wanted Man

			Taggart

			The Tall Stranger

			To Tame a Land

			Tucker

			Under the Sweetwater Rim

			Utah Blaine

			The Walking Drum

			Westward the Tide

			Where the Long Grass Blows

		

		Ask for these titles wherever books are sold,
or visit us online at www.randomhousebooks.com
for ordering information.
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		WAR PARTY—Trap of Gold • One for the Pot • War Party • Get Out of Town • Booty for a Badman • The Gift of Cochise • A Mule for Santa Fe • Alkali Basin • Men to Match the Hills • The Defense of Sentinel

		THE STRONG SHALL LIVE—The Strong Shall Live • One-Night Stand • Trail to Squaw Springs • Merrano of the Dry Country • The Romance of Piute Bill • Hattan’s Castle • Duffy’s Man • Big Man • The Marshal of Sentinel • Bluff Creek Station

		YONDERING—Where There’s Fighting • The Dancing Kate • By the Ruins of “El Walarich” • Glorious Glorious! • Dead-End Drift • Old Doc Yak • Survival • And Proudly Die • Show Me the Way to Go Home • Thicker Than Blood • Shanghai, Not Without Gestures • The Man Who Stole Shakespeare • A Friend of the General • Author’s Tea • So You Want Adventure, Do You? • Let Me Forget …
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		THE HILLS OF HOMICIDE—The Hills of Homicide • Unguarded Moment • Dead Man’s Trial • With Death in His Corner • The Street of Lost Corpses • Stay Out of My Nightmare • Collect from a Corpse • I Hate to Tell His Widow

		BOWDRIE’S LAW—McNelly Knows a Ranger • Where Buzzards Fly • Case Closed—No Prisoners • Down Sonora Way • The Road to Casa Piedra • A Ranger Rides to Town • South of Deadwood • The Outlaws of Poplar Creek • Rain on the Mountain Fork • Strange Pursuit

		SEE THE NEXT PAGE FOR MORE LOUIS L’AMOUR COLLECTIONS
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		LAW OF THE DESERT BORN—Law of the Desert Born • Riding On • The Black Rock Coffin Makers • Desert Death Songs • Ride, You Tonto Raiders! • One Last Gun Notch • Song of the Sombrero • The Guns Talk Loud • Grub Line Rider • The Marshal of Painted. Rock • Trap of Gold

		RIDING FOR THE BRAND—Riding for the Brand • Four-Card Draw • His Brother’s Debt • A Strong Land Growing • The Turkeyfeather Riders • Lit a Shuck for Texas • The Nester and the Piute • Barney Takes a Hand • Man Riding West • Fork Your Own Broncs • Home in the Valley • West Is Where the Heart Is

		DUTCHMAN’S FLAT—Dutchman’s Flat • Keep Travelin’, Rider • Trail to Pie Town • Mistakes Can Kill You • Big Medicine • Man from Battle Flat • West of the Tularosas • McQueen of the Tumbling K • The One for the Mohave Kid • The Lion Hunter and the Lady • A Gun for Kilkenny

		THE RIDER OF THE RUBY HILLS—The Rider of the Ruby Hills • Showdown Trail • A Man Called Trent • The Trail to Peach Meadow Canyon

		THE TRAIL TO CRAZY MAN—The Trail to Crazy Man • Riders of the Dawn • Showdown on the Hogback

		NIGHT OVER THE SOLOMONS—Night over the Solomons • Mission to Siberut • Pirates with Wings • Tailwind to Tibet • The Goose Flies South • Wings over Khabarovsk

		WEST FROM SINGAPORE—East of Gorontalo • On the Road to Amurang • From Here to Banggai • The House of Qasavara • Well of the Unholy Light • West from Singapore • South of Suez

		LONIGAN—Lonigan • Regan of the Slash • Heritage of Hate • Rowdy Rides to Glory • Pardner from Rio • Bill Carey Rides West

		LONG RIDE HOME—The Cactus Kid Pays a Debt • Bad Place to Die • That Triggernometry Tenderfoot • The Town No Guns Could Tame • Shandy Takes the Hook • No Man’s Man • Ride or Start Shootin’ • Long Ride Home

		THE OUTLAWS OF MESQUITE—The Outlaws of Mesquite • Love and the Cactus Kid • The Ghost Maker • The Drift • No Rest for the Wicked • The Packsaddle Affair • Showdown on the Tumbling T • The Sixth Shotgun

		SEE THE NEXT PAGE FOR MORE LOUIS L’AMOUR COLLECTIONS
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		VALLEY OF THE SUN—We Shaped the Land with Our Guns • West of the Pilot Range • When a Texan Takes Over • No Man’s Mesa • Gila Crossing • Medicine Ground • Valley of the Sun • That Slash Seven Kid • In Victoria’s Country

		WEST OF DODGE—Beyond the Chaparral • A Husband for Janey • West of Dodge • The Passing of Rope Nose • To Make a Stand • That Man from the Bitter Sands • Let the Cards Decide • Riches Beyond Dream • West of Dry Creek • Marshal of Canyon Gap • Home Is the Hunter • Rain on the Halfmoon • Stage to Willowspring • To Hang Me High

		END OF THE DRIVE—Caprock Rancher • Elisha Comes to Red Horse • Desperate Men • The Courting of Griselda • End of the Drive • The Lonesome Gods • Rustler Roundup • The Skull and the Arrow

		MONUMENT ROCK—A Man Named Utah • Battle at Burnt Camp • Ironwood Station • Here Ends the Trail • Last Day in Town • Strawhouse Trail • The Man from the Dead Hills •Monument Rock

		BEYOND THE GREAT SNOW MOUNTAINS—By the Waters of San Tadeo • Meeting at Falmouth • Roundup in Texas • Sideshow Champion • Crash Landing • Under the Hanging Wall • Coast Patrol • The Gravel Pit • The Money Punch • Beyond the Great Snow Mountains

		OFF THE MANGROVE COAST—Fighters Should Be Hungry • It’s Your Move • Off the Mangrove Coast • The Cross and the Candle • The Diamond of Jeru • Secret of Silver Springs • The Unexpected Corpse • The Rounds Don’t Matter • Time of Terror

		MAY THERE BE A ROAD—A Friend of a Hero • May There Be a Road • Fighter’s Fiasco • The Cactus Kid • Making It the Hard Way • The Hand of Kuan-yin • Red Butte Showdown • The Ghost Fighter • Wings Over Brazil • The Vanished Blonde

		WITH THESE HANDS—Fighters Don’t Dive • With These Hands • Corpse on the Carpet • Six-Gun Stampede • Pirates of the Sky • The Sucker Switch • Gloves for a Tiger • Police Band • Flight to Enbetu • Dream Fighter • Voyage to Tobalai

		FROM THE LISTENING HILLS—Sand Trap • Waltz Him Around Again, Shadow • Down Paagumene Way • Backfield Battering Ram • Anything for a Pal • From the Listening Hills • The Moon of the Trees Broken by Snow • Moran of the Tigers • A Night at Wagon Camp • Flight to the North • Too Tough to Kill • Murphy Plays His Hand

		Ask for these titles wherever books are sold, or visit us online at www.randomhousebooks.com for ordering information.
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		1

		When daylight crested Siler’s Bald, I taken up my carpetbag and rifle and followed the Middle Prong toward Tuckalucky Cove.

		“Echo,” Ma said, “if you be goin’ to the Settlements you better lay down that rifle-gun an’ set up a few nights with a needle.

		“You take them Godey’s Lady’s Books the pack-peddler left with us and give them study. City folks dress a sight different than we-uns and you don’t want to shame yourself.”

		There was money coming to us and I was to go fetch it home. Pa had wore hisself out scratchin’ a livin’ from a side-hill farm, and a few months back he give up the fight and “went west,” as the sayin’ was. We buried him yonder where the big oak stands and marked his place with letterin’ on a stone.

		The boys were trappin’ beaver in the Shining Mountains far to the westward and there was nobody t’ home but Regal an’ me, and Regal was laid up. He’d had a mite of a set-to with a cross bear who didn’t recognize him for a Sackett. There’d been a sight of jawin’ an’ clawin’ before Regal stretched him out, Regal usin’ what he had to hand, a knife and a double-bit ax. Trouble was Regal got himself chawed and clawed in the doin’ of it and was in no shape for travel.

		Me, I’d been huntin’ meat for the table since I was shorter than the rifle I carried and the last few years I’d killed so much I was sellin’ meat to the butcher. No sooner did I get a mite of money more’n what was needed than I began dreamin’ over the fancy fixin’s in Godey’s fashion magazine.

		When a girl gets to be sixteen, it’s time she set her cap for a man but I’d yet to see one for whom I’d fetch an’ carry. Like any girl, I’d done a sight of dreamin’, but not about the boys along Fightin’ Creek or the Middle Prong. My dreams were of somethin’ far off an’ fancy. Part of that was due to Regal.

		Regal was my uncle, a brother to Pa, and when he was a boy he’d gone off a-yonderin’ along the mountains to the Settlements. We had kinfolk down to Charleston and he visited there before continuing on his way. He told me of folks he met there, of their clothes, the homes they lived in, the theayters they went to an’ the fancy food.

		Regal had been out among ’em in his time an’ I suspect he’d cut some fancy didoes wherever he went. Regal was tall, stronger than three bulls, and quick with a smile that made a girl tingle to her toes. Many of them told me that very thing, and although many a girl set her cap for Regal, he was sly to all their ways and wary of traps. Oh, he had a way with him, Regal did!

		“Don’t you be in no hurry,” he advised me. “You’re cute as a button and you’ve got a nice shape. You’re enough to start any man a-wonderin’ where his summer wages went.

		“You hold your horses. No need to marry up with somebody just because the other girls are doin’ it. I’ve been yonder where folks live different and there’s a better way than to spend your years churnin’ milk an’ hoeing corn. But one word of caution: don’t you be lettin’ the boys know how good you can shoot. Not many men would like to be bested by a spit of a girl not five feet tall!”

		“I’m five-feet-two!” I protested.

		“You mind what I say. When you get down to the Settlements, you mind your P’s an’ Q’s. When a man talks to a girl, he’s not as honest as he might be, although at the time he half-believes it all himself. There’s times a man will promise a girl anything an’ forget his promises before the hour’s up.”

		“Did you make promises like that, Regal?”

		“No, I never. When a woman sees a man she wants, there’s no need to promise or even say very much. A woman will come up with better answers than any poor mountain boy could think up. I was kind of shy there at first, then I found it was workin’ for me so I just kept on bein’ shy.

		“Womenfolks have powerful imaginations when it comes to a man, an’ she can read things into him he never knew was there, and like as not, they ain’t!”

		Turning to look back, I could still see Blanket and Thunderhead Mountains and the end of Davis Ridge. It was clouding up and coming on to rain.

		Philadelphia had more folks in it than I reckoned there was in the world. When I stepped down from the stage I made query of the driver as to where I was wishful of goin’ and he stepped out into the street and pointed the way.

		The place I was heading for was a rooming-and-boarding house kept by a woman who had kinfolk in the mountains. It was reckoned a safe place for a young girl to stay. Not that I was much worried. I had me an Arkansas toothpick slung in its scabbard inside my dress and a little slit pocket where I could reach through the folds to fetch it. In my carpetbag I carried a pistol.

		Most unmarried folks and others who were married ate in boardinghouses, them days. Restaurants were for folks with money or for an evening on the town. Folks who worked in shops and the like hunted places where there was room an’ board, although some roomed in one place and boarded elsewhere.

		Amy Sulky had twelve rooms to let but she set table for twenty-four. She had two setups for breakfast, one for noontime, as most carried lunches to their work or caught a snack nearby or from a street vendor. At suppertime she had two settin’s again.

		I’d writ Amy so she knew I was comin’ and had kept a place for me. A nice room it was, too, mighty luxurious for the likes of me, with curtains to the windows, a rag rug on the floor, a bed, a chair, and a washstand with a white china bowl and pitcher on it.

		First thing when I got to my room was take a peek past the curtain, and sure enough, the man who followed me from the stage was outside, makin’ like he was readin’ a newspaper.

		When a girl grows up in Injun country hunting all her born days, she becomes watchful. Gettin’ down from the stage, I saw that man see me like I was somebody expected. Making a point of not seemin’ to notice, I started off up the street, but when I stopped at a crossing, I noticed him fold his newspaper and start after me.

		Back in the high country folks said I was a right pretty girl, but that cut no figure here. Any girl knows when a man notices her because she’s pretty, but this man had no such ideas in mind. I’d hunted too much game not to know when I am hunted myself.

		If he wasn’t followin’ because he liked my looks, then why? Anybody could see I wasn’t well-off. My clothes were pretty because I’d made them myself, but they weren’t fancy city clothes. As I didn’t look to be carryin’ money, why should he follow me?

		My reason for coming to Philadelphia was to meet up with a lawyer and collect money that was due me. By all accounts it was a goodly sum, but who could know that?

		Somebody might have talked too much. The lawyer himself or his clerk, if he had such a thing. Most folks like to talk and seem important. Given special knowledge, they can’t wait to speak of it.

		The only reason I could think of for someone to follow me was because he knew what I’d come for and meant to have it.

		Back yonder, folks warned of traps laid for young girls in the cities, but none of that worried me. I was coming to get money, and once I had it in hand, I was going right back where I came from. In my short years I’d had some going round and about with varmints, and although I hadn’t my rifle with me, I did have a pistol and my Arkansas toothpick. It was two-edged, razor-sharp, with a point like a needle. If a body so much as fell against that point, it would go in to the hilt, it was that sharp.

		Amy Sulky set a good table. She seated me on her left and told folks I was a friend from Tennessee. The city folks at the table bowed, smiled, and said their howdy-dos.

		There was a tall, straight woman with her hair parted down the middle who looked like she’d been weaned on a sour pickle, and there was a plump gentleman with muttonchop whiskers who gave me the merest nod and went back to serious eating. Seemed to me he figured he’d paid for his board and was going to be sure he got his money’s worth, and maybe his neighbor’s, too. Opposite me sat a quiet, serious-looking man with a bald head and a pointed beard. He was neat, attractive, and friendly. He asked if I intended to stay in the city and I told him I was leaving as soon as I’d done what I came for.

		One thing led to another and I told him about us seeing that item about property left to the “youngest descendant of Kin Sackett.” I told him we’d found the notice in the Penny Advocate. It had come wrapped around some goods sold us by the pack peddler.

		“That strikes me as odd, Mrs. Sulky,” he said, turning to her. “The Advocate has but a small circulation here in Pennsylvania. I imagine few copies get beyond the borders of the state. It must have been sheer chance that Miss Sackett saw the item at all.”

		He glanced at me. “Have you inquired at the address?”

		“No, sir, I have just come to town. We wrote to them and they said I must come to Philadelphia to establish my relationship.”

		“Odd,” he said again. “It is none of my business, of course, but the procedure seems peculiar. I know nothing of the legalities. Perhaps they were required to advertise for heirs, but if so, they used an unlikely method. No doubt they were surprised when they heard from you.”

		The talk turned to other things, but he’d put a bee in my bonnet. I said nothing about being followed, as more than likely they would think it was my imagination, but more and more I was wondering if there mightn’t be some crookedness afoot. If any money was coming to us, we wanted it and our family hadn’t had any cash money to speak of for longer than I wished to remember.

		It was a puzzler that we’d been left money by kinfolk of Kin Sackett, because Kin had been dead for nigh onto two hundred years.

		Kin was the first of our blood born on American soil. His pappy had been old Barnabas Sackett, who settled on Shooting Creek, in North Carolina. He and some of his ship’s crew had done well, finding some gem sapphires east of where Barnabas settled.

		Barnabas was killed by Injuns near what was called Crab Orchard, and Kin became the old man of the family. His younger brother Yance settled in the Clinch Mountains, where he raised a brood of wild boys who would fight at the drop of a hat and drop it themselves. Those boys grew up back at the forks of the creek and were raised on bear meat and sourwood honey, but now I was the youngest of Kin’s line.

		At breakfast Amy Sulky advised me to have a care. “This town is full of sharpers trying to take money from honest folk.”

		“I’ve no money for bait,” I said. “When I pay you, and my fare on the stage, I’ll have nothing left but eating money. The little I have was earned a-hunting.”

		“Hunting?” The fat man stared at me.

		“Yes, sir. My brothers went west, so if there was meat on the table it was up to me. We ate real good, but I shot so much I commenced selling to the butcher.”

		“Powder and ball cost money!”

		“Yes, sir, but I don’t miss very often. Nor do I shoot unless my chances are good.”

		“Even so, one does miss.”

		“Yes, sir. I missed one time last August. Mistook a stub of a branch for a squirrel. That squirrel ducked from sight and I seen that stub of branch. I hit what I shot at, but it was no squirrel.”

		“You mean to say you haven’t missed a shot since last August?”

		“You come from the mountains, Mrs. Sulky. You can tell him how folks are about wastin’ powder an’ shot. Pappy taught us to hit what we shot at. Mostly we do, and that includes Regal.”

		“Ah, that Regal!” Amy Sulky said wistfully. “Did he ever marry?”

		“Not so’s you’d notice. He says he will when the right girl comes along.”

		When I started to leave the house, the man with the bald head was leaving too. “Miss Sackett? I know nothing of your affairs, but be careful. Don’t offer any information you don’t have to, and above all, don’t sign any papers.”

		“Yes, sir, thank you, sir.”

		The man with the newspaper was standing near a rig tied across the street. He was a thickset man wearing a gray hard hat and a houndstooth coat. If he was wishful of not being seen, he was a stupid man. I walked away up the street, and after a moment, he followed.
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		James White had an office on a small avenue that ran into Broad Street. The nice gentleman with the bald head and beard had directed me.

		On this day I carried a knitting bag and I had some knitting in it. I also had my pistol. The Arkansas toothpick was in its usual place and ready to hand.

		Womenfolks did not go armed in Philadelphia, Ma said, unless they carried a hatpin, but nobody needed hatpins with the poke bonnets everybody was wearing. I let mine sort of hang back on my neck by its ribbon because I could see better from the corners of my eyes, and I’d spent too much time in the woods to want my vision blocked to the sides.

		There were handsome buildings to right and left, with marble steps. The streets were of brick. Passing by a building with a beautiful marble front to it and marble steps, all the marble with blue veins, I glimpsed some brass plates with the names of the occupants on them. One I noticed in particular because it had a familiar sound.

		CHANTRY & CHANTRY, LAWYERS

		Seemed to me it was a name I’d heard at storytelling time back in the mountains. We’d set around with the fire crackling, sometimes popping corn or having a taffy pull, and there would be stories told.

		Sure enough, I found James White’s office on a side street. Opening the door, I entered and found it was a small room with a couple of hard chairs, a sofa, and a small desk with a young man settin’ behind it. Yet just as I entered, the door across the room was closing and I caught a glimpse of a boot heel and some pants leg before the door closed. Looked like that man who followed me, but how he could have gotten ahead without me seeing him, I did not know. Maybe it was somebody else.

		The young man behind the desk had rumpled hair and a sly look to him. He looked kind of unwashed and slept-in. He looked at me impudent-like and said, “What’s for you?”

		“I would like to see Mr. White. Tell him Miss Sackett is here.”

		He sat there for a minute like he had no idea of moving, and then he stood up. “Sackett, is it? You that hillbilly girl?”

		“If you will tell Mr. White that I am here.…”

		“Little thing, ain’t you?”

		“I am as big as I need to be.”

		He leered. “Reckon that’s so. Yes, sir! I reckon you’re right, at that!”

		“Mr. White, please.”

		He turned lazily and went to the door, opened it, and said, “Girl to see you. Name of Sackett.”

		There was the sound of a chair moving and then the young man drew back and an older man, short and heavyset, pushed by him. His black hair was slicked down over a round skull. As he came through the door he was shrugging into a coat, and he wore a bushy mustache.

		His wide smile revealed more teeth than I’d seen in a long time and he said, “Miss Sackett? I am James White. Will you come in, please?”

		He let me go past him and then he followed, waving me to a chair and sitting down behind his desk. “Is this your first trip to Philadelphia, Miss Sackett?”

		“Yes, sir. We don’t have much occasion to come down to the Settlements.”

		“Settlements?” He looked surprised, then chuckled. “Of course! Settlements. I suspect it has been a long time since Philadelphia has been referred to as a Settlement.”

		“I came about the money.”

		“Ah, yes. Of course. You can prove who you are, Miss Sackett? I mean, that you are a descendant of Kin Sackett?”

		“I can.”

		“A considerable sum is involved. Of course, there will be charges against it. My fees, the advertising.…”

		He waved a hand, smiling and showing all those teeth. “But what am I doing? Talking business with a lovely young lady on her first trip to Philadelphia! We should be planning to go out upon the town! Business can come later.”

		“I’d as soon tend to it now. I don’t aim … I mean, I don’t intend to stay longer than necessary. I’d like to get this over with.”

		“Of course you would! But I cannot be lacking in hospitality! You must let me take you to one of our restaurants, where we can discuss business at leisure.”

		“No.”

		Startled, White stared at me with cold eyes. “You refuse? I assure you—”

		“Not to be impolite, sir, but I think we should discuss business first. I must return to the mountains. If you will just tell me how much is coming to me and what remains to be done, we can get along with it.”

		White was irritated, and he concealed it poorly. What he had in mind, I had no idea, but obviously getting down to business was not part of it.

		Why was he delaying? Did he really intend to be hospitable? Or did he hope to turn my head with entertainment and the glitter of the city? Although I was yet to see much glitter in Philadelphia. It looked to me like a get-down-to-business place, as befitted the greatest city in the land. There was much I wished to see had there been time, but there was work to be done back home.

		Was the money here? Had he, as my friend at Mrs. Sulky’s suggested, deliberately advertised in an unlikely publication?

		James White leaned back in his chair and his eyes reminded me of something … Of a weasel. “You say your name is Sackett and you are from Tennessee?”

		“You know my name. I wrote to you from Tennessee.”

		He seemed to be hesitating, trying to figure which trail to take. If he intended to pay me the money, he had only to make sure who I was and hand it over. I would sign for it, of course. It struck me as a straightforward proposition.

		If he planned to steal the money, somehow something had thrown his plans out of kilter. Maybe he had not expected anybody to see his advertisement or answer it. Or maybe he had figured a sixteen-year-old mountain girl would be easy to deal with. Whatever, he figured something had gone wrong for him or was going wrong.

		“How did you happen to see the item in the Advocate?”

		“It came wrapped around some goods we bought from the pack peddler.” For the first time an idea occurred to me. “Fact is, I believe the peddler saw that notice and wrapped it around the goods a-purpose.”

		“Why would he do that?”

		“So’s we could read it. Mountain folks read everything that comes to hand. It ain’t much—isn’t much, I should say. He would know that and he would know the item concerned our kinfolk.”

		“Who is this peddler you speak of?”

		“Never did know his name. I doubt if anybody knows, or where he comes from or how old he is. He peddles goods in the mountains and he tinkers with things, fixes guns, clocks, and the like, although nobody has much use for a clock except as something to listen to when you’re alone.”

		“How do you tell time?”

		“We know when it’s daylight and we know when it’s dark. What else would be needed?”

		“What about appointments?”

		“You mean meetin’ somebody? If I am wishful to see somebody, I go to his house or the field where he’s workin’. He does the same if he wishes to see me. Or we can meet at church of a Sunday.”

		“And if he doesn’t go to church?”

		“In the mountains? Everybody goes to church. Even George Haliday … he’s our atheist. We go to meet folks as well as to hear the preachin’ an’ singin’. George, he goes so he can hear what the preacher says so’s they can argue about it at the store.”

		“They are friends?”

		“Of course. Everybody likes George, and the preacher looks forward to those arguments. Ever’body down to the store does. They argued about the whale swallowin’ Jonah until the preacher came up with evidence showin’ two men had been swallowed and lived to tell of it.

		“Preacher, he says for all his mistaken ways George knows more Bible than anybody he ever knew. He says that down inside, George Haliday is a good Christian man who just likes to argue. I wouldn’t know about that, but ever’ once in a while the preacher throws a sermon right at him, and all the folks know it and they watch George.”

		“The tinker who brought the Advocate? Do you see him often?”

		“Ever’ two, three months. Sometimes oftener. He comes down along the ridge trail carryin’ a pack so big you’d think it would take three men. Packs it all by hisself.”

		“Doesn’t he ever get robbed?”

		Well, I just looked at him. Where was he raised? Nobody would rob a pack peddler, but especially not this one. Anyway, even among Injuns, peddlers an’ traders were respected an’ let be. We all needed their goods. If the peddler stopped comin’, we’d all lack for things.

		“Nobody would rob the Tinker. I reckon nobody could. He’s got him a special kind of knife he makes himself, and knows how to use it. I often wished I had one like it, but I have to make do with my pick.”

		“ ‘Pick’?”

		“Arkansas toothpick.” When I said it, I could see he was ignorant. “It’s a kind of knife.”

		He stared at me there for a moment, tryin’ to make me out. I reckon I was a different kind of person than he’d ever met. So I changed the subject on him.

		“About that money. Folks where I come from, Mr. White, are right serious about money. When somebody owes money, they pay it or explain why they can’t. You have money for me. I want it.”

		“Of course. You are impatient, but I understand that.” He reached in his desk and drew out a paper with all kinds of writin’ on it and indicated a line at the bottom. “You just sign right there and you shall have your money.”

		Me, I just looked at him. “Mr. White, I don’t figure to sign anything until I have the money in hand. All of it. You put the money on the desk and I’ll sign fast enough.”

		“I am sorry, Miss Sackett. Your signing would expedite matters. In any event, it shall have to be tomorrow, as I naturally would not have such a sum in my office.”

		I stood up. “Yes, sir. I understand, sir. Tomorrow morning I will be here and you had better be, with that money. If it ain’t here or you aren’t, I’ll start backtrackin’ that money. I reckon any kind of money leaves its trail, and I can read sign as good as anybody. I’ll follow that trail right back to where it come from an’ right back to you, so’s I will know how much is involved an’ why you keep putting me off.”

		He stood up too. “There’s nothing to worry about, Miss Sackett. Your money will be here. However”—and there was a hard edge to his voice—“I would advise you to change your tone. You are in Philadelphia now, Miss Sackett, not back in your mountains. You would do well to curb your tongue.”

		“You have that money for me and you’ll not have to put up with me.”

		He started to speak angrily, then changed his mind. He changed it so fast the words backed up on him, but he finally come out with it. “I am sorry, Miss Sackett, we seem to have gotten off on the wrong foot. I did not wish to offend you or cause unnecessary delays. I only hoped to make your stay more agreeable.”

		To be honest, that was all he had done. Maybe I’d been set on edge by the doubts of my bald-headed friend or something in James White’s manner, or the fact that I’d been followed from the time I arrived in town. Come to think on it, he’d said nothing a body could take offense to.

		“I am sorry too,” I said. “I shall be here in the morning.”
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		When I fetched myself to the sidewalk, the tall young man from the office was standin’ there. He looked me up and down, impudent as you please, and then he said, “Come along, Miss Sackett, and I’ll walk you home.”

		“No, thanks. I shall walk by myself. I have much to do.”

		He laughed at me, not a very nice laugh. “How’d you an’ ol’ White get along? You better watch him. He’s got an eye for the girls.”

		I walked across the street, and was so irritated that I did not notice whether I was followed or not. It was several blocks before I thought to look, but I saw nobody. It was late afternoon and folks had either gone home or were going.

		Turning back, I saw I was in front of the building with the brass nameplates, and there it was again: “CHANTRY & CHANTRY, LAWYERS.”

		Up the steps I went and into a hall where several doors had names on them. Opening the Chantry door, I stepped into an outer office that was all shadowed and still. There were two desks and chairs, and along one side was a leather settee for those who waited. The door to an inner office was open a crack and I could hear the scratching of a pen. Stepping into the door, I peered inside.

		A white-haired man was sitting behind a desk, writing. Piled beside him were several lawbooks, and one of them was open.

		As I peeked in, he looked up, right into my eyes. He stared at me as if not believing what he saw, and I stared back, embarrassed.

		He stood up, and he was very tall. Tall as Regal, maybe, but not so muscular. “Will you come in, please? My clerk has gone home, I believe.” He came around the desk. “I am Finian Chantry.”

		Taking a further step into the room, I stood, my feet together, very erect, very prim. “I am Echo Sackett.”

		He gestured to a chair, then turned back to his desk, pausing in mid-stride. “Sackett, did you say? Sackett?”

		“Yes, sir. I am afraid I am presuming, sir, but there was no one in the outer office and I hoped to have a word with you, sir.”

		“Sit down, Miss Sackett. Echo, did you say? What a pretty name!”

		“I am glad you think so, sir. Many think it strange, but we live in the mountains, sir, and my father loved the echoes.”

		“The mountains? Tennessee, no doubt?”

		“Why, yes, sir. How did you know? Oh! My accent!”

		“On the contrary, Miss Sackett. I once knew someone of your name, a very long time ago, and he was from Tennessee.”

		Finian Chantry moved some papers aside, and marking his place in the open book, closed it. “He was a fine man, a great man in his way. Were it not for him, I might not be here tonight. He was a good friend to me, and an older friend of my brother’s.”

		“If you could tell me his name, sir?”

		“Daubeny Sackett. He fought in the Battle of King’s Mountain, among others.”

		“He was my grandfather, sir.”

		Finian Chantry sat back in his chair. With his shock of white hair and his lean, strong features, he was a strikingly handsome man.

		“Then perhaps I can call you Echo?” His face became serious. “Now, Echo, what can I do for you?”

		Seated across from him, I told him my story as simply and directly as possible. How we had seen the notice in the Penny Advocate and how I had written to James White and had come to claim my inheritance.

		“This inheritance. Do you know from whom it comes?”

		“No, sir. It was to go to the youngest of Kin Sackett’s line, so whoever left the money must have known our family for a very long time. Kin Sackett has been dead for two hundred years.”

		“Strange,” Chantry agreed, “but interesting, very interesting. And this James White advertised in the Penny Advocate?”

		“Yes, sir, and anyone who knew of Kin Sackett would know we lived in Tennessee or west of there.”

		He got to his feet. “Miss Sackett, I shall escort you home. It is not well for a young girl to be on the streets of Philadelphia at night, even if she is a Sackett.”

		When we went outside, a carriage pulled up before the door and a man stepped down to open the door for us. Riding in a carriage! If only Ma could see me now!

		“Tomorrow when you call upon Mr. White, I shall attend you. I scarcely believe there will be trouble.”

		James White sat at his desk staring at the accumulated papers, a disgusted expression on his face. He glanced up as the thickset man in the square gray hat entered.

		“What is it, Tim? I am busy!”

		“You’ll be busier if you expect to pull this off. You take my advice an’ get to that hillbilly girl an’ get her to sign a release.”

		“When did I ask your advice?”

		“You never did. That ain’t to say you couldn’t have used it a time or two. That hillbilly girl’s no damn fool. She’s gone to another lawyer.”

		“What? Who?”

		“She went right from here to Chantry’s office. Walked right in.”

		“That’s impossible!”

		“You believe that an’ you’re liable to find yourself in jail. Old Chantry’s nobody to fool with. You know it an’ I know it.”

		White brushed his mustache with a forefinger, throwing a quick, angry look at Tim Oats. Inwardly he was cursing. It had all looked so simple! Everybody on the O’Hara side was dead, the money was in his hands, and Brunn’s widow trusted him implicitly. He had made an attempt to find the heirs that would pass muster with her, and he could do what he wished with the money until he found the heirs, which he had hoped never to do. Who would dream a copy of that little sheet would ever find its way into the backwoods of Tennessee?

		“Chantry doesn’t handle such cases,” White said impatiently. “His practice is in admiralty law or international trade. Anyway, how could a hillbilly girl even get his attention?”

		“All I know is that she left here and went right to his office. She opened the door and walked right in.”

		“And probably came right out.”

		“I figured I’d best get to you. Chantry is tough, an’ you know how he feels about the law. To him it’s a sacred trust, an’ if he finds you playin’ fast an’ loose, he’ll put you behind bars.”

		“You don’t have to explain Finian Chantry to me. I know all about him.”

		James White was irritated and a little frightened. Still, he had done nothing wrong … yet. He touched his tongue to dry lips. Thank God he had been warned. Grudgingly he glanced at Tim Oats. “Thanks. You did the right thing, coming right to me.”

		Finian Chantry had fought in the Revolution. He had been an important government official at the time of the War of 1812. It was said he had refused a seat on the Supreme Court for reasons of health. He was a man accustomed to power and the use of power.

		Tim Oats was right. He should have smoothed things over and gotten the Sackett girl to sign a release. He could have given her a few dollars.… After all, the girl had no idea what was involved.

		Of course, that was what he had planned. To take her to a plush restaurant, give her a couple of glasses of wine, then produce some gold money and get her to sign a release as “paid in full.” Then she turned him down.

		Turned him down! Who did she think she was, anyway?

		Yet slowly caution began to slip through the cracks in his ego. Chantry, he was sure, would not give her the time of day, but the sooner the Sackett girl was back in her mountains, the better.

		When old Adam Brunn died suddenly, his widow had asked White to settle her husband’s legal affairs. The old man had a small but solid practice, mostly with estates and land titles, but White agreed immediately. Had the widow known anyone else, she would not have asked him, but a friend of White’s had been helping her through the trying period after her husband’s death, and had recommended White.

		Most of what Brunn had left unfinished was routine and offered no chance for chicanery. Then he had come upon the O’Hara papers.

		Apparently, many years before, one Kane O’Hara had been an associate of Barnabas Sackett, whoever he was, and later, of his son, Kin Sackett. Partly due to the Sackett association, Kane O’Hara had done well financially, leaving a considerable estate to his heirs. In his will he left a provision that if at any time the O’Hara family was left without an heir in the immediate line, what remained of the estate should go to the youngest living descendant of Kin Sackett.

		To White it seemed a foolish document, but all of the subsequent heirs had included the provision in their wills as well, and for a while there had been some association with the Sackett family. At last the event had taken place, and a search for the youngest Sackett had begun.

		Adam Brunn’s conscientious search for the heirs discovered the Sackett family living in Tennessee, and Brunn had drawn up an advertisement to appear in some Tennessee newspapers just before he died. His widow was determined Brunn’s wishes be carried out, as apparently this was one facet of his business he had discussed with her. White proceeded to advertise, but deliberately chose a paper unlikely to be found in Tennessee.

		The letter from Echo Sackett had come as a shock, for he was already devising ways by which the money could remain in his hands. White’s income varied between six and seven hundred dollars per year, a goodly sum in 1840. The inheritance came to something more than three thousand dollars, and in addition, there was a small iron cube, a puzzle box of some sort, composed of many movable parts, each one a small square with its own symbol or hieroglyphic.

		That iron box or cube or whatever it was had become an irritation to White. It must have some significance, for it was mentioned in the will and was obviously important. He had worked over it, turning the various bits and pieces. Some of the squares slid from place to place and could be realigned to make different combinations of the symbols, but what they meant, he could not guess.

		Tim Oats was vastly intrigued. “That there’s valuable,” he declared. “I began life workin’ with metals, worked for a jeweler, I did, an’ whoever put that thing together was a craftsman! He really knew what he was doin’!”

		“It isn’t Latin,” White said irritably. “It isn’t any language I know.”

		“It’s old,” Oats said, “but there’s not a speck of rust. I heard tell of iron like that made long ago in India.”

		“A children’s toy,” Brunn had written in his notes, “of only family interest.”

		James White, a devious man himself, did not accept that conclusion. In the weeks since it had come into his possession, he had moved, twisted, and turned it—but to no avail. If it had a secret, it was beyond him.

		Since three thousand dollars represented four to five years of income for James White, he had no intention of giving it up to any ignorant hillbilly girl. He stared at the papers on his desk and swore bitterly. Three thousand dollars to that impudent slip of a girl! It was preposterous!

		Yet, suppose he had to pay it to her? What then? It was a long way back to Tennessee, most of it by stage. White rubbed his jaw thoughtfully, then brushed his mustache with a forefinger.

		Maybe … just maybe.…

		Finian Chantry entered the library of the club and looked about. He nodded here and there to the regulars, men with whom he frequently had dealings, business or political, most of whom he had known for years, and in some cases their fathers before them. When his wife had been alive, they dined out often, but of late he had become more and more of a recluse, preferring his books to most of the conversation about matters whose conclusions were obvious.

		The club was different. It was one place that held no memories of his wife. It was a gathering place for men, and men only. As he grew older he liked less and less to be involved in disagreements of any kind, and here, in the quiet precincts of the club, over brandy and cigars, he had settled some of his most difficult cases.

		It was easier, sometimes, to meet with people on neutral ground, to discuss probable outcomes and resolve problems without going to court. Chantry was, as they all knew, a thorough student of the law, who prepared his cases with infinite skill. His memory was fantastic and he seemed to forget nothing, recalling with ease rulings made fifty years before. He seemed to have read everything and forgotten nothing. Most other attorneys preferred to settle his cases out of court rather than go to trial and almost certain defeat.

		Pendleton was a cheerful man with a bald head and muttonchop whiskers. He glanced up as Chantry approached.

		“Finian! Come and sit down! We don’t see much of you these days!”

		“Busy, George, busy! Reading a lot, too. This fellow Dickens, you know? The Englishman?”

		“Indeed, I do know! My wife and daughter can scarcely wait for the ship to get in with the next installment. Pity we don’t have such writers here!”

		Chantry seated himself. “George, do you know anything about a lawyer named White? James White?”

		“I know him.” He twisted in his seat and spoke to the black waiter who was approaching. “Archie? Get Mr. Chantry something, will you? And bring us some cigars.”

		“Calvados, sir?”

		“Please.”

		“White’s a scoundrel. Be disbarred one of these days. Mixes in all sorts of shady dealings. Nothing we can do about it, but we’re watching the man.”

		When the calvados arrived, Finian took but a sip before putting down his glass. He drank rarely, but the apple brandy from Normandy seemed about right. He accepted a cigar, bit off the end, and accepted a light from Archie.

		“He is handling an estate in which a client of mine is interested.”

		“Your client should be careful. The man’s a shyster. If not an actual criminal.” Pendleton drew on his cigar. “Some of Adam Brunn’s business, I suspect. When Adam died, his widow put the business in White’s hands—why, I can’t imagine.

		“Adam was a nice old gentleman, but when he died, his widow asked White to handle his affairs. I heard her housekeeper recommended White.”

		Pendleton glanced at Chantry. “A client of yours, you say? I didn’t know you handled cases of that sort.”

		“The client is a young lady who walked in out of nowhere.”

		“With White involved? I’d be careful, Finian. You are a wealthy man, you know.”

		“Nothing like that. She recognized my nameplate and came for advice, as she did not trust White. She had recognized the name, and as soon as she mentioned hers, it took me back. I knew her grandfather, George, knew him in the war, and had it not been for him, I’d not be here at all.”

		“The war?”

		“The Revolution. He was from Tennessee. The greatest woodsman I ever met or expect to meet. We met by accident, but he had known my older brother, had dealings with him. In fact, there’s been a shadowy connection between our families for many years. I expect it happens more often than we realize, but our families have rubbed elbows a dozen times.”

		“What is the nature of her problem?”

		“She did not trust the man. Instinct, I guess, although one of the boarders at Mrs. Sulky’s warned her.”

		Chantry tasted the calvados again. “The Sacketts are an odd lot, George. No sooner did they get ashore in this country than they headed for the hills. Like homing pigeons. Once there, they took to the wilderness as if born to it.

		“This young lady comes from a place called Tuckalucky Cove. Never been out of the hills except for one short trip to visit relatives in Charleston. But she’s no fool. Canny little thing, and afraid of nothing.”

		“A little fear might do her good.”

		Chantry chuckled. “Might, but I doubt it. If she is like the other Sacketts I’ve known, it is the others who should have a little fear.”

		“White’s a bad actor. Remember Felix Horst? Involved in some killings down along the river a few years ago? Escaped from prison while awaiting trial? White was suspected of arranging his escape.”

		“Ah? Yes, I do recall something of the kind. Well, I am glad she came to me. I doubt if he will attempt anything if she arrives at his office with me.”

		“You are going with her?”

		“She’s a child, George. Only sixteen. Of course I shall go.” He brushed the ash from his cigar. “By the way, George, that clerk of yours who is reading law? I believe his name is Gibbons?”

		“Johnny Gibbons?” Pendleton was surprised. “What about him?”

		“Did he not work for Adam Brunn before he came to you? I would like to talk to him.”

		“Well, I suppose it could be arranged. Come to think of it, he did work for Brunn.” He glanced up. “Imagine you remembering that.”

		“Tonight, George? I would like to see him tonight.”

		Pendleton glanced at his watch. “Finian, you are a most difficult man. I should have known you had something on your mind.”

		Reluctantly Pendleton got to his feet. “I don’t know. I could send a messenger—”

		“We shall go ourselves. Or rather, I shall. I do not wish to interrupt your dinner.”

		“But—”

		“Don’t worry about it. I shall go myself, if you will just tell me where to find him.”

		“Sir, you cannot consider such a thing! Gibbons fancies himself as a writer. Oh, he’s reading law, all right, and a very astute young man he is, but he is also planning a book on Philadelphia’s history as a seaport. He will not be in his room tonight, but in some dive on the waterfront.”

		“Very well, then that is where I shall go. I must see him. He will certainly know something of the Sackett case, and I must have the information before calling upon White.”

		“Sir?” Chantry turned at Archie’s voice. “I could go with you, sir. I shall be finished here in a few minutes, and I know the waterfront well. I went to sea at one time.”

		“Thank you, Archie, I shall appreciate the company.”

		The big black man hesitated. “You know, sir, it is very rough down there?”

		“Archie, I am an old man now, but I, too, spent time at sea.”

		“Very well, sir.”

		“Do you know Johnny Gibbons?”

		“I do sir. There are only a few places he might be, where seamen gather and he can pick up the stories.”

		Finian Chantry waited at the door for his carriage and for Archie to join him. He felt oddly exhilarated. How many years since he had walked the waterfront? Too many years, far too many.

		“You are eighty-six years old, Finian,” he said to himself, “of no age to go to the sort of places you will be going tonight. I wonder just how much is left of that young man who commanded his own vessel? Have the years carried it all down the drain? Or is there something left?”

		He wore the long trousers that had come in shortly after the beginning of the century, and a top hat. He carried a cane … was never without it.

		“Sir?” Archie spoke quietly. “We must be careful. There are men down there who would murder you for a shilling, a guilder, or a dollar.”

		“I have met them before, Archie, when I was younger. I am an old man now, but I wonder how old.”
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		They found Johnny Gibbons seated over a mug of ale in the Dutchman’s, on Dock Street. The room was crowded with a sweating, smoking, drinking mélange of seafaring men from Copenhagen to Cape Town and all the ports between. They were men from ships which came in with the tide and would be off again in a day or a week. They came ashore for the women, the whiskey, rum, or gin, and some even made it back to their own vessels. Others were shanghaied by crimps and awakened in a dirty bunk aboard a ship strange to them, their belongings lost to them, their future in doubt.

		Finian Chantry pushed the door open with his cane and stepped into the room, recognizing Gibbons at once. That young man glanced up, his eyes riveted, and his mouth dropped open in astonishment. Archie led the way through the crowded room.

		Finian glanced around, enjoying himself, then seated himself opposite Johnny Gibbons.

		Johnny was embarrassed and worried. “Sir? With all due respect, you shouldn’t have come to this place! It is dangerous, sir. There are a lot of honest seamen here, but almost as many crimps and thieves.”

		“Johnny, I spent my youth in such places. In and out of them, at least. I commanded my own ship with crews who were more than half of them pirates.”

		“I know, sir, but—”

		“Johnny, you worked for Adam Brunn? Do you remember the O’Hara case?”

		“Of course, sir. It was the last case on which I was employed. One of the O’Haras, the last of that line, I believe, was a friend of Mr. Brunn. It seems the first of their family had been beholden to Barnabas Sackett, and very close to Barnabas’s son, Kin. Several times over the years there was contact between the families, but the last O’Hara willed what was left to the last descendant of Kin Sackett.”

		“The sum?”

		“Something over three thousand dollars. Nowadays that’s quite a sum, but the money was the least of it. There was an iron cube, some sort of a Chinese puzzle. He opened it and showed us what was inside. It was a sapphire, a big one, couldn’t have weighed less than twenty carats. He showed it to Mr. Brunn and me and then returned it to the box, made a few deft twists concealed by his palms, and handed it over to Brunn.

		“When Adam Brunn died, his widow turned his business over to White. I protested, but Mrs. Brunn listened to this woman who worked for her who was always telling her what a wonderful man White was.

		“I had given my notice before the old man died, as I wanted to set up for myself, and she would not listen to me. She resented the fact that I was going on my own, although Mr. Brunn did not. You see, I did not want to practice the kind of law he did. He had a very quiet, secure sort of business, but I wanted to be where things were happening. And I wished to write.”

		“Thank you. I believe you have told me what I need to know. I think we should go now.”

		“May I come with you? I’ve noticed, sir, some very rough characters have been watching you. You dress too well to be walking around down here.”

		“Come, if you will. It is only a few blocks to where my carriage waits, and I have Archie with me.”

		As they left the Dutchman’s, Finian saw a side door back of the bar open and close, and he smiled a little to himself. You are an old fool, Finian, he told himself, to be thinking such thoughts at your age!

		When they reached the corner a block from the Dutchman’s, they saw three men under the gaslight. The three glanced their way, then turned and walked along ahead of them.

		“Did you see them, Archie?”

		“I did, sir. There may be trouble.”

		“It has been a long time since I have had that kind of trouble, Archie. I have often wondered how I would react.”

		“Sir?” Gibbons said. “One of those men up ahead is Bully Benson—he’s a thug and a murderer. If I am not mistaken, there will be others behind us.”

		“Of course, Johnny. Be careful, now. I grew up on this sort of thing. There was that night in Bombay—”

		“There they are, sir. They are waiting for us.”

		“Johnny, you and Archie take care of those behind us. Leave the three in front to me. I shall take it as a favor.”

		“Sir, you are eighty-six years old! Please, sir—”

		“Years of experience, Johnny. I think we shall surprise them.”

		“He fences every day at the club,” Archie said. “There’s nobody there can handle him. Not even those young naval officers.”

		They rounded the corner and three rough-looking characters were spread across the walk before them.

		Finian smiled. “Good evening, gentlemen! Is there something we can do for you?”

		“You can hand over d’ gelt, d’ coin! An’ quick!”

		Finian Chantry held his cane in two hands and smiled. “Ah? You hear him, Johnny? The man’s threatening me!” His eyes went from one to the other. “And if I don’t choose to?”

		“We’ll bust your damn skull!”

		“You’re Benson, I take it? Well, Benson, I’ll give you a chance. Turn about now and run. Get away from here while you can, and we’ll make believe this never happened.”

		“Blimey! Would y’ listen to that? The old gent’s balmy! He’s off his bloody course, he is!”

		“You’re a pack of bilge-swilling swine!” Chantry said. “I’ve money enough in my pockets to keep you drunk for a month of Sundays, but if you come for it, you’ll be wearing your guts for neckties!”

		One of the men started to back off. “Listen t’ him, Bully! This one’s no gent! Let’s get out of here!”

		“If I had the lot of you aboard a ship of mine,” Finian said cheerfully, “I’d have you kissing the gunner’s daughter! You’d be bent over a starb’rd gun getting fifty good ones on the backside from a Penang lawyer!”

		“Bully? Let’s get out of here! This one’s walked a deck of his own!”

		“Don’t be a damn fool! S’pose he has? I want that … All right! Take him!”

		The shout was accompanied by a lunge. The second man leaped, swinging a cudgel. Bully Benson held a knife.

		Finian Chantry’s brain was icy. He took a half-step back and the cane seemed to spring apart in his hands. A blade leaped from the cane like a whip of dancing light. Benson caught the flash of the blade and tried to pull up, his eyes bulging with sheer horror. The next moment, where his mouth had been there was an ugly gash as the blade cut ear to ear. The second man swung his cudgel, but the sweeping blade had never stopped moving, slicing his cheek and nicking his nose.

		He screamed and dropped his club, both hands going to his face. Bully Benson was already in a staggering run, choking on his own blood. The third and wiser man had never closed, and he was maintaining a fair lead as he ran.

		Turning quickly, Finian saw Johnny Gibbons had a man against the wall and was slugging him with both fists. Archie had put one man down, and the third was running away.

		Finian Chantry’s heart was pounding as he watched them go; then, taking a handkerchief from his pocket, he wiped clean the sword blade and returned it to the cane. “A pack of scoundrels,” he commented as Johnny Gibbons came up beside him. “This will give them something to consider before they try it again.”

		When they reached the carriage, Chantry got in and Johnny followed. “Archie?” he invited.

		“Thank you, sir, your coachman is a friend, I shall ride out with him.”

		“Bade there,” Gibbons commented, “you spoke of giving that chap fifty good ones with a ‘Penang lawyer.’ I had never heard the phrase.”

		“A Penang lawyer is a strip of rattan. It was used to influence discipline aboard craft in the Indian Ocean.”

		“You were a ship’s officer?”

		“Briefly. Like my brother, I was a merchant venturer, investing in cargoes and often going along to handle the trading myself. I had read for the law, as had he, so I finally settled for that. It was a fortunate choice.”

		“In the O’Hara affair, if I can be of any assistance, you have only to ask.”

		“No, it is a small matter. What you have told me is sufficient.”

		Alone in his bedroom, Finian Chantry looked down upon his hands. “Useful,” he muttered, “useful still. And there was no fear, that is important.”

		He felt no sympathy for Bully Benson. They had chosen the time, the place, and their weapons. What they got was less than what they deserved.

		At supper I was seated in the same place, and discovered that in boardinghouses as at home, most people wanted to sit in the same seats. The bald-headed man who sat across from me was named Prescott. He nodded and smiled when I came in. “How are you enjoying Philadelphia?” he asked.

		“There’s so much to see! After I saw Mr. White and Mr. Chantry—”

		The fat man farther down the table looked up from his food long enough to give me a sharp, somewhat impatient glance. He clutched his knife and fork as if prepared for battle. “Chantry, did you say? You saw Finian Chantry?”

		“I did. He was very nice.”

		“Young lady”—he spoke with authority—“you must be mistaken. Nobody, but nobody just walks in and sees Finian Chantry.”

		“I saw him. I shall see him again in the morning. He is coming with me to see Mr. White.”

		Very patiently the man said, “Miss Sackett, I know very important men who have tried for weeks to see Mr. Chantry. He is a busy man and accepts no new clients. You must have met somebody else who you assumed was Finian Chantry.”

		He resumed eating and for a moment I thought of replying, then thought it was no use. And what did it matter, anyway?

		Amy Sulky came in and seated herself. “Echo, there’s a man in the sitting room who wishes to speak to you. His name is White. He said you would know him, but I told him we were at supper and he could not see you until it was over.”

		Mr. Prescott said, “Miss Sackett? If I can be of service? A witness or something?”

		“Thank you. I cannot imagine why Mr. White is here. We were to meet in the morning, when Mr. Chantry can be there.”

		The man down the table gave me an exasperated glance, but his mouth was full as usual and he said nothing. I am sure he wished to. He was called Mr. Butts, and judging by the size of his stomach, he was a very important man. He mopped the gravy from his plate with a piece of bread and looked enviously across the table at the skinny young man’s plate whose meal was only half-eaten.

		Amy Sulky arose. “If I can help in any way …?” she paused, lifting her eyebrows in question.

		“No, ma’am. I have met him before. It will be all right.”

		White got quickly to his feet when I came into the room. “Ah! Miss Sackett! How good of you to see me! Knowing how anxious you were to return to your mountains, I thought I had best do as much as possible to expedite your trip.

		“I have the money here, and you’ve only to sign a release and you can be on your way. A receipt, that is.”

		Taking from his pocket a small sack, he began counting out gold pieces on the table. For a moment I could only stare. Never before in my life had I seen even one gold piece, and here they were in shining stacks, and all mine. It was unbelievable.

		He placed a sheet of paper on the table before me.

		All I could think of was the gold and what it would do for all of us, and I wished that Pa had lived until now.

		Mr. White dipped a pen in the inkwell and handed it to me. “Just sign right there”—he put a pudgy finger on the line—“just sign right there and it is all yours.”

		He pushed a stack of the gold toward me, and I reached for the pen.
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		First I sat down and looked at that paper. Five hundred dollars in gold was a sight of money, and it would do a lot for my folks, but I did not like that bit about “paid in full.” How did I know that was all there was? And Mr. Prescott, him with the bald head and the beard, he had said, “Don’t sign anything.”

		“Mr. White,” I said, “I can’t do it. I talked to Finian Chantry and he is coming to your office with me tomorrow morning. There’s no reason why I can’t wait until then.”

		His mean little eyes tightened a bit around the edges. “Miss Sackett”—he held his voice patient—“I do not have time to waste. I have brought you the money, five hundred dollars in gold. Sign that paper and it is yours.

		“I won’t,” he added, “even deduct the cost of advertising or my expenses. You can have it all.”

		Whenever a man like James White gets generous, a body had better hold on to his pocketbook. “No, I’ve asked Mr. Chantry to handle it for me. It wouldn’t be polite if I went ahead without him.”

		“Finian Chantry,” White said impatiently, “is too busy to bother with any mountain girl. You are just using his name. Now, you just sign that paper. I have another appointment and I simply can’t wait.”

		“Tomorrow morning. Finian Chantry will be with me. We can get it all straightened out in a few minutes.”

		He stared at me; then he got up. “You’ve had your chance,” he said. “You may never see that gold again. I have no idea what your Finian Chantry hopes to do—”

		A voice spoke from behind me. It was the tall young man from down the table. “Mister, if I were you, I would leave that gold with the young lady. Anybody who carries that much in the streets at night is crazy.”

		James White ignored him. He pushed the paper at me again, and then the pen. “If you want that money,” he said, “you had better sign.”

		“I am sorry, sir.” I got to my feet. “Not until tomorrow morning.”

		He got up too, and he was almighty angry, I could see that. His face was flushed a mean red and he glared at me. “You are a very stubborn, foolish young lady, and you may lose it all.”

		The young man had moved up beside me, and Mr. Prescott had come into the room. He said, “If the money is due her,” he said, “you will have it or the courts will take steps to recover it.”

		He glared at us, then put the money back in the black bag he was carrying and without another word went out and slammed the door.

		“Thank you,” I said.

		“So that is James White?” Mr. Prescott said. “I have heard of him. If you wish, I could arrange the time to accompany you?”

		“No, thanks. Mr. Chantry will be there.”

		We talked a few minutes and they left, going to their rooms. For a few minutes I just stood there staring down at where all that gold had been.

		Had I been a fool? Just think! Tomorrow morning I could have been on a stage starting for home again. Now how long would it be? And would I get any money at all? What the law said, I had no idea, and maybe there were ways he could keep it, and I would have to return with empty pockets.

		That night, lying in bed, I worried myself to sleep. Mr. Chantry was an old man and he looked frail for all that he was tall and moved well. Suppose there was violence? Where I came from in the mountains, there was often bloodshed over such things, and I did not know how it would be in Philadelphia. When I got up in the morning, I would check my pistol.

		Mr. White was stocky, and although a mite thick in the middle, he looked strong. And there was that man who followed me. I should have told Mr. Chantry about him.

		When morning came, and when I had my breakfast, I sat waiting in the sitting room. I was wearing a poke bonnet and a long full skirt trimmed with bows of ribbon and a shawl around my shoulders. My knitting bag was on my lap and my pick was inside my skirt in its scabbard and ready to hand. A girl can’t be too careful.

		Mr. Butts came in, picking his teeth with an ivory toothpick. He glanced at me irritably. “I am surprised,” he said. “You should have taken the money he brought.

		“Five hundred dollars? It’s more than I earn in a year! Preposterous!”

		“I think she did the right thing, Mr. Butts,” Mrs. Sulky said. “Why would he come over here at night to get her to sign those papers? They had an appointment for today.”

		“She will wind up with nothing, nothing at all!”

		There was a tap at the door, and when Amy Sulky opened it, Finian Chantry was there, a tall, elegant old man in a gray frock coat and trousers of a lighter gray.

		“Mrs. Sulky? Mr. Chantry.”

		“How do you do?”

		“Mr. Chantry?” Mr. Butts thrust himself forward. “I am Ephraim Butts, and I have been hoping to have a chance to speak to you—”

		“Another time, Mr. Butts. Miss Sackett and I have business to discuss.” He stepped back to allow me to precede him. “Miss Sackett?”

		When we were seated in his carriage, I said, “I don’t like that man.”

		“Do not let yourself be bothered by the inconsequential. One has only so much time in this world, so devote it to the work and the people most important to you, to those you love and things that matter. One can waste half a lifetime with people one doesn’t really like, or doing things when one would be better off somewhere else.”

		As we rode along over the brick-paved streets, I told him about James White coming to the boardinghouse with the five hundred dollars.

		“You did the right thing, Echo,” he said. “There is much more involved.”

		He stepped down from the carriage at Mr. White’s office and shifted his cane to the other hand to help me down. “That’s a beautiful cane,” I said. “My father had one like it.”

		“Yes, I shouldn’t wonder. Inherited from your grandfather, perhaps?”

		“Yes, I believe it was, although Pa never had much use for it. He was always a strong walker.”

		“Of course.” He held the cane up. “It is just a little something I like to have with me. It has become a habit, I am afraid.”

		The tall, dirty-looking young man stood up quickly when he saw Mr. Chantry. “Yes, sir!”

		“Mr. White, if you please. Miss Sackett and Finian Chantry to see him.”

		“Yes, sir. Right away, sir.”

		White sat hunched behind his desk when we entered. He stood up grudgingly. “Mr. Chantry? What can I do for you, sir?”

		“You can pay Miss Sackett three thousand, three hundred and twenty-five dollars. This is, I believe, the sum due her from the estate of Barnabas O’Hara, deceased.”

		“Now, see here! I—”

		“Mr. White, I am not a very patient man. As I grow older, I find time very important. I also have had occasion to discuss some of your activities with various members of the bar. Miss Sackett has apprised me of your attempt to get her to sign away most of her inheritance, and I am in no mood for dillydallying. The money, sir!”

		Reluctantly White got up and went to his safe. For a moment he hesitated; then he turned the handle and opened the door.

		When he had counted the money, he pushed it across the desk. “There!” he said. “Now, here’s the receipt.”

		“One thing more.” Finian Chantry’s voice was cold. “The iron puzzle cube.”

		White gripped the edge of his desk. He stared at Chantry, trying to frighten him. “That cube? It’s nothing but a child’s toy.”

		“My client likes toys, and she is very good at puzzles, Mr. White. The cube, please.”

		White returned to the safe and brought the cube to the desk. “It isn’t anything.” He waved a careless hand. “Just a sort of puzzle for youngsters.”

		“Thank you, Mr. White.” Chantry turned to me. “Now, Miss Sackett? Will you sign his paper?”

		When we were seated in the carriage, Finian Chantry suggested, “Now that your business is over, would you consent to have dinner with me? You have no idea what it would do for me to be seen with such a young and beautiful lady.”

		Well! An elegant supper with Finian Chantry! When I was back in my room, I got out the dress I had made for just such an evening. It was not a dress made for this trip, but one I had made after dreaming of all those fancy places Regal had talked about.

		Godey’s had a lot of pictures of dresses, although none of them had much of an explanation, and Regal was no help at all.

		Amy Sulky helped, and then—and I was fairly amazed—the tall woman who I’d said looked like she was weaned on a sour pickle, she came to help.

		She was much better at pressing than I was, and she ironed out my dress. Then she said, “Where are your gloves?”

		“Gloves?” I stared, in a sudden panic.

		“You must have gloves. No lady of fashion appears in public without them!”

		In the end, she loaned me a beautiful shawl. “From India,” she said, with no explanation at all. And she loaned me some lace mittens which were all the fashion. The shawl was rich cashmere, almost too beautiful to touch.

		The dress was a full triple skirt, blue as the sky. I’d only two petticoats, so the sour-pickle lady, whose name turned out to be Alicia, loaned me another. Oddly enough, although she was tall, the petticoat was perfect for me.

		When I spoke of it, she said, with never a flicker of expression, “It belonged to my daughter.”

		“Oh! I hope she won’t mind.”

		“My daughter is dead.” She spoke flatly and turned away. I did not know what to say, so I said nothing at all.

		When I was all ready and waiting for Mr. Chantry, both Amy and Alicia stood waiting with me. “You are very beautiful,” Alicia said. “You should stay in Philadelphia.”

		“I love the mountains, and besides, while Regal is laid up, who would hunt for them?”

		“You mean you hunt? You? You actually kill things?”

		“Yes, ma’am. Whatever meat we have is wild meat, shot by me when the boys are away. We have hogs, razorbacks they call them, but they run wild in the forest and we only gather them up to sell them in town. There’s no more fun ever than being on a hog or turkey drive, going miles across the hills to the towns.

		“That is, it’s a sight of fun while the weather’s nice, but if it comes on to rain, it can be awful. We have to find a place to pen them for the night. Mostly folks along the way are helpful, but if a body’s caught in the forest, it can be right mean.”

		There I was standing in my triple skirt with lace mittens and all, that auburn hair which everybody says is beautiful falling over my shoulders, and talking of driving wild hogs and hunting game.

		“If I were you,” Amy advised, “I’d say nothing of driving hogs to the people you may meet tonight. They wouldn’t understand.”

		“Yes, ma’am, but ever’body in the mountains does what’s necessary.”

		The United States Hotel served up a supper the like of which I’d never seen, and we had Mumm’s champagne to drink, which cost two dollars and a half a bottle!

		“Do you have wine in the mountains?” Mr. Chantry asked.

		“Some do,” I admitted, “but mostly folks drink cider or whiskey of their own make. At least, the menfolks do.

		“There’s wild grapes in the mountains, and there have been some planted here and there. Some folks have made wine, but not such as this.”

		Two dollars and a half a bottle! That was outrageous. In the mountains a body could buy a barrel of whiskey for that price.

		“I never paid much mind to it, Mr. Chantry,” I said. “Womenfolks in the mountains in our time don’t touch whiskey. At least, not in public. There are some who like a little nip on the sly, but not me. None of our family were drinkers, although I’ve heard tell that wild Clinch Mountain bunch would tap the jug once in a while.”

		“You must be careful,” Mr. Chantry warned. “You’ll be carrying quite a lot of money, and I shall be surprised if there isn’t an attempt to rob you.”

		“I came a long way to get this money, and I don’t intend to let no thief take it from me. I’ve got a pistol, and I have my pick.”

		“Oh, yes. The pick.” Finian Chantry had a nice smile. “But be careful. That’s a lot of money to most people.”

		We had mock turtle soup, boiled bluefish with oyster sauce, tomatoes, and eggplant.

		Mr. Chantry asked me about the mountains, so I told him about our cabin in the laurel with pines along the ridge above, the clear cold spring that gave us water, and the hole near the spring where we kept our butter and milk. I told him about hunting game and of the Clinch Mountain boys who were raised on bear meat and poke greens.

		“There was a time we could have become rich folk. The land was for the taking, but we taken more to hunting along the ridges than settling in the rich bottomlands. Of a sudden the rich land was gone and all that was left was ridges and high country.”

		Across the room a man had been seated facing us. He was a tall man with high cheekbones, a beak of a nose, and thin, tight lips. When I looked over, he was staring at us, and he turned his eyes away, but I had seen the look. He was a hunter.

		“Mr. Chantry, there’s a man across the room, just beyond the gray-haired man with the two ladies. I figure him for trouble.”

		After a moment, Finian Chantry looked over and said, “You are a very perceptive young lady. That is Felix Horst. James White defended him once … for murder.”
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		We took our time over supper. There was music playing somewhere out of sight—mighty pleasant it was, too. Most folks dined at home, but there were always a few who wished to go out to eat. The waiters went about their business so quietly a body scarcely realized they were about. Meanwhile, I kept an eye on Felix Horst.

		It was unlikely his being here was an accident. He had been sent to prison for murder but James White had got the case reopened and contrived to free him. Maybe it was happenstance that he was having supper at the same time and place as me just after I had come into money, but I didn’t believe it.

		Murder didn’t scare me the way it did most folks. Cuttings and shootings were common back in the hills, and we even had a feud of our own, with some killings over the years.

		From time to time folks stopped by our table, and Mr. Chantry introduced me as the granddaughter of an old friend. A good many of them were younger men, mighty fetching in their ways.

		Three of them sat at a table not far off, but only two paid their respects, as the saying was. The other young man sat with his back to us, very broad in the shoulders, and he looked to be tall, although I did not see him on his feet.

		“My nephew, Dorian,” Finian Chantry explained. “He will not come to our table because we have recently had words and he is a very independent young man.”

		Mr. Chantry smiled suddenly, a mischievous glint in his eyes. “We are much alike, so we do have words occasionally. Lately he has been devoting more time to dancing, riding to hounds, fencing and such things, and not studying law.”

		“He is a good shot?”

		“Excellent, I believe, and a fine horseman, too. He is a great favorite with the ladies and a bit too sure of himself. Nonetheless, he’s a fine lad if a little too formal, too stiff.”

		Mr. Chantry glanced at me. “You mentioned your rifle? Do you shoot?”

		“Yes, sir. Pa started me shooting when I was seven. Those brothers of mine had been riding roughshod over me because I was a girl.

		“Pa, he said, ‘Look, bein’ a girl is a mighty fine thing. Don’t let those roughneck brothers of yours get the better of you.’

		“ ‘How can I help it? They are older than me and stronger than me.’

		“ ‘Be better than they are. Learn to shoot better.’

		“ ‘How can I? Nobody can shoot better than a Sackett!’

		“He laughed at me and said, ‘But you’re a Sackett too! Just learn to shoot better. Here, I’ll teach you!’ And he did.”

		“And did you beat them?”

		“Yes, sir. Most of the time. Only Regal … he’s my uncle, although more like a brother. Regal would not shoot against me. I think he did not want to beat me, seeing I just outshot my brothers.”

		“Maybe that is what Dorian needs, to be outshot by a girl.”

		“Oh, no! I’d never do that! Regal, he warned me to never let a man know how good I could shoot.”

		“Good advice, but don’t let it stop you. Dorian’s a fine lad. What he needs is seasoning. He needs to be taken down a bit, to travel some rough country.”

		Later, when I glanced over to catch a glimpse of him, he had gone. I felt kind of let down.

		We talked on for a bit and then Mr. Chantry said, “You surprise me sometimes. You can speak very good English, but sometimes you talk like a mountain girl with no education.”

		“Yes, sir, but that’s the way with most folks, if you think on it. They talk one way to one person, and another way to others.

		“Ma insisted I learn to talk proper, and at school it was insisted on, but when around the hills, a body gets to talkin’ as they do. But it seems to me we all have several ways of talkin’ or writin’. Take you, for example, you bein’ a lawyer. You have a set of law words you’d use in court but not over supper like this. And when a body writes a letter, he often uses words he wouldn’t use in conversation.

		“Down to the store, the men set about talking of politics, planting, the wars, Injuns and suchlike, and most of them can argue the Bible up one side an’ down the other. Because a man doesn’t speak good English doesn’t mean he doesn’t have ideas.

		“Our atheist, he’s a book-learned man. Nothing folks like better than to get him and the preacher talking history and religion. They’ll argue sundown to sunup, and folks settin’ about listenin’. There’s old Mr. Fothergill, he was in the army as a boy and went upon the sea a time or two. He can’t read nor write but he’s bright, an’ he can argue down both of them when he wants.

		“Some folks think that being smart in the books is the only kind of smart, but that just isn’t so. Men learn a lot by doin’, and they learn by listenin’ to what others say, but when a man is workin’ on a farm or walkin’ in the woods or ridin’ across country, he can do a lot of thinking. Many a man who reads a lot just repeats what he’s read, and not what he thinks.

		“It seems to me,” I added, “that a body may have a dozen sets of words he uses on occasion. Anyway, lots of men who work at hand labor have read a good bit and can talk of things far from their work.”

		Given a chance, I changed the subject, because this was about as good a chance as I would get to learn more about grandfather.

		“Yes,” Mr. Chantry replied when asked, “you are right in what you say. Daubeny Sackett was such a man. He was the finest woodsman I ever knew, and a fantastic shot with a rifle, but when the occasion demanded, he could discuss government or philosophy with the best. He had read few books, I believe, but had read them several times. But that was the way of it in those days.

		“He was at the Battle of King’s Mountain and at Cowpens also. I last saw him at the surrender of Cornwallis at Yorktown.

		“He knew them all, you know. Washington, Jefferson, Patrick Henry, George Mason.… He was quite a man, your grandfather.”

		He ordered more coffee and I glanced over at the table where the three young men had been. Other folks sat there now.

		“Echo? What are your plans? You could stay here, you know. There are several very fine schools for young ladies, and from the attention you are attracting from the young men, I cannot imagine you would be lonely.”

		“No, sir. I shall head for the hills again when morning comes. The folks back home will wonder how I am faring.”

		“You could stay, you know. I have a very large, very empty house, and Mary Brennan—she’s my housekeeper—would love to have you to fuss over. I am afraid I demand too little of her time.”

		“Thank you, sir. I’m a-longing for the smell of the pines, and I want to see the clouds gatherin’ over Clingman’s Dome.

		“You should come a-callin’ sometime when the leaves are falling and it gets on to storytellin’ time. Most of our young-uns learn their history from stories told by the fireside. It isn’t the history you folks know, but it’s the story of people we know or our grandfolks knew.

		“Wars aren’t far-off things to us. Pa fit in the War of 1812. He was with the Kentucky riflemen who stood behind the bales of cotton at New Orleans. When fightin’ men were needed, there was always a Sackett to be found.”

		Mr. Chantry, I thought, was a lonely man, and when we lingered at table it was because he wished to prolong the time. I knew how he felt, because many a time when we’d set by the fire telling stories or singin’ the old ballads like “Greensleeves” or “Barbry Allen,” I wished it would never end.

		“I miss my wife, Echo,” he said suddenly. “You are so like her, so very feminine.” He glanced at me, a glint of amusement in his eyes. “Somehow, I cannot imagine you with a rifle.”

		“I grew up with one, used a rifle as soon as a needle. I used to walk the woods to school, or canoe on the rivers, and when a girl’s much alone, she becomes independent. I’ve camped out in the woods when caught by storms. It never worried me much.”

		“You leave in the morning?”

		“Yes, sir. I have already booked passage on the stage.”

		“You must be careful. You will be carrying what is a great deal of money to some people, and that little iron box could buy you a farm in the flatlands, and a big farm at that.

		“Felix Horst is still here, and I do not believe it is an accident. He owes White a favor and he is a dangerous man. I wish you would change your mind and stay with me.”

		“If Horst comes after me for the money,” I said, “I think it will be for himself. He looks like a meaner man than Mr. White. He’d rob a man quick enough, I think, and kill him, too. Once I get in the woods, I won’t be worried about such as him.”

		Mr. Chantry smiled, shaking his head. “You Sacketts! You always amaze me!”

		“We live in wild country, sir. I know folks who think all wild things are sweet and cuddly, but they’ve never come into a henhouse after a weasel has been there. He can drink the blood of only one or two, but often as not he’ll kill every one of them. Wolves will do it in a pen of lambs, too. There are savage beasts in the world, Mr. Chantry, and men who are just as savage. We’ve come upon them now and again.”

		Well, I switched the subject to pleasanter things and got him to telling me of his courtship and how he proposed and all. When he stopped the carriage at Mrs. Sulky’s, it was mighty late. As the carriage moved away, something stirred in the shadows across the street.

		The trouble was, when I snuggled down in bed, I wasn’t thinking of the stage that would take me west to Pittsburgh, but of the back of that young man’s head and those broad shoulders. The trouble was, I’d probably never see him again, or get to know him.

		Amy Sulky was in the kitchen when I came down the stairs before daybreak. She was there working with the black woman who did most of the cooking. She was a free woman wedded to a man who was coachman for a wealthy family. They went to the door with me and Amy fretted some. “I don’t like it! You going home alone, all that way! And you carrying money!”

		“The less said of it, the better,” I cautioned. “But don’t you worry none. I’ve been about the mountains more than a bit.”

		We said our good-byes and I taken up my carpetbag, a good bit heavier now, but nothing I couldn’t handle. Back in the hills I’d rustled stumps and logs for the fire more than once, and was accustomed to carryin’ weight.

		First off, I taken a good look about, but saw nobody watching me.

		At the coach house there was a goodly crowd, but it was not until I was seated that I saw that man with the hard gray hat and the houndstooth coat a-settin’ in the corner of the mail coach across from me, but in the farthest corner. There were twelve passengers, and the rest seemed what a body would expect. Five were women, aside from me, but only one who was youngish. She was a pert, pretty girl with big eyes and a friendly smile.

		Seated close beside me was a little old lady with gray hair and quick blue eyes.

		We started at a brisk pace, but the road was rough and we bounced around a good deal, which would have been worse but for the bulky sacks of mail crowded in with us. That little old lady was crowded right up to me, and once, glancing down, I noticed that her carpetbag, a new one, was just like mine.

		Several times I sneaked a look at the man in the gray hat and houndstooth coat, but he was looking out the window and paying me no mind. It could be he was on business of his own and I was just too suspicious. Nevertheless, I decided to stay suspicious.

		We passed several wagons with families bound to the westward, the men walking, the women and children inside. Mostly they were Conestoga wagons, big, strongly built, and built to float if need be. Mostly these folks, according to one of the men on the coach, were heading for Illinois or Missouri. A man named Birkbeck had been settling folks on land he had in Illinois.

		We stopped to let off a couple of people in Lancaster, and pick up one more. Regal was forever talking about the fine rifles made at this place by the Pennsylvania Dutch. At least, that’s what he called them.

		My thoughts kept straying back to that young man in the dining room that night. Dorian Chantry. It was a nice name. I minded what Regal said, “Don’t be in no hurry. You’ll meet a hundred men, maybe one or two of them worthwhile and of the right age.”

		“What’s the right age?” I had asked him.

		“You’ll know when you see him,” he said, grinning at me.

		It was late, so I didn’t see much of Lancaster, but we stopped for more than an hour in Elizabeth Town and I carried my bag with me to the place where we could get coffee, bread, and some slices of beef. The little old lady had come from the stage too, and she sat near me, smiling very pleasantly but keeping to herself and showing no mood for talk.

		We passed through several towns, none of them far apart, and it was not until Chambersburg that we stopped for the night. By that time we were dead beat. I was so tired of being jounced around that I scarcely could move. I saw the man in the houndstooth coat help that little old lady down from the carriage, taking her bag from her in kindly fashion. Maybe I was mistaken about him.

		Picking up my bag, I started for the door to step down, but the bag felt funny. I looked down, and in the dim light it looked all right. Somebody helped me down and I picked up the bag again.

		It was too light. Opening it, I taken one look. It wasn’t my bag!

		Horrified, I looked up just in time to see the man in the houndstooth coat and that little old lady vanishing around a corner! He was carrying my bag.

	
		7

		Finian Chantry looked up from his desk as the door opened. Slowly he jostled the papers together until the ends squared, then placed them to one side.

		Dorian Chantry was a tall, athletic young man, not unlike he himself at that age, although, Finian admitted, Dorian was a bit broader in the shoulders and somewhat more muscular than he himself had been.

		“I have a mission for you.”

		“A mission? Or do you mean a job?” Dorian revealed even white teeth in a flashing smile.

		“A mission. Did you happen to see the young lady who was with me last night at supper?”

		“Everybody else was paying attention. It seemed to me she could do without mine.”

		“Then you would not recognize her if you saw her?”

		“I would not.”

		“She left town this morning carrying something over three thousand dollars and a gem in a small iron box just about three inches by two. I am worried about her.”

		Dorian Chantry drew back a chair and sat down. “Uncle,” he said, “I have promised Frances that I would—”

		“Send her a note explaining you have been called away on business. She will understand.”

		“Me? Called away on business? She will not understand. When have I ever let business interfere with pleasure?”

		Finian Chantry’s eyes chilled. “If you do not wish to write the note, then do not do so. But I shall expect you to be riding west within the hour to overtake the stage for Pittsburgh.

		“I wish you to see that the young lady in question, Echo Sackett by name, arrives safely at her home somewhere in the mountains east of Tuckalucky Cove, Tennessee.

		“You are twenty years old, and—”

		“At that age you were master of your own vessel. I know. You have told me the story a number of times since I was a child. Now—”

		“If you are not in the saddle headed for Pittsburgh within the hour, and if the young lady in question does not arrive safely home, you may expect your allowance to be trimmed to six dollars per week.”

		Dorian started to speak, then looked again at his uncle. Finian Chantry, in this mood, was no one to argue with. “Six dollars a week? I would starve!”

		“Many a good job pays no more than that. No, you would not starve, but you would have to find a job. You would have to go to work, which would be the best thing in the world for you.”

		Dorian Chantry studied the backs of his hands. Echo Sackett.… He had heard the Sackett story often enough to know what it meant to Uncle Finian, and what it had meant to his father as well.

		“Where is she going from Pittsburgh? I mean, how will she go? By steamboat? By stage? How?

		“And where is Tuckalucky Cove? Is there such a place?”

		“The Sacketts are backwoods people, mountain people. They have always preferred wild country. There’s a town called Knoxville—”

		“I’ve heard of it.”

		“Tuckalucky Cove is somewhere east of there, but whatever happens will probably happen before she reaches her mountains.”

		“Happens? You expect trouble?”

		“Why else would I send you? And you had best take a brace of pistols and your rifle.” Before Dorian could interrupt, he added, “Have you ever heard of Felix Horst?”

		“His was one of the trials I attended when I first began studying for the law. Of course I remember him.”

		“I have reason to believe he is one of those who will attempt to rob Miss Sackett.” Briefly then he explained about White and Horst, the will and the visit to White’s office. Then he added, “Do not take this lightly. Horst is a first-class fighting man and he will kill without a qualm. I suspect others are involved.”

		Finian Chantry reached into his desk drawer and drew out a small sack of coins and tossed them on the desk. “Take that, for expenses. And you will find Archie waiting in the outer office.”

		“Archie? You mean the waiter from the club?”

		“The same. Archie will go with you, but not as a servant, as a companion. He is a good horseman, and he’s not a man to trifle with. I’d rather have him ride with you than anyone else I know. He went with me to the Dutchman’s the other night.”

		Dorian stared. “You? At the Dutchman’s? At your age?”

		Finian Chantry smiled. “At my age. And I discovered I am still not as old as you might believe. In fact, I feel ten years younger for the experience.” He stood up. “Go now, Dorian, and be careful. This is a deadly serious business.”

		Dorian pocketed the sack of money and after a quick handclasp went out.

		The powerful black man, Archie, awaited him. “I have our horses at your quarters, sir, and I’ve packed what is necessary except for your weapons.”

		“You are armed?”

		“Oh, yes, sir! I know Mr. Horst, and White as well, but unless I am mistaken, there will be others involved. White has a man working for him named Tim Oats, a very rough man, sir.”

		Dorian Chantry listened to the clop-clop of the carriage horse’s hooves, his meeting with Frances only a dim memory. His uncle, Finian Chantry, was sending him out to protect a young lady from such as Felix Horst! Suddenly he was very proud. Uncle Finian must think well of him, after all, for this was no job for a child.

		His thoughts skipped back a few years. He remembered the coolness of Felix Horst in the courtroom. Once their eyes had met across the crowded room. He still remembered the contempt in Horst’s eyes, and flushed at the memory.

		“If we ride hard, sir, we can overtake them at Chambersburg. It is a night stop for the stage, and they will start late the next morning.”

		“If nothing happens until then.”

		“There’s a brief stop at Elizabeth Town, and then they cross the Susquehanna a bit later.”

		“What will Horst do?”

		“I don’t know, sir, but he will be careful. He is known to the law now and would get no sympathy from the courts. He will choose his time.”

		“Would he kill her?”

		“Yes, sir. He would. He has killed before … and, sir? He knows the country we are going into. He used to operate along the Natchez Trace.”

		“What about Oats?”

		“A thug, sir. A very strong man. He was a pugilist for a time. He’s been a gambler, a shoulder striker, a thoroughly bad man, sir.”

		“I’ve boxed some myself.”

		Archie glanced at him, then asked, “Have you ever fought, sir? I mean really fought?”

		“I could handle them all at school. Don’t worry. I can take care of myself.”

		“No doubt, sir, but the kind of fighting Tim Oats has done is not like you would do at college. It is quite different, sir.”

		Dorian was irritated. Of course it was different, but at school there had been some good fighters, and their training had been of the best. What chance would a common pugilist have against one of them? He said it aloud.

		“Begging your pardon, sir, a man such as Oats would whip them all in one evening and never work up a sweat. There is no comparison between an amateur and a professional. And Oats is pretty good. I have seen him fight. I saw him go forty-two rounds with the Yorkshire Swiper.”

		“Forty-two rounds?”

		The most he had ever done was five rounds—sparring sessions, at that. Sometimes they got pretty heated, but forty-two rounds? By London prize-ring rules a knockdown ended a round, although a fighter could be thrown down or could slip. Even so, forty-two rounds was a lot. It could scarcely be less than an hour, probably more.

		Of course, there had been that fight he had with the hostler who was abusing a horse. How long did they fight? It must have been at least thirty minutes, and he had given the hostler, supposedly a tough man, a good beating.

		They rode swiftly, clattering down lanes, thundering over bridges. At Elizabeth Town, only a few miles out, they made inquiries. Yes, such a girl had been aboard the stage.

		Five-feet-two, reddish hair, cute as a button.

		The description irritated him. “Cute” by whose standards? Harry Standish had raved about her when he came back to the table. “If they grow them like that in the mountains,” he had said, “I’ve been living in the wrong place!” But then, Harry was easily impressed.

		They changed horses in Middletown and rode swiftly on. Chambersburg was not far ahead.

		At Chambersburg they arrived as the stage was loading. “No, sir,” the driver said, “I ain’t seen her since we pulled in. Seemed like somebody picked up her bag by mistake, and she went chasin’ after them.” He turned and pointed a finger. “Right up thataway. They turned the corner, and she after them.”

		“Who were they?”

		“Little ol’ lady and a burly, thickset man in a kind of checked coat. I remember he helped the ol’ lady off the stage. I hadn’t figured they were together until then. They rode separate.”

		Archie swore softly and glanced at Dorian. “They didn’t wait no time at all, Mr. Chantry. They got her bag. They got her money, and maybe they’ve got her!”

		“How long ago?” Dorian asked.

		“Three, four hours. I called after her, but she kept a-goin’.” He pointed. “She left that bag. She opened it, saw what was in it. Nothin’ but some ol’ carpet. Then she taken out like her skirts was afire!”

		Angry and frightened for her, Dorian started up the street. Rounding the corner, he stopped, staring around. It was a long, narrow street with store buildings and barns empty of people. Dust swirled, then lay still.

		“Let’s move along slow,” Archie suggested. “Maybe we’ll find some clue. Maybe they ducked in somewhere, maybe they kep’ a-goin’.”

		Dorian Chantry pulled up and sat his saddle, surveying the street. “No use running after shadows,” he suggested. “We have to think. Where were they going? Suppose they had it planned all along. By the time they got here, Miss Sackett would be tired. That’s a long ride and she’d be bounced around a good deal, not much chance for rest. So she would be sleepy. I think they planned it that way.

		“The old lady sitting beside Echo Sackett must have been a confederate. Oats was close to the door. He helped the old lady off the stage, taking the carpetbag from her. No doubt they hoped the switch would not be discovered.

		“Suppose they figured it all out, Archie. If so, they would have to have a place to go, a place they could reach quickly and where they could stay out of sight until the stage was gone.

		“Also, they may have planned what to do in the event the switch was discovered. In any case, they would need a place to hide. If she followed them, and we know she did, they knew it within a few minutes. She has not returned, so two possibilities are left. She is either still following them or she is their prisoner.”

		“Or she’s been killed,” Archie said. “It would be that or go to prison. Or maybe knock her on the head and leave her somewhere.”

		They walked their horses along the street. “She might leave some sign,” Archie suggested.

		“Why do that? She was alone.”

		“She’s a Sackett. I’ve heard your uncle speak of them, and how they always hang together. Seems to me if a Sackett disappeared, somebody would come to find out how. She’s got that uncle she spoke of to Mr. Finian, the one named Regal. She’d leave some sign for him. From what Mr. Finian said, those folks needed that money mighty bad. So I think she would leave some sign.”

		“If she could, and if she is still alive.”

		It was not something he liked to consider. Dorian found himself suddenly worried, thinking of a young girl in the hands of Tim Oats. Or of Horst.

		Yet what sign could she leave?

		They reached the end of the street without seeing anything. Suddenly Archie pointed. “There’s been a rig standing there! Look at the hoof prints. Must’ve stood here for an hour or more.”

		A buxom woman of perhaps fifty was sweeping the walk. Dorian walked his horse over to her.

		“Ma’am?” He removed his hat. “Have you seen a rig? A horse and buggy, perhaps? I mean during the night? Or toward morning?”

		“A rig, is it? Aye, that I did.” She pointed. “I sleep by the window there, and his stomping and the creakin’ of the buggy kept me awake the night long.

		“Short of daybreak, though, two people came running up the street and got in, and off they went.”

		“Two people? You’re sure there weren’t three?”

		“There was another one, a young lady like, but she came after, just as they were pulling away around the corner. She stopped, angry she was. She stamped her foot and said something … most emphatic it was.”

		“What then? Where did she go?”

		“Yonder.” She pointed toward a barn with a still-lighted lantern over the door. “She went yonder. It’s a livery stable.

		“Only a minute or two it was, and she was out of the stable and riding off after them. I don’t know what was happening, but she was most upset, I can tell you that.”

		“Thank you, ma’am.”

		They sat their horses. “She’s gone after them, then. We’d better catch them.”

		“Mister? You ask Pokey Joe at the livery. He can tell you about it. You tell him Martha Reardon sent you.” She paused. “Is that girl going to get in trouble?”

		“I’m afraid so, ma’am. I’m afraid so.”
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		Gathering my skirts in one hand, I taken off up the street, but when I rounded the corner they were getting into a rig. This whole thing had been planned, and that team and buggy were just a-settin’ there waitin’ for them. As I rounded the corner, they got in and it taken off up the street.

		Running after it would do no kind of good. A moment I stood there, my heart beating heavy. There went the money we so desperately needed—a mule to help with the farming, a new rifle for Regal, and some fixin’s I’d had in mind for myself. All of it was gone because I’d gotten sleepy and didn’t think to be suspicious of that little ol’ lady.

		She had gotten aboard to steal my carpetbag. That man in the houndstooth coat had seen the color of my bag when I got off the stage, so he knew what was needed to make a substitution. Had it been ladylike, I’d have done some cussin’. Then I glimpsed that lantern and the livery sign.

		Luckily I’d put some of that gold in my pockets for the necessaries, so when I ran in there and asked for a horse, I slapped a gold piece in that man’s hand before he had a chance to argue. Before he could say yes or no, I had me a horse out there and was slipping a bridle on him. That man caught fire and threw a saddle on him and cinched up. Saying I’d return the horse, I taken off after that carriage.

		Chambersburg was a small city and they hadn’t far to go to a country lane. I glimpsed them turn into it and followed on. Right then I was wishful for my rifle-gun, for with it I could have stopped that buggy before it got from sight. As it was, all I had was my pick and a short-barreled pistol which I carried along with a comb and perfume in my reticule, a sort of bag on long strings that hung from the wrist, usually. Womenfolks wore flimsy, gauzy clothes, all the fashion in the cities, that would not support a pocket, so the reticules were needful. The material of my traveling dress was of sturdier material, but the reticule was the fashion.

		They were headed west and had a good lead on me, but I feared to ride too fast because they might turn off and I’d miss the turnoff in the dark. Moreover, they’d leave tracks for me to see when light came, and judging by the pale lemon color in the east, that would not be long.

		There was no sort of plan in my rattled-up brain. I’d simply taken off after them. Surely he would have looked back and seen he was followed. It was likely he’d not be wishful to put up with that for long, so I’d best beware of a trap.

		Murder, Finian Chantry had said. Murder was what Felix Horst had done, and would be prepared to do again, and so would this man up ahead.

		The road taken led through the piny woods, or woods of some kind. It was too dark to make out. The trees crowded close to the sides and there were rail fences here and there. Suddenly, after we’d gone four or five miles, the trees fell away, leaving fenced pastures and fields on both sides, and far ahead, a light.

		It was growing gray, but I could make out a cluster of buildings where the light was, and the buggy I was chasing pulled up and stopped.

		I touched a spur to my horse and lit out on a dead run, hoping to catch up for a showdown, but the rig started off again and I saw somebody standing there, trying the door of the stage stop, trying to get in. When it did not open, she taken a quick look toward me and scuttled around the house, me after her.

		She was coming up to the other corner when I reached out and grabbed. I caught me a handful of bonnet and gray hair that came loose in my hand, and the next thing I knew, that woman had turned on me, grabbed my wrist, and pulled me loose from my horse!

		We went into the dust, me on top. She grabbed a handful of hair, and I’d never been that much of a lady. I slugged her in the nose with my fist, and when she tried to tear loose, her nose bleeding, I hit her again. And then I got up and looked at what I’d hit.

		It was no little ol’ lady at all, but a young, feisty woman with her makeup all scratched away and her hair pulled down around her ears. Her reticule had torn, and gold coins were spilled on the ground, two of them along with some other change. I taken up the coins. “Is this what they paid you to rob a poor girl? You ought to be ashamed!”

		It was fresh new gold and I was sure it was mine. I put it in my reticule and caught up the reins of my horse.

		“You taken all the money!” she protested. “I haven’t enough for stage fare to town!”

		“You have,” I said. “There’s some change, and it’s enough. Anyway, the walk would do you good, give you a chance to contemplate on the error of sinful ways.”

		I fetched the horse closer and stepped into the saddle. “Where is he going?”

		“None of your business!”

		“Now, ma’am”—I spoke gentle, as Regal would have done—“you just tell me where he’s goin’ before I ride this horse right over you!”

		She started to scramble up, and I bumped her with the horse, knocking her sprawling. She rolled over into a sitting position, her legs spread, hands behind her, bracing herself.

		“You got one minute,” I said. “Then I ride this horse right over you!”

		She glared at me, then began to whimper. “He promised me forty dollars!” she protested. “That’s a lot of money!”

		“This here is a lot of horse,” I said. “Where’s he goin’?”

		“I don’t owe him nothin’,” she said. “He’s headed for a place in the Dickey Mountains. Used to be a hideout for Davy Lewis!”

		Even in the mountains of Tennessee we’d heard of Davy Lewis, the Pennsylvania outlaw. He had been a counterfeiter at first, making false coin and passing it around, but after he escaped from jail, he’d become a highwayman of sorts.

		Davy was said to be a sort of Robin Hood bandit who took from the rich to give to the poor. If he was like most of those Robin Hood bandits I’d heard tell of, the poor he gave to was himself or over the bar in the nearest tavern.

		Now I could see the buggy track clear and plain. I got down from my horse and walked him a mite, studying the tracks of the horses pullin’ that buggy. Horse tracks are like a body’s signature, easy to recognize once you’ve seen ’em. I wanted to get these clear in my mind, and what was just as helpful, to know the length of their stride, so I could tell about where to look for tracks.

		It was no doubt that Horst was mixed up in this, and the man up ahead was hand-in-glove with him.

		The Doune pistol I carried held but one charge, and I’d powder and shot for but five more charges, but if I was close enough to shoot at all, I was not going to need more than one per man, and I was hopeful of doing no shooting at all.

		One thing was on my mind. They had taken my money and I meant to have it back. Right then I wished it was Regal or my brother Ethan or anybody else but me. The trouble was, there was nobody else to do it, and if I called on the law, it would be too late. Unless I found some law close to where they were going, wherever that was!

		There were farms along the way, mostly with rail fences and the houses built of logs, making me homesick for my hills. I rode swiftly now, watching the trail, picking up a hoofprint here or there that was clear and strong.

		Where were they going? How far? Why did I think “they”? But of course, there was a driver—he who had waited with the rig? Felix Horst, perhaps? I did not know. I only knew that I could not return to home without the money we so desperately needed.

		It was not that we were hungry, for the mountains provided game, herbs and nuts in season, sometimes fruit, and our planting provided vegetables and some grain. But there was so much else. My mother was growing old and I wished that she not have to work so hard. There were small comforts we needed. New bedding, new clothing, some of the small things to brighten our lives. We needed books, we needed something on which to build dreams. The money would change all that. Our decrepit old mule could be turned to pasture, our worn plowshare be replaced with another. It was little enough we wanted, but most of all I wished my mother to sit for a while in the sunset of her life, just to sit and live the sounds of our hills, the light and shadows upon them.

		Until now I had just raced after them, but now I began to think. What would I do? What could I do? There would be two men, and if one of them was Horst, he was a known murderer. Obviously they were leading me into the lonely hills.… What then?

		My other pistol was in the carpetbag they had. It was fully charged and ready, and its barrel was full-length, not sawed off as this one was. Or had they already taken it from the bag?

		I had one shot to fire; then I must reload.

		Long practice with hunting had given me speed and skill, but no one could reload fast enough when facing a man with a gun.

		So I must somehow meet them separately. I dared not chance a meeting with both at once.

		“Echo,” I told myself, “you got to be a good Injun. You got to be sly. You got to be careful. So hold back, stay on the trail, an’ wait your chance.”

		Nobody knew where I was. To Finian Chantry I was on my way home. To Regal an’ Ma I was either in Philadelphia or on my way home. Before either of them guessed anything was wrong, it would be all over.

		Time and again I’d had to Injun up on wild game. I’d become like a ghost in the woods. It was that or go hungry. Now I would need all I’d learned. I thought back to stalking deer, getting so close I just could not miss. I’d never stalked a man before. It would be like cornering a catamount or a mean bear … only worse. The game I was stalking was used to being stalked, and it was smart.

		My mouth felt dry and my heart was beating heavily. Was this what fear was? No, not yet. They were still ahead of me, but I’d have to ride wary. My feelin’ was they would try nothing until they got away from cabins and places where folks might be. Then I’d have to ride slow.

		“Regal! Regal!” I whispered to myself. “Tell me what to do! I got to do it, Regal, but I’m scared. I never figured I’d be scared, but I am. There’s two of them, Regal!”

		Twice I stopped at streams to drink. I was almighty hungry but I did not want to lose them, and it was coming onto dusk. I couldn’t follow them after dark, so I’d best find someplace to hole up, maybe to get some grub.

		The fields on either side were unplowed and looked abandoned, yet ahead of me I caught a glimpse of smoke—from somebody cooking supper, no doubt. I slowed my horse to a walk. This was careful time, this was the time they might lay out for me, waiting for a shot.

		Twice, in small groves of trees, I drew up and studied the trail ahead, one hand in my reticule, holding that Doune pistol.

		The Dounes were special guns, made in the last century by Scotsmen, and mine was among the last the Dounes ever made. They were the pistols the Scottish Highlanders loved, and many a clansman had been done to death by a bullet from a Doune pistol. John Murdoch had made the pistol I had, made it nigh onto fifty years before. Regal had cut four inches off the barrel for me to carry easy. The other one was my favorite, but a girl couldn’t carry a pistol like that unless in mountain country.

		Ahead of me the road curved. There were just two ruts for wagon wheels, with grass growing in between them. Some of the rails had fallen from the fences; everything looked abandoned or at least run-down. Drawing up again, I studied the layout ahead of me. Shadows were crowding from under the trees, and the trees themselves were losing themselves in the darkness. The twin ruts of the trail lay white before me, and there was a faint smell of wood smoke somewhere ahead.

		My horse had his ears pricked. He smelled smoke, too, and knew it for a sign of folks. Maybe he could smell fresh hay or the barn. He seemed eager enough to go, but I held back, uneasy.

		A trap—that was what I had to fear. Slowly I let my horse walk forward, my pistol ready, watching every clump of brush, every tree, alert for any sound of a horse or of a buggy wheel on gravel or whatever. I heard nothing.

		Somewhere an owl hooted. My horse walked steadily forward. I was foolish to be apprehensive. Chances were they were miles away, and they were unlikely, I told myself, to try anything in the vicinity of a farm. Still, a body couldn’t be too careful.

		I was tired. I had been riding in the stage the night long and riding horseback all the day, and I’d had nothing to eat since around midday yesterday. I could still make out the buggy tracks, going straight on.

		Now I could see lights in the cabin windows. I heard a door slam as somebody went in or out. Maybe I could get something to eat or even find a place to spend the night. I wouldn’t be able to track the buggy tonight. Anyway, I could ask.

		Another moment I glanced on up the road, but I could not see anything. It was too dark. Turning my horse into the gate, I rode up to the hitching post, and getting stiffly down, tied my horse, glancing back at the gate. They had forgotten to close it. Farm folks were careful about gates unless they were expecting somebody. Neighbors, maybe, or one of the family still out.

		At the door, I rapped. For a moment, nothing happened. I could smell bacon frying and my stomach growled, a most ungenteel sound, but I was hungry.

		I knocked again, and I heard feet approaching. The door opened, light fell across my face, sudden after the darkness. “Come in!” It was a man’s voice. “Come right in! You’re just in time for supper!”

		Stepping in, I reached to close the door behind me, but it was already closing.

		There was a candle on the table, a fire in the fireplace, and there was bacon in the frying pan, and a smell of coffee.

		“Come right in and set! You’re just in time to have supper!”

		The door closed behind me, a bar fell in place. There were two men, and one of them was the untidy young man from Mr. White’s office; the other was the man in the houndstooth coat.
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		For a moment I just stood there. The younger man was at the fire with a fork in his hand. The man in the houndstooth coat had moved between me and the door. There was no way I was going to get past him and get that bar moved and the door opened before they stopped me.

		“Thank you,” I said. “Travelin’ makes a body mighty hungry. The smell of that bacon stopped me.”

		Me bein’ casual like that kind of stopped them in their tracks. They didn’t know what to make of me and I hoped to keep it thataway. I was trying to let them think I didn’t know who they were or that they didn’t belong here. I could see now this had been an abandoned house. I should have guessed it from the weedgrown fields and the fences with rails down.

		“Mind if I set down? It’s been a long day.” Keepin’ my face bland as I could, I reached out a hand. “My name is Sackett, Echo Sackett. I’m bound for Tennessee. Should be meetin’ my Uncle Regal in Pittsburgh. He’s comin’ on to meet me.”

		I was lyin’ in my teeth, but I was wishful they would think I was expected somewhere and if I didn’t show up folks would be makin’ inquiries.

		“Finian Chantry, he’s an old friend of my grandpa, he sent word to Regal to meet me. Didn’t like me travelin’ alone.”

		I kept on runnin’ off at the mouth, afraid trouble would start when I stopped. Also, I was hopeful of worrying them some. If they thought there’d be folks lookin’ for me or tryin’ to find what had become of me, they might hesitate to do whatever they’d had in mind.

		“Regal, he’s one of the greatest trackers and Injun fighters in Tennessee. He wanted to come with me, but couldn’t get away in time. Be good to see him again.”

		I drew a breath, but before anybody could speak, I said, “My stars! That bacon sure does smell good!”

		“Give her some bacon and bread.” The broad-shouldered man took off his hard gray hat and put it on a stand nearby. He had a thick neck and one crinkly ear, and somebody, sometime, had broken his nose.

		“Thank you, sir.” I sat down and primly smoothed my dress. “I didn’t catch your name, sir?”

		“Timothy Oats,” he said grudgingly, “an’ that there is Elmer.”

		“We met.” Elmer put a plate of food before me, his eyes leering. “We met before.”

		“Oh? Oh, yes! You’re that nice young man from Mr. White’s office! Somehow I thought you were a city man. I didn’t expect to find you away out in the country like this.”

		“Gimme some of that coffee,” Oats said.

		Did they know I was chasing them? Had they seen me run around the corner after them? I had to chance it.

		“I left the stage in Chambersburg,” I said. “It was too rough. The ride, I mean. I left my things on the stage, but I hired a horse. It’s easier riding, and I thought I’d stop and see some friends.”

		“Friends? You said you was from Tennessee,” Elmer protested.

		“I am. From Tuckalucky Cove, or thereabouts, but we’ve friends up thisaway.” I grasped at a name. “I should say a friend. He’s a hunter. Known all over this part of the country. Name of John McHenry.”

		“Never heard of him,” Elmer said.

		“If you was a hunter you would. He’s a dead shot. He’s fed himself and his folks for years. He may hunt for the market, too. I don’t know about that.”

		“What’s so great about huntin’?” Elmer demanded.

		“If we didn’t shoot our meat, we wouldn’t have any. I reckon it is the same in these mountains up here. We have great respect for a man’s shootin’ ability. Take us Sacketts, for example. All of us are hunters, and we are all good shots. Right now,” I said, “we’ve got a feud goin’, too. With the Higginses, but we’re ahead of them right now. Our boys shoot better than they do.”

		“What about the law?”

		“Folks don’t bother much, as long as we only shoot each other. I guess the law figures sooner or later we’ll wipe each other out, but that’ll take a while. Must be forty Sacketts in the hills now, and some down in the flat country. If you step on one Sackett’s toes, they all come running.”

		The plate before me was empty. Now came the big gamble. I drained my coffee cup and pushed back my chair. “I got to get goin’. If I don’t show up pretty soon, those McHenry folks will be huntin’ me.”

		I started toward the door, then stopped, brushed an old piece of sacking away, sacking that had covered my carpetbag. “An’ I’ll just take this along with me.” When I straightened up, the bag was held in my left hand. In my right I had that Scottish Highlander pistol.

		Oats had started to rise; Elmer had turned, startled by my sudden switch.

		“You just set still. This here pistol shoots mighty straight, an’ I wouldn’t want one of you boys to have to bury the other. Just set real quiet, now.”

		I put down the bag, pushed the bar away, never taking my eyes from them, and picked up the bag. Elmer was getting over his shock and he put the fryin’ pan down real gentle. I don’t know what was in his mind but didn’t aim to be around to find out.

		Oats had kind of leaned forward, starin’ at me, and suddenly he came off that chair with a lunge.

		Stepping quickly back, I managed with the tip of a finger on my gun hand to start the door swinging shut. He hit it with a bang and I ran for my horse. I heard him cursing, heard Elmer yell something; then the door jerked open and they both came tumbling out. I was in the saddle, trying to hold the carpetbag and reins with the same hand, ready to shoot if need be.

		Then I was out of the gate and headed down the road. Somebody behind me was swearing, and they were running for the barn. It was going to take them time to hitch up, and meanwhile, I was off and away.

		Lucky? You bet I was lucky! When I got up from the table, my only thought was to get away from them; then I saw that carpetbag only partly hidden by the sacking. I just acted without thinking. Only thing saved me was, my action was unexpected. They figured me for a woman who would set quiet and do their bidding. Growin’ up as I had, I was active as any boy and ready for anything.

		I taken off down the road. Ahead of me I could see a ridge, black against the sky. Next thing I knew, I was slowing down for a cluster of houses. Two of them seemed to be taverns, but closed for the night. This was Loudon, or some such place. Cove Mountain was ahead of me, and a winding road up it. Slowing down, I started up at a walk, a twisting trail toward the top. By now they would be after me, and they weren’t the kind of men to think of their horses. Nonetheless, I taken it easy.

		It taken me most of two hours to reach the crest, although I doubt if it was more than seven or eight miles. By the time I was topping out on the ridge I could hear them coming.

		Near the top of the hill was another tavern. There were some wagons about, loaded with household goods. Movers, I suspected. Two men were standing in the road arguing, and from their voices they must be Irish.

		They turned when they heard me coming, and I pulled up. “Paddy,” I said, “would y’ be doin’ me a favor, then?”

		“It’s a lass, Rory! Would y’ believe it in the night? A lass!”

		“There be two men followin’ me, thieves they are, and I just got free of them. I’d not want you to get hurt, but if you could stop them? Hold them up for a bit so I can get away?”

		Rory stood straight, as if on dress parade. “I would, ma’am! I shall stop them or know the reason why. Do they come now?”

		“Right behind me. Two men in a buggy, and one of them is a fighter, I think.”

		“Who’s a fighter?” The other Irish thrust himself forward. “It’s a bit of a fighter I am, too! We’ll stop them, ma’am, an’ go a round or two whilst we wait. We’ll see if he’s a fighter or not!”

		“Thank you, sirs! You are gentlemen indeed!”

		Now I remembered my father speaking of this place, for all along the mountains the story was told of battles between the settlers and the redcoats several years before the Revolution. Two forts, one at Loudon and another at Bedford, had been taken from the British soldiers, and there had been many a fight with Indians in those days.

		Ahead of me was a village called McConnell’s Town, and beyond it another of those steep ridges like the one I’d just come over. The man from whom I had hired the horse had told me I might leave it here at a place called Noble’s Tavern, although whether Noble still kept it, I did not know. The food there was good, he had said, explaining it all very rapidly as he bridled my horse. And the tavern was a stage stop.

		Unless the stage had passed me when I had stopped at the cabin, it was still behind, and with luck I could resume my passage.

		Tired I was when Noble’s Tavern appeared, and a man came out to take my horse. “You have ridden far,” he said. “I know this horse.”

		“I’m to leave him with you. Has the stage come?”

		“It hasn’t, but it is due within the hour.” He was a kindly man, and he saw the tiredness of me. “Go inside,” he said. “The missus will put something on for you.”

		She was a cheerful lady with red cheeks and a brusque, friendly manner. “Oh, you poor dear!” She pointed. “Go there, you can refresh yourself. When you come out, I shall have breakfast for you.”

		The breakfast was good—sausage, eggs, ham, and some applesauce she had made herself. There was no one about, so she sat with me, very curious, as I could see.

		“I’ve come a far piece, and I am going to Pittsburgh, but there’s two men coming along after me.” I described them. “They have tried to rob me, although it is little enough that I have. They will be coming along soon.”

		“Don’t you worry! We’ll have none of that about here!”

		She got up as I was finishing my meal. “Come! You’re dead tired! You come back to my room and lie down for a bit. Bring your things. You rest up, and when the stage comes, I’ll not let them leave without you.”

		Alone in her room, I sat down on the bed, opening my carpetbag. Nothing was disturbed and the other Doune pistol was there, and more powder and balls. To be sure, I recharged the pistol, for there might have been dampness in the powder. Then I lay back on the bed and slept.

		Dreaming, I was. Dreaming of a tall young man with broad shoulders but no face to him—only my feeling that he was handsome. He was riding a horse and he was looking for me. It was a nice dream and I was sorry to awaken, but it was a voice I heard, a voice beyond the wall.

		“Cut my lip, he did. I’ll say that for the bugger. He was game. I put him down three times, and each time he came up swinging.”

		It was Timothy Oats speaking, and then I heard the other one, Elmer. “But you whipped him, whipped him good. What I don’t understand is why he challenged you, a stranger.”

		Oats’s voice was low and ugly. “You’re a fool! Can’t you see? It was that girl. She put him up to it. Just wait! Wait until I get my hands on her!”

		There was a rap on their door. “Come! Come, now, gentlemen! You must be off! We’ve the stage coming in and must serve them who’ve only a minute or two!”

		“Have you seen a young girl? On a bay horse?”

		“A girl? At this hour? You must be daft! We’ve only just opened the doors! If anybody passed, it must have been in the dark! Be off with you now, we’re busy folk here. We’ve no time for drunken brawlers.”

		“Now, see here! I wasn’t drunk! I—”

		“Whatever, we’ve only food enough for the stage, so be off with you now. If it is breakfast you’re wanting, there’s another tavern down the road a bit. No doubt whoever you were looking for would have stopped there, for they show a light the night long.”

		Up, I was, and slipping on my boots. When I had bathed my face and arms, with no time for more, I combed out my hair. It was a sight, and I was a sight.

		A brush here and a touch there, however, and I felt better and may have looked better. I was straightening my clothes a bit when she came to the door.

		“Come! There’s fresh coffee and you can have a bit before the stage comes.” She put a cup and saucer on the red-checked cloth and poured coffee. “There were two men just here, one with his knuckles all skinned and a bad welt on his cheekbone, as well as a split lip. Were they the ones?”

		“I heard them talking. It was an Irishman at Loudon who fought him.”

		“Ah, that would be Rory! What a lad! And a brawny good lad, too, if he did not nurse the bottle so much! Always ready for a fight, he is, and all for the sport of it. There’s no meanness in him!”

		She bustled off and I sipped the coffee, thinking. Timothy Oats and Elmer were somewhere ahead of me, and they would try to catch me. If not on the road, then in Pittsburgh.

		It was unlikely they would expect me on the stage, for they would be sure I had gone on ahead of them. I was finishing my coffee when the stage rolled in, but only three people came to eat. Three and the driver.

		He looked at me, startled. “You, is it? Well, you’ve still your fare paid to Pittsburgh, so get aboard.” He glanced down at my bag. “Did you get yours back? Or is this the other?”

		“It is mine,” I said.

		“We’re changing horses, but will be off in a minute.”

		Before he could go to the kitchen, where he was headed, I stopped him and explained about the attempt to steal my carpetbag and the two men on the road before us.

		“If they hail you,” I pleaded, “do not stop for them. They’ll just be looking to see if I am aboard.”

		“Rest easy,” he said. “I’ll be stopping for nothing if I can help it, although it is a slow climb up Sidelong Hill, and a narrow road.”

		With so few people traveling, I put my carpetbag on the seat beside me, where I could rest an elbow on it and where my second pistol was close. I opened the neck of my reticule a mite to have an easier grasp on the pistol there.

		People got into the stage. I leaned my head back against the seat and closed my eyes. A whip cracked and we went off with a lunge, rumbling over the rough road, headed for the mountains again.

		I was very tired.
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		In Pittsburgh I stopped at the same rooming-and-boarding house as on my way east, and Mrs. O’Brien had a fine large room for me in the old house where she lived. Her maid brought a tub and hot water to my room and I bathed, washed my hair, and meanwhile she did the best she could with my traveling dress. It came back to me looking like new.

		No steamboat was leaving that day or the next, so I made inquiries. Mrs. O’Brien suggested I go by way of Wheeling and save some miles of travel. I said nothing to her about Timothy Oats or Elmer.

		Yet she was puzzled by me, for after breakfast I remained in the parlor, looking frequently out of the windows to see if the place was watched. It was unlikely they would find me so soon, but I dared take no chances.

		“What is it, Miss Sackett? Whom do you watch for?”

		For a moment I hesitated, then explained that two men had tried to rob me, and I feared they had followed me. Nevertheless, I must be about my business, and the sooner I returned to my hills, the better.

		“If you wish to go by way of Wheeling,” she suggested, “there is a coach leaving from an office on Water Street. It is a new line, but they have several stages.”

		“They will be watching the stages,” I said, “and the steamboats too, I am afraid.”

		A thought came to me. “Coming here, I saw a number of wagons bunched in some vacant lots.”

		“Movers.” Mrs. O’Brien’s tone was disparaging.

		“We all were movers at one time, Mrs. O’Brien,” I said. “Even you when you left Ireland.”

		“I suppose so, but somehow it seems different.”

		“Settled folks always look down upon the unsettled,” I said, “but somebody has to open the new lands. When they are settled in their homes, they will feel just as you do.” A thought came to mind. “I am going down and look them over.”

		“Please! Be careful! A young girl like you! And you have to walk right past Mr. John Irwin’s ropewalk. There are some mighty rough men thereabouts.”

		“I shall be all right.”

		Despite the smoke of the factories, which often hung low over the town, Pittsburgh had a beautiful site. I walked along, my reticule hanging from my shoulder to an inch below my hand.

		At the ropewalk, men were busy making ropes, and although some of them glanced my way, they did not speak. One young man close to the street tipped his cap to me, and I bowed slightly to acknowledge it but did not smile or meet his eyes.

		Beyond were at least two dozen wagons drawn up, where some children were running about, playing. A woman was hanging out her wash, several clothespins in her mouth. She looked very neat despite the work she was doing, and the two children playing nearby were clean and bright-looking.

		I stopped. “Ma’am? May I speak with you a moment?”

		She took the pins from her mouth and made a quick gesture to straighten her hair. “Why, of course. What can I do for you?”

		“You are traveling. Would you by any chance be going toward Wheeling?”

		“As a matter of fact, we are going that way.”

		“Ma’am, I want to go to Wheeling, and I can pay you a little.” Before she could suggest it, I said, “I do not want to take the stage.” Adding, “Some men are following me.”

		“It is very crowded, but—”

		“I’m a mountain girl,” I said. “I’m used to making do. I’ll sit wherever you put me, and I’ll help with the cooking. I’ll tell stories to the youngsters—”

		“Here comes Ralph, my husband. We will ask him.”

		He was a strongly-built man of about thirty-five, a man with a strong, determined look about him, but there was kindness, too.

		“As far as Wheeling? Yes, we can take you.” He had given me a quick, searching look. “It will cost you nothing, but if you could help with the children …?”

		“I’ll help, but I will pay, too,” I said. “I will give you three dollars, and two more when we arrive.”

		“That’s too much,” he said. Then he grinned. “But we’ll take it. Lord knows, living is expensive. I had hoped to find a job here but have had no luck, and it is too expensive to live here.

		“Why, a simple room would cost me one hundred dollars for the year! One hundred dollars! Can you imagine? And beef is seven cents the pound … even cornmeal is a dollar the bushel! I can’t afford to stay on.”

		He glanced at me again. “We have no comforts, you know. It is just wagon travel, and we are loaded.”

		“She says she is a mountain girl, Ralph. She may be used to roughing it.”

		“Oh, I am! You need not worry about me. I shall try to disturb nothing and keep out of the way. One thing I ask. Don’t mention the fact that I am going with you, and I shall join you before daybreak.”

		He looked at me again. “These men who are following you. What do they look like?”

		My description was brief, but enough, I know. He nodded. “You’ll not worry,” he said. “You can stay inside the while, or get out and walk when you wish. I doubt if they will expect you to take that road.”

		Mrs. O’Brien was drinking coffee when I came into the kitchen. She gave me a quick look. “There’s nobody about. I just looked. Drink your coffee. I’ve some soup heating up, so you can have a bit before you go.”

		“I’ll just have time. You’ve been very kind.”

		“Think nothing of it. Just be careful.”

		Dark it was, and still. I donned my poke bonnet and peeked from the window. No light showed. It was very dark. Taking the bag in my left hand, I loosened the knot on the reticule and let my fingers grip the Doune pistol.

		The room behind me was dark, and Mrs. O’Brien opened the door very quietly. “Go now, and the good Lord with you!”

		A floorboard in the porch squeaked, and I stood very still, surveying all that was about me. Nothing moved. The air was damp from the river and there was a smell of wet cinders in the air. Tiptoeing down the steps, I started at once. It was three long city blocks to where the wagon waited. The first block was houses, all dark and still at this hour; the second was the ropewalk and a lumberyard with a stable adjoining; then the open area where the wagons waited.

		It was going to be all right. I let go of the pistol and walked swiftly, gathering my skirts, not to let them rustle too much, for I wished to hear any small sound. The reticule dangled from my shoulder again. My carpetbag was heavy. I switched hands with it, but after a half-block, as I came up to the ropewalk, I changed hands again.

		Far ahead of me I could see a faint glow from what must be a lantern. Ralph, harnessing his horses, no doubt. The shadows worried me. A body simply could not see—

		The movement caught my ears too late. Rough hands seized me, and there was bad breath in my face. “Don’t you scream, or I’ll kill you sure. Now, you just listen to me.

		“Tim is across the town watching at the stage station. You just be a good little girl, and I’ll not tell him I found you.”

		He spoke softly. “I don’t know where you figure on goin’ this time of night, but I know what we can do, you an’ me. We’ll just—”

		Lifting a boot, I stamped down hard on his instep and at the same time smashed back with my head into his face. He was taller than me, but my skull caught him on the chin and he let go, staggering back. Swinging the reticule by its strings, and it carrying my pistol, some shot, and a few coins, I caught him alongside the head. Small I may be, but I’ve worked hard my life through and am strong. The swinging reticule laid him out in the dust, pretty as you please. He groaned once, started to rise, then fell back. A moment I looked at him, not in the least sorry for him; then I went down and joined them at the wagon.

		Several wagons were all ready to pull out, and Ralph said never a word, just motioned to the back of the wagon, and I climbed in and we were rolling.

		Among the piled-up packages and rolls of bedding, I found a place to settle my back in a niche, and soon fell asleep, awakening to find it daylight and to see two round-eyed children staring at me.

		“Well!” I said cheerfully enough. “My name is Echo, what’s yours?”

		The little girl looked away, twisting her fingers, but the boy said, “Jimmy. I am Jimmy Drennan, and this is my sister, Empily. She’s scared.”

		“Empily?” I asked.

		“Emily!” she said sharply. “Empily! He always calls me that!” Then she looked at me. “Is Echo a name?”

		“It’s my name,” I said, “but, yes, it is a name. We use it for the echoing sounds we hear, but it was a name before that. Echo was the name of a nymph, a sort of sprite, I guess you’d say. She was always chattering, so Hera, who was a goddess, ruled that she should never speak first, and never be silent when anyone else spoke. But Echo fell in love with Narcissus, and when he died she pined away until only her voice was left.”

		“That’s just a story!” Jimmy said.

		“You’re right, it is, but a very, very old story. When I first went to school, my teacher told me all that.”

		“Are you going to pine away until you are just a voice?” Jimmy asked.

		“Probably not,” I admitted. “I have never met Narcissus.”

		“You will,” their mother said. She sat up. “I am Laura Drennan. I hope they aren’t annoying you.”

		“You know they aren’t. We don’t have any young-uns where I live, and I miss them.”

		“Where is your home?”

		“In the mountains of Tennessee. Away back in the hills. We have lots of bears back there.”

		“Do they eat people?” Jimmy demanded.

		“Not often,” I said, “although I suppose if they got really hungry, they might.”

		“You’ve seen a bear? A wild bear? Up close?”

		“Several of them. In fact, my uncle is laid up right now because of a fight he had with one. He was without his gun and he disturbed a bear that turned on him.”

		Ralph Drennan looked over his shoulder. “You mean he fought a bear? Without a gun?”

		“He had a knife and later a double-bit ax.” She glanced at Jimmy. “That’s an ax with two blades. He had to fight with what he had, but he killed the bear.”

		Ralph glanced at me, unbelieving, then turned back to his driving. There was silence in the wagon. Jimmy was the first to speak. “Did the bear bite him?”

		“Several times. He clawed him pretty bad, too. Regal killed the bear, then dragged himself almost home. We found him by the spring when we went for water.”

		By midday we were winding along a very rough road through a dense forest, the trees so thick overhead that it was shadowed and still. Ours was the lead wagon, but Ralph Drennan’s team was a good one and they moved steadily on, bumping over logs, squeezing past fallen trees, stopping occasionally to give the horses a breather.

		His rifle lay in a corner of the wagon, and it looked to be almost new. I could not see the make of it, but it was a Lancaster rifle, I was sure of that.

		“Do you hunt much?” I asked.

		He looked over his shoulder. “I have hunted scarcely at all. Not since I was a boy. I have been working in the city,” he added, “and decided there was little future for me there, so we decided to try pioneering. We are going to Kentucky,” he said, “and probably to Missouri.”

		We moved on again, and I fell asleep. When I awakened again it was almost dark and the children were asleep; moving carefully, I worked my way to the front of the wagon.

		“Want me to spell you?” I asked.

		“You can drive a team?” He was amazed.

		“Where I come from, ever’body drives,” I said. “I can drive, I can plow, I can do what’s necessary.”

		“I’d gladly let you,” he admitted, “because I am tired, but I’ve got to find a place to camp.”

		“Better do it soon,” I suggested, “or it will be too dark to see where we’re at. Why don’t you catch a nap? I can find a camp.”

		He hesitated. “Well, I’ll rest just for a minute.”

		I taken the reins and he moved back into the wagon. Glancing up through the trees, I could see he’d already waited too late if a body was to gather firewood and such, so I kept my eyes open. Sure enough, we hadn’t gone two miles when I saw a small clearing near a branch, a small stream that rustled over the rocks, heading for the Ohio and the sea.

		Rounding the wagon against the woods on the far side, I brought the team to a halt and showed the other wagons where to turn in. There were just three others, and there was room enough, but barely. Catching a glimpse of some open space, I walked that way and found a small meadow. Others had stopped here before us. Unhitching the team, with Jimmy to help, I led the horses out on the meadow and picketed them there. The others, following me, did likewise.

		Laura got down from the wagon with Emily. “Better keep them close,” I advised. “Young-uns get lost in the woods an’ might never be found.”

		Taken me only a minute or two to break some sticks, gather some shreds of old bark, and get a fire going. It is surely amazing how a fire cheers folks up. “I’d better wake Ralph up,” Laura suggested.

		“Wait until we’ve coffee made,” I said. “He’s put in a long day.”

		The others built another fire and we made do between the two. Coffee was boiling when Ralph got down from the wagon. “I’m afraid I just passed out,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

		“No need,” I said.

		He came up to the fire and Laura poured him a cup of coffee.

		“Maybe,” I said, “come daybreak you’d let me use that rifle of yours? This here’s game country, and I might get us some meat.”

		“You can shoot?”

		“A mite,” I said. “I can try.”
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		Come daybreak, I taken that rifle and started off across the meadow. The trees were almighty big, poplars fifteen, sixteen feet around, and red maple almost as big. The soil underfoot was as good as any I’d seen, hundreds of years of leaves falling, decaying, and turning to earth, and big trees struck down by age, wind, or lightning also were decaying and adding to the richness of the soil. This Ohio country was a mighty fine land. Easing through the woods beyond the meadow, I saw another clearing right ahead, and a deer standing there, not more than eighty yards off.

		These folks didn’t have much, and we needed the meat, so I fetched him with a neck shot and taken the venison back to camp.

		Ralph looked up, surprised. “You got a deer?”

		“Small buck,” I said. Then I looked at him. “I aim to pay my way.” I handed back the rifle. “Take good care of it, that’s a fine weapon. I’ll clean it when we get rolling.”

		We shared the meat with the other wagons, giving each enough for a meal.

		It was slow going there at first, but we hit some open stretches that enabled us to make time. All the time, I kept my eyes ready for Timothy Oats and Elmer. They would be coming along behind, or maybe even waiting for me in Wheeling, where I figured to catch the steamboat.

		On the third day I killed four ducks in four shots. Jimmy was with me and he carried two of the ducks back to the wagon. “That’s good shooting,” Ralph admitted. “You were lucky to catch them sitting.”

		“She didn’t,” Jimmy said proudly. “They took off from the water and she got one that time. She got the others later, shot ’em on the wing.”

		“Flying ducks? With a rifle?”

		“Back to home,” I said, “I never had no shotgun there at first. It was shoot ’em with a rifle or forget it.”

		Back in the wagon, we sang songs, some of them hymns which we all knew, others the songs we’d learned as youngsters or those they sang in the mountains. Often in the hills folks would put new words to old tunes, or pick up a refrain and work something around it. We sang what songs we had, and made up others as we went along.

		Wheeling was built on a bottom along the river, most of the town on one street, with a hill rising behind it. Here, too, there was a ropewalk, some stores, warehouses, and an inn where I found a place to stay the night. There would be a steamboat in the morning, and I’d made up my mind to leave it at Cincinnati and travel across country to home.

		When they put me down in front of the inn, I said good-bye to Laura, Ralph, and the youngsters, and I guess we all cried a little bit, sorry to part, with small chance of ever meeting again.

		The food was good at the inn, and I waited by the window, watching out for Timothy Oats and Elmer. There was no sign of them, nor was there when I went down to the boat.

		I’d recharged my pistols and was ready for whatever. In a shop near the inn I’d found a seamstress who had a sky-blue dress and bonnet that taken my eye, so I bought it. My gray travelin’ dress was lookin’ kind of used up. I also bought from her a travelin’ outfit, somewhat cheaper, but sturdy. I had the feeling I’d need it.

		With my carpetbag stuffed, I stood by waitin’ for that boat.

		They might be aboard, but I was going to ride it anyway. If they were eager to fetch trouble, I’d not let them yearn for it.

		So I was standin’ there on the dock when I heard that ol’ whistle blow and saw that steamboat come chug-chuggin’ up to the island.

		I looked up as it came alongside, and there by the rail were two men standin’, a big black man and a tall, right handsome fellow with as fine a set of shoulders as I’d ever seen. My heart did a flip-flop. It couldn’t be! Not here!

		Suddenly I was glad I’d bought that blue dress and the bonnet with the lace, but he wasn’t even looking at me! He didn’t even see me!

		A man tipped his hat. “Ma’am? Were you going aboard, ma’am?”

		“Oh? Oh, yes! Of course!”

		“Better hurry, ma’am, that gangway is down only for minutes. The cap’n, ma’am, he’s in a powerful hurry!”

		Taking up my bag, I went to the gangway. Glancing up there again, I saw the black man watching me. He said something to the tall young man, but he was looking off over my head at somebody. I turned around, and there behind me was Elmer.

		He grinned at me, showing his ugly teeth. “Carry your bag, ma’am?”

		I turned away from him and went up the gangway, and as I came aboard, Timothy Oats was standing there, not smiling or anything, but just looking at me. His cut lip had healed but there was meanness in his eyes. I walked right past him and went along the deck to an officer.

		He was a young, handsome boy with cornsilk hair and a face red from the sun. “Cabin, ma’am? Come, an’ I’ll show you.”

		“Sir? That man by the gangway. I think his name is Oats. I don’t want my cabin close to his. Please?”

		“I’ll see, ma’am. I am afraid there’s little choice, we’re that crowded, but you need have no fear aboard this boat, the cap’n is a stickler for propriety. You will not be disturbed, I promise you.”

		The cabin was very small and there were two bunks; a valise was already sitting on the lower one.

		“Oh? I must share the cabin with someone?”

		“Yes, ma’am. Most folks sleep out on the deck, we’re that short of space. Seems like everybody’s travelin’ these days. You goin’ far, ma’am?”

		“To Cincinnati, I think. I might go further.”

		“Hope you do.” He touched his cap to me. “It isn’t often we have a girl aboard as pretty as you.”

		“Thank you. Do you know who is sharing this cabin with me?”

		“Yes, ma’am. She’s an older lady. She’s going to Cincinnati too. She is called Mrs. Buchanan.”

		“Called? Isn’t that her name?”

		He glanced around quickly. “I wouldn’t repeat this, ma’am, but I was on another steamboat where she was a passenger, and she had a different name then.” Suddenly he was worried. “I shouldn’t have said that, but you be careful. You see, I could be wrong about her.”

		When he was gone, I looked up at that upper bunk. My carpetbag was heavy. How ever was I to get it up there? And I did want it where I could feel it near me. I’d lost it once and did not intend to again.

		It was heavy, but I managed, after all. I put it on the back side of the bunk, and my pillow covered it a mite. From down below, I couldn’t see it at all.

		At the mirror, which was not a very good one, I primped a little, tucking in a curl here, fluffing my hair a little there. Then, letting my bonnet hang by its ribbon, I went out on deck. There was a place nearby where I could stand by the rail and still keep my cabin door in view.

		We were already out from shore and moving down the Ohio.

		The banks were high bluffs and heavily wooded. Here, as on the roads, were a lot of people moving. They were in flatboats or keel boats, once in a while somebody in a canoe. Most of them were going downstream.

		A voice sounded close by, and I looked around. There was that young man! The black man was beside him. He glanced at me, and I smiled.

		He stared, shocked, then turned away, turning his back on me. It was him, all right, those same broad shoulders and the back of his head I would know anywhere.

		Well! If he wanted to be that way, all right! Glancing toward my cabin, I saw a woman at the door. She was folding a parasol and about to enter, so I crossed to the door and went in behind her.

		Hearing my step, she turned. She had large, very blue eyes, and lips so red they had to be painted, but the job was well done and one could not be sure, not really.

		“Oh? You are the young lady who shares the cabin?”

		“I am.”

		“You’re very pretty, you know. Do come in! It is crowded, but we can manage.” She held out her hand. She wore several rings. Two of them looked like diamonds, although I had never seen a diamond, just heard of them. “I am Essie Buchanan. I am going to Cincinnati.”

		“So am I.”

		“Oh? Perhaps I can entertain you there. It is a rough town, but a good, lively one. If you like a good time, it is the place to have it. No end to the men, and most of them very handsome.”

		“I shan’t be there long.”

		“That’s too bad.” She glanced at me again, a quick, measuring look. “You are traveling alone?”

		“I am.” I paused. “I think I’m to be met.”

		She talked a little, mostly of clothes and the weather, and after a bit she started back to the deck. “Would you like to join me? On the promenade?”

		“No, thank you. I think I will just rest.”

		When she was gone, the cabin smelled of her perfume. I didn’t like it very much. She was a handsome woman, and very expensively dressed, but something about her didn’t seem right. Or maybe what the young officer had said was influencing me. I must not be prejudiced. Nonetheless, I had to watch the cabin. Timothy Oats would steal my bag and all that was in it if given a chance.

		A thought occurred to me. What was Dorian Chantry doing here? This was a long way from the hunts, balls, and belles of Philadelphia. Maybe I was mistaken. After all, I had never seen his face. I could not be sure. He must think me brazen, smiling at him like that. The thought made me flush with shame. What a fool I was!

		If I had not seen him, he certainly had not seen me, his back to me and all.

		The young officer who had shown me to my stateroom explained the boat to me. Although I’d heard most of it before, I listened with rapt attention. Long ago, Regal advised me: “Men like to talk of what concerns them. Learn to listen, and if you can ask a question now and again, do it. Give them those big eyes of yours and you’ll have no problem. You’ll be bored often enough, but you’ll learn a lot, too, and they will go away telling everybody what a charmin’ girl you are.

		“You learn to listen, or at least act like you’re listenin’, and you’ll find menfolks doin’ all sorts of things for you. Smooths the way, y’ know? An’ if you’re modest about it an’ don’t flaunt yourself around, the women will like you too.

		“A man, he’s got to get along mostly with hard work an’ persistence, but with a woman it is mostly maneuver. Men have to maneuver too, especially so when it comes to womenfolks.”

		“You see,” the young officer was saying, “there’s two lines of cabins, with the main cabin in between. The doors from the cabins open on the main cabin, where folks can mingle and get acquainted. We serve meals there, too.

		“Most of the cargo is stowed on the main deck, but sometimes bales of cotton or whatever are piled higher than the deck we’re on.”

		His name was Robinson and he seemed a nice young man. “If there is anything I can do for you, just call on me.”

		At supper in the main cabin there were three tables. Sure enough, I was seated at the same table with that tall young man. The captain introduced everybody to everybody else, and sure enough, he was Dorian Chantry. When my name was mentioned, he looked across the table and our eyes met. He flushed and looked away, which seemed odd, for he was supposed to be a ladies’ man.

		There was an older man at the table, a stocky man, taking on some fat at the belt, with thinning white hair, but a face that seemed young for the hair. He glanced at me when my name was mentioned, but said nothing. His name was Ginery Wooster.

		At the third table, Timothy Oats was seated close to Essie Buchanan. They were talking. I did not look at them, not wanting them to realize I’d noticed. I had to get away; I had to get off this boat, somehow, some way.

		Suddenly I felt trapped, closed in. I did not trust that woman, and now she was talking to Oats. Probably it was idle conversation, but I dared not risk it.

		I glanced across the table at Dorian Chantry. Did I dare ask his help? Did he even know about me?

		If I could just get off, in the middle of the night, when no one suspected.…

		I was a fool to be thinking of him. He had not so much as noticed me. It was my family I must consider, and what this money would do for them. We had been poor for such a long time. We lived all right because we could hunt, but now it could be different.

		Very different.

		What I needed now was time to think, to plan. If I could get off this steamboat now, or soon, I could get a horse and ride south. It was closer to home than Cincinnati, although wilder country, I believed.

		If I only had a map of the river! Often the steamboat stopped at small places, sometimes only landings. If I could get off without anybody knowing, get off in the middle of the night.…

		That nice young man, Robinson. He would know. He had offered to help.

		He wasn’t thinking of that kind of help, I warned myself. Still, if I could just get off somewhere.…

		I could get Mr. Robinson to show me a chart of the river. I knew they must have some in the pilothouse.

		Suddenly I was startled from my thinking. He was speaking to me. Dorian Chantry was speaking to me!
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		“Did I understand you to say, Miss Sackett, that you are leaving the steamer at Cincinnati?”

		“That is my present plan, Mister … is it Chantry?”

		“Dorian Chantry, at your service. I believe you know my Uncle Finian?”

		“I’ve had the pleasure, and indeed it was a pleasure. He is a very fine man, a remarkable man.”

		“And a stern one, very stern.”

		“With reason, perhaps?”

		His glance was cool. “No doubt he feels it so.” He resumed the former topic. “From Cincinnati you go home, I believe? Is not that very rough country?”

		“Some might think it is.”

		“But there is a stage? Or can you take another steamer?”

		“There is, I think, but right across country is quicker.”

		He was irritated. How foolish of her to come so far, unprotected and alone! Because of it he had to leave everything and come on this wild-goose chase, escorting a girl who did not seem in the least grateful. She was pert, almost impudent.

		“I am astonished that your family would permit it. Suppose you met a bear? Or a man of evil intention?”

		I made my eyes very wide. “I’d take him home for supper.”

		“What? You’d invite such a man to your home?”

		“I meant the bear.” I smiled innocently. “Could I do less?”

		His expression showed his exasperation. “Uncle Finian said I was to see you safely home. He was quite worried about you. He said there were—”

		“They are here.”

		Startled, he looked up. “Here?”

		Before he could say more, I said, “It is very nice of your Uncle Finian to worry about me, but I shall be quite all right. I would not want you to go to so much trouble. There are bears where I am going, and quite a few men, but most of them are very nice.”

		“It is preposterous for you to travel alone.” He glanced at the woman who sat beside me. “Don’t you agree?”

		“I should say I do! And across country? Dear me!”

		“But there was no one else. My uncle was not well, and the trip must be made. Anyway, it is nearly over now. Soon I shall be home.”

		Irritated, he looked down at his plate. What must he think of me? Yet I could not keep from teasing him. He looked so exasperated, and so handsome.

		“You must not worry, sir. I shall be all right, and there will be no need of an escort. I shall manage very nicely.”

		He was very cool. “I am not at all sure of that. From what I have heard, you have had your bag stolen from you already—”

		“I have it back.”

		“And you disappeared from the stage for several days. I had no end of trouble finding you.”

		I gave him my prettiest smile. “But you did find me! I can’t thank you enough! I don’t know what I’d have done without you!”

		He gave me a very cool, level glance. “Miss Sackett, my uncle insisted I see that you got home safely. I shall do my best to do just that.”

		I glanced at the third table. Timothy Oats was gone. Essie Buchanan was rising. Where was Elmer?

		From where I sat, I could see the door to my cabin, but of course, there was an outer door, too. It was locked, I had made sure of that, but such men know how to open locks as simple as that would be. “If you will excuse me …?” I pushed back my chair and arose.

		Dorian Chantry got to his feet also. “Will I see you at breakfast, Miss Sackett?”

		He was certainly tall. “I believe so. Thank you, Mr. Chantry.”

		As I walked away, I heard the woman who had sat beside me say, “She’s very pretty, you know.” I did not hear his reply, if he made one, although I very much wanted to.

		Our cabin was empty when I reached it, my carpetbag untampered with. I turned and looked at myself in the mirror. That blue dress was becoming.

		I shook my head. I must stop thinking such thoughts. What I must do now is get home with the money. It would do so much for us, make my mother’s years so much more comfortable. As for Regal, he was probably recovering very well, but how did we know? Several men who had been clawed or chewed by bears had never really gotten well. A man I knew at the store said it was because bears often fed on half-decayed meat and fragments of it clung to their teeth. Regal should have a doctor look at his wounds, and if I got home with the money, we could afford it.

		One side of me did not want Dorian Chantry along at all, but another side certainly did want him to come with me. I knew the woods where we would soon be. I knew how to move like an Indian, but did he? Suppose he got chewed by a bear? I’d never forgive myself.

		I had wanted to meet him, and now I had, but I must have left him with a very bad impression. It was obvious that he disapproved of me and that I was a nuisance. Surely he had other plans. He had not wanted to come all the way out here into what was almost a wilderness, just to be sure some silly girl got home safely, somebody who should not be out there alone anyway.

		The more I thought of it, the worse I felt. My pretty blue dress! It must seem very plain and dull to someone who saw so many beautifully gowned women, and saw them all the time.

		How could I even talk to him? What did women like that talk about? And what did they talk about to a man?

		Essie Buchanan came in and stepped into the corner where the washbasin and mirror were. She began fluffing her hair, and glanced at me out of the corners of her eyes. “You shouldn’t be back here,” she said. “It is much too early! I met a couple of interesting men out there, and I told one of them about you. He would like to meet you. I told him I would try to arrange it.”

		“No, thanks, I need the sleep. I’ve been traveling a lot.”

		“You’ll never meet any men back here. They don’t permit men aft of the mid-ship gangway, you know. Come on! We’ll have some fun.”

		“You go ahead.”

		“That man I mentioned. He’s middle-aged but he’s worth a lot of money. To the right girl he’d be very generous.”

		Well, I just looked at her. Regal had told me about women like her. “No, thanks,” I repeated.

		After she had gone forward, I lay staring up at the underside of the deck above me and thinking. It was unlikely that either Elmer or Timothy Oats would attempt anything while aboard the steamer, although they would be watching for their chance. It was when I went ashore that I must move with care. What I must think of was some way to slip away from them. It was then I thought of the Big Sandy.

		But that was Indian country, hunting ground for a half-dozen tribes; the Creek, Cherokee, Shawnee, and several others hunted there. I was known to the Cherokee, and the Sacketts were known to them all, I suspected, but I’d be taking a great chance. Still, it was early in the season and hunting parties would not be out in any number.

		On the lower Big Sandy there were some fine farms, and a body might even get a horse, or if not that, a canoe. I could make my way up the Levisa Fork into Kentucky, cut across the toe of Virginia, and be right back in my own mountains in no time.

		There were Sacketts on the Clinch River, a bunch of rowdy boys but good folks and cousins of ours. If Timothy Oats followed me into Clinch Mountain country, one of those big Sacketts was liable to bounce him up and down all the way back to the Ohio.

		First thing tomorrow I had to lay hold of Robinson, that young officer. He could get me a map or at least a layout of the river so’s I could see what to do.

		In the mountains we work from sunup to sundown, so when day broke I was up, moving very quiet so’s not to disturb Essie Buchanan or whatever her name was. I eased out of the room and walked forward to where I could look down the river and feel the wind in my face. It was mighty nice. I had not done much traveling, but if a body had the time, it was a way to live. I could see us chugging away downstream with high bluffs covered with trees and here and there an occasional cabin or farm. I could see those across the river better than on the nearer bluff because they were so high. Then I remembered how Pa had been on the Ohio close to the Mississippi when the New Madrid earthquake hit. He had told me that bluffs like this, a hundred and sometimes two hundred yards of it, would cave off into the river. It must have been a sight.

		That earthquake even had the Mississippi flowing back upstream for a while, tilted the whole bottom of the river for miles! Just as I was fixing to go back to the main cabin for breakfast, young Robinson found me.

		“A map? A chart, you mean. I guess I could draw one for you.”

		“Just so I would know where I am on the river,” I suggested. “I could pay you for it,” I added.

		He blushed. “Pay me? I’d enjoy doing it for you,” he said. “I really would. I’m proud you thought to ask me.”

		“I just thought you would know,” I said, “you studying to be a pilot and all. If anybody would know the river, you would. Just as far as Cincinnati,” I suggested. Then I added, “Do we stop at night? I mean to let folks get on or to take on freight?”

		“Sometimes, and sometimes we tie up at night. They do that a lot on the Mississippi and Missouri because of the snags and sawyers in the river that can tear a boat’s bottom out. You have to be able to see.”

		Dorian Chantry was at breakfast, and that surprised me some because I had an idea easterners didn’t get up all that early. His hair was combed with a kind of wave in it and he looked neat as if he’d stepped out of a bandbox, as Pa used to say.

		“Well? Good morning, Miss Sackett! I hope you slept well?”

		“I did, and a good morning to you, sir!”

		There were only a few people in the main cabin and nobody at the same table with us. He glanced around, then asked, “Last night you suggested those men who tried to get your money were aboard here?”

		“They are,” I said, “but stay clear of them. They are rough men.”

		He stiffened a little. “I can be rough if need be.”

		“If you have trouble with them, it will be,” I warned.

		“What happened back there? I mean when you lost your bag?”

		So I told him a little. I surely did not tell him all, but how I didn’t even suspect that little ol’ lady and how she switched bags on me and was getting away with Oats when I taken after them.

		“By the time I got my bag away from them, I’d gone on down the road a ways, so I caught the stage when it caught up.” There was no need to tell him about the house by the road or how I got my bag back. “The stage, I mean.”

		“They did not follow you then?”

		“They did, but I got away from them.” He needed a warning, so I said, “There was an Irishman who said he would stop them. He was a big, strong lad, too, but he did not do it. Oats had a couple of bruises on him and some skinned knuckles, was all.”

		“I see.”

		Well, now he knew what he was in for. Dorian Chantry was a fine, strong young man but I could not see him in a country brawl with Timothy Oats. Dorian could fight the gentleman’s way, not the eye-gouging way of the riverboat men or such as Oats.

		“Look,” I said suddenly, “why don’t you go back and tell your Uncle Finian I am all right? I shall be safe enough once I am into the mountains. I am a Sackett, after all, and Sacketts and rough country are as twins. I shall be all right.”

		“He sent me to look after you.”

		“You’re a handsome lad,” I said honestly. “I’d not see you hurt.”

		“Hurt? Me? I shall be all right. No,” he said then, “I shall see you all the way home to your cove.”

		“You’ll have to get some other clothes,” I warned. “In the brush those you’re wearin’ won’t last at all. You need linsey-woolsey or deerskin.”

		We ate our breakfast then, not talking much, and other folks began to come in and out. Something about me was a worry to him, I could see that. I was not like the girls he’d known, nor could I talk to him as they might have. I was used to talking with men and boys, used to saying what I meant and no two ways about it.

		He was more the gentleman than anybody I’d ever met, knowing all the ways of them, and it was mighty fine, being treated like a lady, like you were something special. All the boys I knew treated me like one of them—I mean, not as if I was special. Although they were respectful enough, it just wasn’t their way.

		“Mr. Chantry,” I said, “that Timothy Oats has something in mind. He means to have that carpetbag from me and I’ve got to outguess him. If I let him do as he’s planned, he’ll win, I know he will. Pa used to say, and Regal says the same, that a boy should never play the other man’s game. If I stay on this steamboat I will be playing their game, and I think he’s got a wheel turning with that Essie Buchanan, who shares my cabin. They’ve been talking, and—”

		“I was going to speak to you about that,” he said then. “You should not be sharing a cabin with a woman like that. It’s a disgrace.”

		“It won’t be for long,” I said.

		“It has been too long already. I shall speak to the captain.”

		“Don’t you do it.” I had looked up to see a man come into the main cabin. I saw him look around and I saw his eyes meet mine.

		“We’ve troubles enough,” I said. “There’s Felix Horst!”
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		For a minute or two I just sat there. Timothy Oats and Elmer did not worry me much, but Felix Horst was something different. I was afraid of him.

		A body could see at a glance this was not only an evil man but a wily one. I would never have tricked him as I had Oats, nor would he have bothered to fight with that young Irishman. He would simply have killed him and chased after me, wasting no time. He wanted that money I carried, and meant to have it.

		Oats had no doubt gotten Essie Buchanan to keep an eye on me, so if I got away, I had to slip away from her.

		“Mr. Chantry,” I said, “you have to help me. I am going to leave the steamer. I am going to get away. You can help me.”

		“How?” He was cautious, not trusting me or my ideas.

		“You’ve got to ask me out to take a walk on the deck after supper. I mean”—I blushed a mite—“like you were courting me.”

		He studied me coolly. “And then what?”

		“I slip off the boat. I get ashore and take off up the Big Sandy. I figure I can rent a horse or buy one. Or maybe a mule. Then I head for home.”

		“Not without me.”

		“Are you up to it? That there’s rough country, Mr. Chantry. It won’t be like riding to hounds. You’ll be sky-hootin’ it along ridges, dippin’ down into hollows, you’ll be pushin’ through woods and brush and maybe have a mite of Injun trouble.”

		“Indians? What you are talking about isn’t exactly the far west!”

		“No, sir, but there’s Indians. The Cherokee mostly know us Sacketts. Some of the others do, by reputation. The ones that know the Sackett name won’t do us harm, but there’s Shawnee around, too, and they aren’t friendly with the Cherokee right now. The Creek, too, sort of go their own way.”

		I tried my coffee and it was still hot. “Have you got a rifle, Mr. Chantry?”

		“A rifle? No, of course not. Not here.”

		“You’ll need one, and so will I. I left mine at a tavern on the way, but it is some little distance. Regal an’ Ma, they convinced me young ladies in Philadelphia do not carry rifles as a reg’lar thing.”

		“Can you actually shoot a rifle? You’re serious?”

		“Yes, sir, I have shot a rifle.”

		He did not take that seriously, I could see. In his world womenfolks danced, rode to hounds, partied around, and wore pretty clothes most of the time. Well, that was all right, but in the mountains things weren’t quite like that.

		“Mr. Chantry,” I said after a bit, “we should smile more, like we were enjoying each other’s company. Let Horst and them think something’s going on betwixt us. If we act too serious, they are apt to get suspicious.”

		He smiled beautifully.

		“There! That’s better! A body would think you’d never courted a girl before.”

		“I am not exactly courting you, Miss Sackett. If you wish to deceive them, of course—”

		“We’ve got to. We can’t let them guess we’re going to duck off this boat and head upcountry. I’ve got a map coming to me. A young officer promised he’d find one for me, or draw it.”

		“A young officer?” He raised an eyebrow. “You do get acquainted, Miss Sackett.”

		“Yes, sir, when it’s necessary. He’s a right handsome lad, too.”

		“You’ve talked to him?”

		“Of course. Several times. He’s the tall blond officer.”

		“I haven’t noticed,” he replied somewhat sharply.

		“No reason why you should. You noticed Essie Buchanan, though, didn’t you?”

		“She intends to be noticed. She dresses to draw attention.”

		“And she gets it.” I swallowed some coffee and then added, “She wanted me to meet some men. One of them, she said was very well-off.”

		“You didn’t accept, I hope?”

		“Well, no. But a girl has to think of her future, and most of the boys back in the hills are spoke for. You see, I am sixteen, and where I come from, that’s almost an old maid.”

		“As I have said, I do not think Essie Buchanan is fit company for a young girl.” He glanced at me in a very professorial manner. “She’s what is known as a shady lady.”

		“Well, what do you know? I always wondered what one of them would look like. Regal’s told me a good bit about them.”

		“And who is Regal?”

		“I thought I told you about him. He’s my uncle, and he goes round and about from time to time and is quite a man with the ladies. Right now he’s laid up. Had him a little go-around with a bear.”

		“You mean he shot a bear?”

		“Not exactly. This was a notorious bear, a trouble-making bear, and he tackled Regal, not knowin’ he was a Sackett, so Regal had to kill him. Not until they’d disputed the subject, however.”

		“Killed him? How?”

		“Mostly with a knife. He’s got him one of those Tinker knives and he cut that bear up considerable. Finally did him in with his ax but not until the bear chawed on his leg and arm and clawed his ribs.”

		“You mean he killed a full-grown bear with a hunting knife and an ax?”

		“Wasn’t no other way. The bear wouldn’t wait for him to fetch his shootin’ iron, so they just had at it, an’ Regal fetched him.”

		She looked at him seriously. “You ever eat much bear meat, Mr. Chantry? Grandma Sackett, she says there’s no other way to raise a boy. Got to feed ’em bear meat when they’re young. Ever’ two, three days she’d take down her rifle-gun and fetch home a bear from the woods. Got so we had to move.”

		“Move? Why?”

		“No more bears. She either killed ’em all or they just got tired of dodging her and taken off out of the country. Grandma, she was a caution.

		“If you do come to the mountains with me, we’ll feed you some bear meat. Good for you. Puts hair on your chest, Regal says.”

		He looked shocked. Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything about hair on his chest. Young ladies didn’t talk that way, I guess. No doubt where he lived young ladies weren’t supposed to know that a man grew hair on his chest.

		“I got to go now. I have to meet that young ship’s officer. He should have that map for me.”

		He stood up, his features stern with disapproval. “I could have gotten a map for you,” he protested.

		“Here? On this boat? A chart of the bends and of the places they will stop?”

		Walking forward to the rail which was just above the steps leading down to the cargo deck, I waited, watching the river. Suppose there was no stop? Could we leave the steamboat while it was moving? We would need a boat, of course, or a raft.

		Robinson came along shortly. He was good-looking in his uniform coat and cap. He glanced around to see if we were watched, but there was nobody in sight.

		“Here’s the Big Sandy, right after we make the bend, after passing the Guyundat. The Indian Guyundat is a creek on the right side.” He gave me a sharp look. “What d’ you want to know all this for?”

		“Mr. Robinson, you must tell nobody. Nobody, do you understand? I have to leave the boat and I do not want anyone to know.

		“Mrs. Buchanan will certainly be asking. Tell her I’ve gone forward, tell her anything, but try to make her believe I am still aboard.”

		“But, ma’am, there’s nothing there at Big Sandy! I mean, there’s a landing. We’ll nose into the bank there and load some freight, but it won’t be more than five minutes.”

		“That’s all I need. But please! Don’t tell anyone! Not even the captain!”

		“Somebody will see you.”

		“Maybe, maybe not. I hope not.”

		He had drawn a dark line on paper showing the river and where the various creeks came into it. I studied it for a few minutes after he was gone, and then returned to my cabin. Essie Buchanan was not there, so I looked through the carpetbag to make sure everything was all right. I did not know what they intended, but suspected they planned to rob me when I left the boat in Cincinnati.

		Our arrival at Big Sandy would be very late. If I could I would smuggle the carpetbag out of the cabin when Essie had gone to supper, passing it through the outer door to Dorian Chantry.

		What did the arrival of Felix Horst mean? Had he received some knowledge that the others had failed? But how could he know that?

		No, Horst must have some plan of his own. Perhaps he wanted me to be far enough away from Philadelphia or Pittsburgh and in a place where it would take time for word to get back, if it ever did. People were often lost on the river, and the Cave-in-the-Rock had been a hideout for outlaws for years.

		Horst was no fool and he would not want to risk being taken by the law again. He would know how much money I was carrying and he would choose his time very carefully.

		The day passed slowly. Green Bottom Ripple, a dangerous place, was negotiated with care. I watched the creeks to check them off in my mind; then I went back to my cabin and lay down on my berth. I wanted to rest before the coming night.

		Essie Buchanan came in. “What’s the matter, dearie? Not feeling well?”

		“I’ve a headache,” I lied, “Just not feeling well, I guess, or maybe it’s ague. I’ve had fever an’ chills all the morning. I think I’ll just lie here.”

		“Want me to bring you something?”

		“No, thanks. I’ll just rest.”

		At suppertime I went to the main cabin, and as Essie was at another table and could not observe, ate well enough. Dorian Chantry sat across from me.

		There were folks sitting close by, so we could not talk of what we planned, nor about ourselves. There was time to look around and see those who traveled with us. One was an Englishman, interested in western America, who wanted to know everything. He asked a sight of questions and it seemed like he was suspicious of answers. He evidently had a different idea in his mind than what he was discovering to be true, and was uneasy about it.

		He was surprised to find so many people reading Dickens, Scott, Thackeray, and the lot, although I don’t know why. A lot of western folks were readers, and books were precious things, hard to come by and much treasured.

		“Miss Sackett? Do you read? I mean for pleasure?”

		“Of course.”

		“You have books in your home?”

		“Mighty few. Pa used to lend books, and somehow they never seemed to come back. My Uncle Regal, he took to Scott. When I was no bigger than a button he was always reciting Lochinvar or something from Marmion.”

		“From memory?”

		“Of course. We Sacketts all have good memories. Part of it comes natural, part of it is from learning. When folks don’t have many books, they have to learn their history by heart. We learned the way ancient people did, like the bards of the Irish or the Welsh.

		“It is a good deal like traveling across country. A body lines up on a peak or a tree or something in the way of a landmark, then as he walks, he checks the backtrail, which always looks different. We learn to pick out a tree here, a rock there, or something of the sort to guide us. Once seen, we don’t forget it.

		“Pa, he started teaching us that when we were youngsters, as his pa did before him. It was the same with history or the folks in our family. We learn about the principal Sackett of a time, and all the folks connected to him. You mention any one of the family back three, four hundred years and we can tell you who he or she was married to and what happened to their get. Their children, that is.”

		“I never heard of such a thing!”

		“You mention Barnabas, now. He was the first of us in this country, and any Sackett can tell you what ship he crossed on, who his friends were, where he settled, and how.”

		“It must have been some such means that was used by the druids.”

		My eyes were wide and innocent. “I suspect so.” I purposely sounded vague. I had talked as much about that as I was going to.

		Dorian asked me many questions, and I noticed he was listening carefully. From time to time he glanced at me curiously, as if wondering about some of my answers. Ginery Wooster was setting back in his chair, seeming to pay us no mind, but he was listening, too.

		“We all remember that way, after a fashion,” I said. “Somebody says ‘George Washington,’ and right away you think of Mount Vernon, of 1776, of John Adams and Thomas Jefferson, Valley Forge and all that, and each one of those things tips you off to another set of memories.

		“Well, we just extended that, a-purpose. We didn’t just kind of do it by happenstance. We sort of extended it out further and further, and as youngsters we were taught not just to learn something but to learn something else that went with it. Pa, he used to say that no memory is ever alone, it’s at the end of a trail of memories, a dozen trails that each have their own associations.

		“There’s nothing very remarkable about it, or even unusual except that, like I said, we do it a-purpose.”

		“But there must be limits!”

		“Maybe, we just never found one yet.”

		Dorian, he pushed back his chair and got up. “Miss Sackett? There are many lights in the sky. Can you come and tell me their names?”

		“Well,” I said, “I can start you off right. That big round white one is called the moon. Does that help any?”
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		Bright was the moon upon the narrow waters, black and silent the shores except for the occasional lights from a settler’s cabin, blinking feebly from the trees or some meadowed bluff. There was no sound but for the chugging of the engines, yet we were not alone upon the deck, for others had come from the main cabin to enjoy the night.

		Essie Buchanan was there, accompanied by a heavy-set man with muttonchop whiskers. Was she watching me?

		“I had not realized the Ohio was so large a river,” Dorian said aloud, but under his breath he whispered, “I wish they’d all go to bed!”

		“We must wait them out,” I said, not at all unhappy about it. Then I added, “The step to the bow is right behind us.”

		“Archie will be down there waiting for us,” he said softly. “He has your carpetbag hidden there.” After a moment he said, “I still believe we should stay aboard until Cincinnati.”

		“They are waiting for us there,” I said. “If we move now, there will be fewer of them. We may even get away unseen.”

		“If there’s trouble,” Dorian said, “stay out of it. Leave it to Archie and me.”

		“Maybe I could help.”

		“You? You’re just a girl. What could you do in a fight?”

		“Probably not very much,” I agreed meekly, “but I could try.”

		“Stay out of it. I do not want you hurt.” Then he took the fun out of it by adding, “Uncle Finian would never let me hear the last of it.”

		There was a rustle of water about the bow, the low murmur of others’ voices.

		“Are you going into law like your Uncle Finian?”

		He shrugged a shoulder. “I haven’t decided. I’ve thought of raising horses. I like the country life.”

		“You will see some beautiful country in the next few days. Not the best of Kentucky, but some of it. If you wish to raise horses, there’s no better place to go.”

		“Maryland,” he objected, “Maryland or Virginia. Who would wish to be out in this wilderness?”

		“But it isn’t wild anymore. Only in the mountains.”

		He turned his back to the rail and rested his elbows on it so he could see what the others were doing. “But some of the people even live in log cabins!” he protested.

		“I live in one. I love it.”

		He was astonished. “You? In this day and age?”

		“My grandfather built our cabin. It was the third one built on the spot or close to it. The first two were burned by Indians during the War of the Revolution.”

		“A log cabin? In 1840?”

		“It is warm and snug and we have a beautiful view of the mountains.”

		He glanced at her face in the moonlight and the slight glow from the main cabin windows. She was pretty. But living in a log cabin? In these modern times?

		“We have a log barn, too, and we churn our own butter, bake our own bread. Mostly we make do with what the land provides, barrin’ a few things from the pack peddler, like needles an’ such.”

		“But don’t you ever want to get away? Don’t you think of leaving? Coming to the city?”

		“Oh, yes! I’ve thought of it, and talked of it, too, with Regal. Only we Sacketts have lived in the mountains for quite a spell.

		“You’ve got to wake up of a mornin’ with the clouds lyin’ low in the valleys between the mountains, the tops of the peaks like islands. You’ve got to see the mountains when the rhododendrons are all abloom, or the azaleas or mountain laurel. We don’t have much in worldly goods, but we’re rich in what the Lord provides.”

		“Have your family always stayed in the mountains?”

		“No, I reckon not. There was Jubal Sackett, a long, long time back. He taken off to the west, crossin’ the Mississippi. He returned once, but when he left the second time, it was reckoned he’d never come back. Jubal had the Gift.”

		“The ‘Gift’?”

		“Second sight. He often knew things before they happened.”

		“I don’t believe in that.”

		“Some don’t. I never had the Gift, but it runs in our family.”

		“It’s superstition.”

		“I reckon so, but it has played a big part in our family story.” Glancing around, I whispered, “They are going in.”

		“But we shall have to wait. From the sketch you showed me, it must be some distance yet.”

		“An hour or more, with the current.” I hesitated, then added, “When the stage is lowered, we must go ashore at once, before anybody will think to watch.”

		“We’d be better off to wait for Cincinnati,” he protested. “We will be better off where there are people.”

		No use telling him I wasn’t used to people caring for me. Where I came from, a body took care of himself and did not look to other folks for protection or even help. If it came, and among mountain folks it often did, then you accepted it and returned the favor when you had the chance, only you did not look for it or expect it.

		Once we got ashore along the Big Sandy, I could make myself mighty hard to find. Out there where the forest brushes the sky, that’s my kind of country.

		Something stirred in the shadows and I put my hand on his sleeve. Surprised, he looked down. I was standing very close, and I liked it. “There’s somebody there,” I whispered, “near the ladder from the Texas deck.”

		Maybe we had done all the wrong things, waiting out there until everybody else turned in. Being wishful of standing in the moonlight with him, I’d forgotten they might not wait for Cincinnati or anywhere. We were here, in the night and alone, and they were coming for us.

		“I hope you can fight,” I whispered. “We’ve got it to do.”

		They were between us and the main cabin, which would be empty at this hour. We were closer to the steps leading down to the main deck, where cargo was stowed. Minute by minute we were drawing closer to the Big Sandy. There was no way we could get off now without them knowing, but I had an idea they just intended to kill us both and throw us into the river.

		They came out of the shadows, and there were not three of them, but five. They moved toward us, moving in a sort of half circle. None of them looked familiar. Horst must have hired himself some thugs.

		Dorian Chantry spoke, and I must say he was cool enough. “Come, Miss Sackett, we must be going in. I promised the captain I would speak to him before I turned in.”

		He took me by the elbow, but I withdrew it from his hand. Not that I did not like it, but I wanted my hands free for what was coming.

		I’ll give him this. He did not stand waiting for invitations. Suddenly they rushed, and he stepped to meet them. He struck hard with a left and a right, and the man he hit went down.

		A big sweaty, smelly man grabbed at me. “Now, little lady …!”

		Two of them were swinging on Dorian and time was a-wasting. As that big man grabbed at me, I slid that pistol from my reticule and eared back the hammer.

		He heard the click and seemed to catch himself in mid-stride. I let the hammer fall, there was an explosion, and that big man taken a quick, staggering step back, then fell against the rail.

		Somebody, somewhere up on the Texas yelled, “What was that?”

		There was a sound of running feet, and almost at once the attack broke off and those men just scattered.

		“Was that a shot?” Dorian grabbed my arm as I slid the pistol back into the reticule. “Are you hurt?”

		“Let’s get away from here,” I said.

		The steamer was nosing in to the bank and I could hear men down below getting the rigging away to lower the stage. Swiftly we went down the ladder. The man Dorian had hit was struggling to get up; the man I’d shot was just lying there. People were coming from the main cabin as we disappeared down the steps to the bow.

		As the stage lowered into place, we ran ashore. A big deckhand called out, “Hey? You folks! You can’t go ashore here!”

		By that time we were in the shadows of a shed, and I heard Dorian’s friend Archie whisper, “This way, quick!”

		There was a landing, a shed, and a road leading back into the country. We got into the darkness under some big old trees and stopped there, catching our breath.

		There was confusion on the landing. Cargo had been waiting and there had been some heavy boxes waiting to be off-loaded.

		I heard somebody call out that a man had been shot.

		“Thug,” somebody else said. “What’s he doing on this deck? He’s no passenger!”

		“I think we had better move,” Archie whispered. “The further we get, the better.”

		Glancing back, I could see, in the light from the stage, a tall man wearing a planter’s hat. He was looking off our way, although I knew he could not see us. It was Horst. There was a cluster of houses and barns, then a land that led away along the Big Sandy. As we moved away, the sounds from the Ohio receded. We stopped a couple of times to look and listen.

		Had we gotten away? I was not at all sure. Felix Horst was no fool, and he wanted the money I had.

		Nobody had much to say, walking that muddy road up the Big Sandy, climbing a mite, passing a farm here or there. Dogs barked at us but nobody came to the doors, and it was graying sky before we fetched to a halt under a big old sycamore. One limb of it, big as the trunk itself, ran parallel to the ground and we sat on it, resting our feet.

		“Maybe we could get horses,” Dorian suggested.

		“A canoe,” I commented, “then we could take off up toward the forks of the creek.”

		“That man back yonder?” Archie wondered. “Who could have shot him? One of his own crowd, maybe?”

		“He didn’t seem to be dead,” Dorian commented. “I saw him trying to roll over when we went down the ladder.”

		Me, I hadn’t any comment to make. My only worry was getting loaded again, and I was hopeful of recharging my pistol alone, where they could not see. No use them getting ideas, but it was my shot that broke the attack, coming unexpected like that, and alarming folks in the cabins.

		“There’s a farmhouse,” Dorian suggested, “smoke coming from the chimney. We might buy some breakfast.”

		“I’m for that,” Archie agreed.

		“All right,” I said, “but we’d best not linger over coffee. We will have followers comin’ up the trail after us, and they won’t be bare-handed. They’ll come to fetch trouble this time.”

		We walked down to the lane and spoke to the shepherd dog who came charging at us. I put a hand out to him and after a moment he sniffed it, then seemed to accept us, although he barked again from time to time as we come nigh the door.

		That door opened and there was a man standing there who had to put his head outside to stand up, he was that tall. He had thin reddish hair and a large Adam’s apple.

		“We’re travelin’ folks,” I said to him, “headin’ back for my own mountains, and these gentlemen are keepin’ the bears off my back whilst we walk. Right now we’re shy of breakfast.”

		“Come in an’ set. Ma’s puttin’ on some sidemeat an’ corn fritters. Coffee’s a-bilin’. This here is fresh ground from our own parch. Never did take to lettin’ anybody else parch m’ coffee.”

		He glanced at Archie, who had seated himself on the steps where he could watch the road.

		“He belong to you?”

		“He’s a free man. Has never been any other way.”

		“Then I’d warn him to get back across the Ohio. Some who come huntin’ escaped slaves aren’t pa’tic’lar who they lay hold of.”

		“I’ll tell him. He’s a good man.”

		“If he’s keepin’ watch for you all, tell him to set in the barn window. That way he can see a mile or two down the road.” He paused, glancing from me to Dorian. “You two runnin’ off?”

		Dorian was embarrassed. “No, sir. Miss Sackett had business with my uncle and he wanted Archie and me to see she got home all right, to Tennessee. She’s been followed by some bad people.”

		We ate, taking our time. I described Felix Horst, Tim Oats, and Elmer. “There’s others, but those three are the ones we know.”

		“Your name is Sackett?”

		“It is.”

		“You got kinfolk in the Clinch Mountains? Seems to me I’ve heard tell of Sacketts down thataway.”

		“Some. They’re cousins, sort of.”

		I carried food to Archie. “We’d best be movin’, ma’am.” He glanced at me. “You know how we’re goin’?”

		“Up the Sandy. If we could find a canoe, we’d move a lot easier.”

		Dorian was up and ready. The sandy-haired man was watching him. “You need you a rifle-gun,” he said. “If those follerin’ you have a rifle-gun, they’ll pick you off.”

		“Do you have one to sell?”

		The man shook his head. “I’ve my own, but we can’t live without meat, and I shoot my meat. You might find one of the McCoys with an extry rifle-gun, although folks hereabouts only has what they need, mostly.”

		“We’d better go.” Dorian held out his hand to the man, who accepted it. We thanked his wife and waved at the children and went out by the gate.

		“They’re comin’,” Archie said, “a mile or two back. At least one of them has a rifle.”

		That scared me. If that one could shoot, there would be places he could lay his rifle-gun on a rest and take out any one of us at a distance.

		The trail followed the Big Sandy. We crossed a meadow wet with morning dew and went into the trees. It was shadowed there, and still. Dorian led the way, and he had a considerable stride.

		There was a place where the trail curved out from the woods to the bluffs above the river. We looked back and glimpsed them, five of them.

		“They’re gainin’ on us,” Archie said. “We’ve got to make our fight.”

	
		15

		“Not yet,” I said, and they looked at me, surprised, I guess, that a girl would speak up at such a time. “We’ll make ourselves hard to catch,” I said. “Come on!”

		My eyes had been busy and I’d seen a dim trail taking off through the trees. As I started, Dorian hung back. “Where’s that go?” he demanded.

		“We’ll find out, won’t we?”

		Muttering, he followed. The trail led down through the trees into a wooded hollow. There were deer tracks, but I saw no human tracks. Swiftly I led the way through the trees, past some craggy rocks, and across a small stream. Waiting there, I waved them past and then tried to make the signs of their passing less obvious. Oats was a city man, I was sure, and I suspected Elmer was. I knew nothing of Horst, but if I could confuse them a mite, it would save time.

		They had walked on, as I meant them to do, and I stood listening. There was no sound but a faint stirring of wind, and then I heard a voice, somebody calling. They had already reached the place where we’d turned off, but had they noticed? I was hoping they would continue on along the Big Sandy.

		Regal had hunted down this way a long time back, following an old trail left by Pa in his younger days, and I was hopeful of finding the trail that ran parallel to Blaine Creek, or sort of.

		A moment more lent to obscuring tracks, and then I followed along after Dorian and Archie.

		It was quiet in the woods, but sound carried when a body was in the open. I must caution them about talking. From time to time the trail emerged on the banks of the creek or in a meadow, but we moved on, heading south. Every step was drawing us closer to Sackett country, but we still had a ways to go. If I only had my rifle-gun!

		It was back yonder, waiting for me in a tavern where I’d left it, and far from here. Yet, I dearly wanted that rifle and I studied in my mind to find a way to get there and pick it up. The tavern was miles away to the west and south, but mostly south.

		When I fetched up with Dorian and Archie, they were resting, waitin’ for me. “Where’s this taking us?” Dorian complained. “We’re getting nowhere very fast!”

		“Talk soft,” I said. “Voices carry. They’ve passed by where we turned off, but they’ll realize something’s wrong and they’ll come a-lookin’.”

		We had a chance to gain time, so I led off along the trail. This was wild country, and strange to them, and Dorian didn’t like it much, me leading off thataway. He wanted to go places that he knew, and that meant to towns or settlements.

		This was lonesome country; until a few years back, Injun hunting country. We were on the Kentucky side now, but most of those West Virginia mountains had belonged to nobody. Here and there Indians lived in the low country but stayed out of the mountains except when in pursuit of game.

		It was wild country, rough, cut by many small streams, heavily timbered, country but it was my kind of country, the kind where I’d grown up. Settlements were all right for most folks, but a body was too easily seen and followed where other folks abide.

		There were folks along the river, however, and once in a while a place hidden back in the hollow. It came to me suddenly that somewhere ahead was the little town of Louisa and that while I’d been thinking poor, I needn’t do so longer. We could go into that town and I could buy me a new rifle-gun, biding the time I could recover my own. At least I wouldn’t feel so plumb undressed as I did now.

		That meant takin’ a chance on being caught up with, but having a rifle-gun meant all the difference.

		“Mr. Chantry,” I advised, “there’s a town yonder on the river. I think we’ll amble thataway. You better keep your shootin’ hand ready, because we’ll almost surely run into Felix Horst and some of his outfit.”

		“At least we can buy a decent meal!” he said. “I am not worried about Horst.”

		“That’s where you an’ me differ,” I said. “I worry considerable about him. All he’s got to do is kill us an’ he can take my money and be off with it.”

		“I don’t kill very easy,” he commented.

		“I hope you don’t,” I agreed. “You’re a right handsome young man and there’s not too many about, but that there Horst, he isn’t going to come up an’ give you a break. He doesn’t want to die and he knows he can, so he’ll be no damn fool. He’ll shoot you from the brush and take what he wants off your body.”

		We came into the town with the sun hanging low in the sky, and I went first to a store to buy my gun. I’d taken coin from the carpetbag, and sure enough I found what I wanted. I bought me a brand-new rifle-gun like those made in Pennsylvania. Nor did I waste time charging it.

		There was a tavern there, and we went to it and put our feet under their table for supper. “We’ll stay here through the night,” Dorian said.

		Well, I looked at Archie and he shrugged his big shoulders. Both of us knew we’d better light out of there because this was right where Horst and them would come. I will say that meal tasted good and it would give us a chance to wash up.

		There was a room with a bed for me, but they’d sleep in the outer room on the floor, wrapped in whatever they wore.

		There was one window to my room and the one door that opened into the main room of the tavern. The window was shuttered and locked from the inside. I taken my bag inside and put it down with the rifle-gun and peeked out through the shutter slats. Not far away was the river and a great big old stone house somebody said had just been completed.

		The tavernkeeper fetched me a wooden tub filled with hot water, and when I’d bathed and cleaned my clothes some, I felt a whole lot better. I was even beginning to feel Dorian might be right, and then I heard a voice in the taproom and it was Timothy Oats. He was having a drink. Through a crack where the door didn’t fit that well, I could see him. He was settin’ with Elmer and a big swarthy man, and Dorian was across the room with Archie, a glass of beer on the table in front of him.

		Well, I got dressed. By now they would know I was here, and they would have some kind of a plan worked out. Nothing to happen right here in town, maybe, but after we’d gotten out on the road.

		This was where the Big Sandy River started, I guess you’d say, the Tug Fork and Levisa Fork joining here to make the Big Sandy. Sometimes, although I’d not have said it aloud, I almost wished I was alone and didn’t have those men to worry about. Archie, he was a swamp boy, a swamp and timber boy, and I could see it. If you wanted to call him a boy, that is. He wasn’t much older than Dorian but he’d grown up scratchin’ for a livin’ back in some swamp. I could see it.

		He was a trouble-wary man. Part of that came from being black them days. A black man had to ease himself around the tight spots and learned how to keep himself from trouble. Dorian Chantry never had to worry about trouble. Everybody in his part of the country knew who he was and had respect. The trouble was, this wasn’t his country.

		Sleep was what I was wishful for, but I couldn’t lay my head in comfort with him out there in the same room with Tim Oats. Peekin’ through the slats, I could see Archie was worried, too. He knew as I knew that Tim Oats probably felt if they could be rid of Chantry they could handle me.

		The keeper of the tavern was no fool. When you run a place like that, you learn to sense trouble coming before it happens, and I caught him throwing a glance, one to the other.

		If he was worried, he wasn’t the only one. What Tim Oats had in mind, I don’t know, but something was cookin’ and he had the mixture in mind. Tim Oats was between Dorian and the door, and so was that big swarthy man, to say nothing of Elmer.

		Dorian finished his beer and stood up. Archie had finished his beer too, but he was still holding the mug. Dorian glanced over at the host. “Do we sleep here? On the floor?”

		“It will be warmer, with the fire going.” The tavern-keeper wanted no trouble. “You can bed down right here.”

		Tim Oats exchanged a quick look with the big man, and I guessed this hadn’t been a part of whatever they had in mind. Maybe they expected Chantry and Archie to go past them out the door.

		Archie moved their table over closer to Oats and his group, putting it between them. He carefully moved the benches, too, kind of walling themselves away from Oats. It was done naturally, like he was just clearing a place to lie down, but I must say it was going to make it hard for that outfit to start anything in the night without making some noise.

		Dorian drew his pistol and checked the loading, then stretched out on the floor near the fire.

		Oats glared at the pistol. “What’s that for?” he demanded.

		Dorian smiled that lovely smile of his. “Indians!” he said. “Wild Indians! Lots of them in these woods! Or haven’t you heard?”

		“They been cleared out,” Oats protested uneasily.

		“Don’t you believe it. They come around during the night, looking for scalps. A man can’t be too careful.” He hesitated and his face was innocent as a girl’s. “Now, don’t you boys move around too much. If that door opens in the night or somebody creeps around, I’m liable to go to shooting.”

		“Ain’t been any Indians around here in years!” the swarthy man argued.

		“Well,” Dorian said cheerfully, “if they come, you are closer to the door than we are, so please stop them.”

		Looked to me like everything was going to be all right, so I went to bed, and tired as I was from the long night and day of walking, I slept until day was breaking.

		When I came out for breakfast in the morning, they were all at a table. Two tables.

		“Ah? Miss Sackett! You do look as if you slept well! Won’t you sit down?” Dorian was smiling and cheerful, but Oats looked sour. He shot me a quick glance but I ignored him, making as if I’d never seen him before. Elmer looked mean, but I would expect that. He was a young man who needed his sleep.

		“Buckwheat cakes and honey!” Dorian said. “This is living!”

		He glanced over at Oats. “Are you gentlemen going far? I mean, if there is any way we can help …?”

		“We don’t need no help,” Oats said. “Tend to your own affairs!”

		“Oh, but we intend to!” Dorian was almighty cheerful, and a body would almost think he welcomed trouble. “It will be no problem.”

		The buckwheat cakes were good. The coffee was fresh ground like it should be. Once the food was on the table, nobody was inclined to talk, and I was giving thought to what lay ahead. Somewhere to the south was Pikeville, and it would surely be easier if we could find a boat. A canoe would be best, or even a skiff.

		When the rest of them had gone outside, I went to the tavernkeeper. “What’s going on?” he asked. “I thought there would be trouble.”

		“They are thieves,” I said, “and we’re wishful of getting away from them. Is there anybody with a skiff or a canoe?”

		“There’s an old birchbark canoe.…” He pointed. “Yonder, back of the barn there’s an inlet. The canoe lies there.”

		When I started to reach for money, he put up a hand. “No, don’t worry about money. I heard them call you Sackett, was that right?”

		“It is. I am Echo Sackett, from Tuckalucky Cove, or thereabouts.”

		“Before we started the inn,” he said, “there was a time down on the Big Sandy when I was laid up. I was almighty sick, with a wife and two young-uns. There was a man came through, found us hard up for meat, and he stayed around for a week, huntin’ for us, cookin’ until we got well, and carin’ for us generally. Then he taken off and I haven’t seen hide nor hair since. He was a Sackett. So you just take that canoe and do what you’ve a mind to.”

		“Bread on the waters,” I said, “and thank you.”

		Outside, Dorian was squatting on his heels, looking off down the street. Timothy Oats was down there with Elmer, talking to another man.

		“Come on,” I said. “We’ve got a canoe.”

		We moved fast, slipping away and into that canoe. A stroke or two of a paddle and we were out of that inlet and turning upstream against the current. I was a fair hand with a paddle myself but I had to admit it, Dorian was better. Of course, he was bigger and stronger. Archie took to a paddle like he was born to it.

		How long it took them to discover what happened to us, I wouldn’t try guessin’, but I’ve an idea we were long gone before they figured it out. We taken off up the Levisa Fork and we made good time, but I was worried.

		We weren’t getting away that easy. They would be after us, and they could ride the river too.

		They would be coming and we’d be getting into wilder and wilder country. There were scattered towns along the Levisa Fork, but there were long, lonely stretches in between and had an idea they’d gone about as far as they wished.

		What worried me even more was Felix Horst. Where was he? So far he’d kept from sight, but I was sure he was around, but bidin’ his time.

		Timothy Oats or Elmer might just take our money and run, but not Horst. He would leave us dead.

		He was that kind of man, and I didn’t want to die, nor see Dorian Chantry laid out for burial. The thought gave me a twinge, and he saw it.

		“Somebody step on your grave?” he asked.

		“Not mine,” I said.

		Well, he just looked at me, and when I looked over my shoulder at him again, he was dipping his paddle deep, his face serious.

		When this was over, all over, I hoped there’d be time to talk, to just set by the river and talk, boy-girl talk. I blushed. Who was I to think such thoughts?
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		The river was up but the current was slow and easy-like. We had us a start on those who followed, and we’d best take advantage of it. There was one thing workin’ for us they wouldn’t know. The further we went, the closer we got to Sackett country.

		Dorian had laid aside his coat and was workin’ in shirtsleeves. I will say for a city boy he had muscles a body wouldn’t expect. Before the morning was over I spelled him on the paddle and got a glimpse of his hands. He hadn’t said a word, but blisters were beginning to show. I suspect it had been a while since he’d been that long on a paddle.

		The Levisa Fork curved around some, so we couldn’t see very far, but I had an idea they were comin’ up behind us.

		The banks were forested right down to the water in most places, although here and there was a farm and sometimes cattle were down along the river. It was late afternoon before we turned into a little cove and went ashore to make coffee. I found some Jamestown weed and took some leaves from it.

		“Put this on your hands,” I said. “It will help.”

		“Thanks,” he said, and glanced at the leaves curiously, then at me. But he used them, holding them in his hands.

		We ate some bread and slices of meat brought from the tavern. “This will be a killin’ fight if they catch up,” I warned. “Horst an’ them won’t be for travelin’ any further. They figure they’re in wild country now and whatever happens won’t be brought home to them.”

		Dorian said never a word, but I had an idea he was beginning to realize the seriousness of it. Archie, who had been up the creek and over the mountain a few times, he had no illusions.

		“How far to the next town?” Dorian asked.

		“Few miles. A place called Paintsville. We’ve been makin’ pretty good time,” I added, “maybe three miles to the hour or a mite less.”

		We’d be goin’ slower from now on, I suspected, with Dorian’s hands blistered the way they were. My hands were used to hard work and I’d spent a sight of time in a canoe on the Holston, the French Broad, and the Tennessee at one time or another. My brother Ethan was a great one for the water, and he’d taken me along many a time when huntin’ or fishin’. He had a taste for catfish. I said as much.

		“They’re in here,” Archie said. “Given time, I could catch us a bait. You fix ’em proper an’ there’s nothin’ better. Unless its yellow-jacket soup.”

		“What?” Dorian looked around at him. “Did you say yellow-jacket soup?”

		“It’s a Cherokee dish. “Et it many a time when I was a boy.” He glanced at me. “You must’ve had it too?”

		“A time or two. We were friends to the Cherokee since the first Sackett moved into the far blue mountains. Half the youngsters I knew when I was knee-high were Cherokees. Although all the folks didn’t find them so friendly. It was Cherokee and Shawnee who did for the Wiley family. Ever’body,” I added, “knew the story of Jenny Wiley.”

		“Who was she?” Dorian asked.

		“Injuns attacked their station whilst all the menfolks were off huntin’. They killed Jenny’s brother, and three of the youngsters were killed and scalped. They taken Jenny an’ her baby prisoner, finally killed the baby by bashing its head against a tree because it cried too much. Jenny got away finally, and barely made it to safety, with Injuns right after her.” I gestured at the country around. “It happened right up the creek from here near a place they called Harmon’s Station. It’s been gone a long time now.”

		We paddled on, nobody talking much, and the shadows darkened the ground under the trees, and the tree trunks lost their shapes in the darkness.

		Ahead of us a light showed, then another, and we saw a house and a man walkin’ from the barn carryin’ a lantern. He went to the house and a door opened and he went in and the moment of light was gone. He would be settin’ down to supper now, with no worries of trouble behind him, like us.

		“All around here and back the way we’ve come was Lew Wetzel country. Jessie Hughes, he was mostly further east over in West Virginia. They were Injun fighters. Had folks killed by Injuns, and they declared a vendetta against them. Never let up. Wetzel, they say, let his hair grow long a-purpose to tantalize the Injuns with his scalp.

		“They wanted his hair but they were scared of him, too. Some of them didn’t believe him human.”

		I taken up a paddle against to spell Archie. “Village ahead.” He spoke softly. “We’d better get some grub.”

		A man was down by the river, watering a team. He looked up as we nosed in to the bank. “You be travelin’ late,” he commented.

		“We’re riding ahead of trouble,” I said, “and wishful of avoidin’ it.”

		“Ma could put somethin’ on.” He pointed toward the nearest light. “I’m behindhand with cultivatin’,” he explained. “I was laid up with a fever.

		“You go on up to the house. Ma will enjoy the comp’ny. She’s a great one for comp’ny.” He turned his team away from the water. “I can do without, m’self.”

		A dog ran out, barking fiercely. “Shep,” the man said, “you be still. These are folks.”

		A woman came to the door, a ladle-spoon in hand. “Who is it, Jacob?”

		“Strangers, Ma, right hungry ones. I said we’d put somethin’ on.”

		There was a basin on a bench by the door, and a roller towel. We washed up there, and Archie went down by the river again to listen into the night.

		“They followin’ close?” Jacob asked.

		“We don’t know, but they’ll be along.” Archie looked at him. “You be careful. They ain’t kindly folks.”

		“We never turned anybody away,” Jacob said.

		“I’m not suggestin’ it, just you be careful. These are mean folk.”

		Jacob looked over at me.

		“You know the Natchez Trace?” I asked. Of course he did, we all did. “One of these men worked the trace like the Harpes an’ Murrell. Only nobody ever caught him at it. The one time they did catch him over in the Settlements, he hired a good lawyer an’ went free.”

		“All right. You have you somethin’.” He turned to his wife. “Ma? Fix them a bait of that hog meat. The roasted meat, somethin’ they can carry off with them.”

		He went to the barn with his horses and stripped the harness from them. I was standing tired in the night, and I knew the others were, too. When he set up to the table I could see weariness in their faces. If only we could lay up and rest!

		I thought for a minute of takin’ that new rifle-gun and layin’ up on a bend of the creek with it. I could fix a man dead at two hundred yards with that. Maybe five hundred. But I was not wishful of killin’. Yet I remembered what Regal had said: “There’s times when a body must defend himself, Echo, an’ when that time comes, you’d better win.”

		There was a fire going on the hearth, and the table had been spread with a cloth, honorin’ the company. “Ain’t often we get folks from the river,” the woman said. “They don’t travel the waters the way they did when I was a girl.

		“They’re beginning to cut timber up yonder. Logs will be floated down to the Ohio soon.”

		“It’s cash money,” I said, “but I hate to see the trees go down.”

		“We need the money,” the woman agreed. “Jacob may take to cuttin’ an’ fallin’ hisself. Not many cash crops in this here country lest a man goes to moonshinin’, an’ we don’t hold with that. Not that we’re teetotalers. Jacob likes his nip, time to time.”

		When we’d eaten, we got up and Archie wiped his hands on his pants. “Thank you, ma’am. I am obliged.”

		“Don’t forget the bait I put up for you. Take it along in case of need.”

		“We will need it,” I said, “but take our warning. Those behind us ride with the devil. They are not kindly folk.”

		“We never turned anybody away,” Jacob repeated.

		“Don’t turn ’em away, but keep a gun handy.”

		We went back to the canoe, hesitated, then got in and shoved off upon the dark, dark water. All of us ached with weariness.

		“Up ahead,” I said, “we’ll find a place. We’ve got to sleep.”

		Maybe it was because we were tired. Maybe it was the idea that men followed us to steal what we had, but I had a sense of foreboding, a sense of evil.

		Where was Felix Horst? It wasn’t like him to disappear and leave the stealing to such as Timothy Oats and Elmer. That man worried me.

		“Don’t worry about him,” Dorian said. “He’s away behind us, probably in Cincinnati or some such place.”

		We paddled more slowly now, moving carefully on the dark water because there were occasional floating logs and sometimes masses of debris and drift stuff all rafted together. By day a body could see them easy enough; by night it was another thing. Even a projecting root or branch could rip the bottom out of a canoe like ours.

		“Hey!” Archie was peering into the night. “There’s a landing of some sort.”

		“Let’s see what’s there,” I said.

		Archie guided the canoe in alongside the dock, and as we steadied the boat, he climbed out.

		“Cabin up yonder,” he said, “all quiet. I think it’s deserted.”

		We tied the canoe and climbed out, bringing our gear. Somewhere back in the darkness an owl hooted a question to the night.

		“Pull the canoe under the landing,” I suggested. “If somebody comes along, they aren’t apt to see it.”

		There were big trees here, tulip, sycamore, oak, and suchlike. There was a smell of decay and a sense of emptiness about the place. There were no cows in the lot, no smell of hogs or horses.

		“Deserted,” Dorian said. “I wonder why.”

		“They couldn’t cut the mustard,” I said. “Many try, only a few make it. Some find the work too hard, some can’t stand the loneliness.”

		“Let’s see what’s in the house,” Dorian suggested.

		“Leave it be,” I said. “If anybody comes a-lookin’, that’s where they’ll go. We can sleep under the trees yonder, and if anybody comes, we’ll hear them.”

		Archie had taken a stick he found leaning against a tree and was brushing around. “Snakes,” he explained.

		When we sat down and listened, here and there things rustled in the far-off leaves, branches rubbed one against the other, and now that we were quiet, the frogs started to talk it up again. Occasionally we saw a bat dip and swoop, chasing bugs.

		Stretching out on the ground with my arm for a pillow, I stared into the night, wondering where Regal was and if the family worried about me.

		It was very dark but our eyes became accustomed to it and we could make out the dim outlines of the cabin, a shed, and a corral. Somewhere we could hear water running, from a spring or a branch, no doubt.

		My eyes opened suddenly. I had slept, I do not know for how long. I could hear the breathing of Dorian Chantry, and somewhat farther away, that of Archie. The night was still. Yet, what had awakened me?

		Something, some sound, some.…

		I listened, and seemed to hear something moving near me; there was a faint smell. Then the movement sound ceased, but the smell remained.

		What was it? It smelled, faintly, like something wet and slimy. A crocodile? Or alligator? I doubted if there would be one this far north, but a body never knew, and they had been found in swamps and bayous off the Mississippi, but the smell was unlike what I would expect from them.

		A wet smell, like a wet dog.

		That was it! It was the smell of a wet dog, yet what would a dog be doing here, alone? Or was it alone? A dog was rarely a solitary creature; dogs liked people, were happiest when with people.

		My new rifle-gun lay beside me, my pistol was close to hand, the other Doune pistol was still in the carpetbag, also close by.

		Something stirred among the leaves and I drew my pistol. I did not want to shoot, for a shot in the night can be heard a far piece, yet.…

		A few stars were out. I could make out the shadows of things, and through the leaves I could see the silver gleam of the river. I listened, straining my ears. All was quiet.

		I wanted to be at home. I wanted to be in my own bed, getting up in the morning to familiar chores. I wanted to sit and talk with ma, I wanted to sew, to darn socks, I wanted to be home!

		I was tired of running, tired of being hunted, tired of being forever watchful. I wanted to sit with a cup of coffee beside me and watch the shadows lift from the hills of home.

		Regal seemed far away now, and Finian Chantry was in another world. I wanted to be home, among decent folks, I wanted to stand beside Ma in church of a Sunday and sing one of the old hymns or maybe set by the fireside of a night and sing “Greensleeves,” “Lord Lovell,” “Black Jack Davy,” or “Rickett’s Hornpipe.”

		Something moved again, and I could just make him out. It was a dog, and he was lying near us, seeming to want company.

		“It’s all right, boy,” I whispered. “Go to sleep now.”

		And I did.
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		He was a shepherd dog, mostly black and brown but with some white on his chest and legs, and he looked like he’d been seeing hard times.

		“Where’d he come from?” Dorian wanted to know.

		“Joined us in the night. Looks like he’s been missing some meals.”

		Archie was putting together a fire. “Coffee in a bit,” he said, “and we can broil some meat.”

		The landing where we’d left the canoe was made of home-cut planks and was old, all gray and silvery and no place for a body to walk with bare feet. There was moss growing on the pilings and every sign it had been there for a long time.

		What happened here? I wondered. It was a good place to live, with water and fine timber. Some fields had been cleared but lying unused for a long time now.

		We fed the dog some scraps and when we climbed into the canoe he whined, wanting to come. Dorian looked over at me. “What do you think?”

		“Why not?” I said, and Archie spoke to the dog and he hopped into the canoe like he’d ridden in one all his life.

		“We may be stealing somebody’s dog,” Dorian said.

		“He’s homeless,” Archie replied. “I can see it in him. Whoever his folks were, they’re gone.”

		Dorian and Archie did most of the paddling but I’d spell first one, then t’other from time to time, giving them some rest. Once in a while there’d be a long straight stretch and we’d look back and see nothing. Nevertheless, I was worried.

		“I’d like to ride this river down, sometime,” Archie said, “get back some of the work I’ve put in goin’ upriver.”

		“There’s easier ways to go back,” I said, thinking of the steamboats that sometimes came up the river from the Ohio to Nashville.

		“I can’t wait to get back,” Dorian said, and I just looked at him, not wishing for him to go at all.

		“Have you a girl back there?” I tried to keep my voice casual.

		“A few,” he said. “It’s a wide field and I play the field.”

		Well, I told myself, that’s better than if there was a particular one.

		“We’ll have you home soon,” he added. “Right back with your folks where you belong. Then I’m catching the first stage, steamer, or whatever back to Philadelphia.”

		Archie glanced at me but he said nothing, nor did I. Maybe Dorian would be better off in Philadelphia. He did not look as handsome as when he started. His clothes were shabby now, and he hadn’t shaved in several days. He always combed his hair real careful and he took time to clean up from time to time.

		“Even with the water runnin’ high,” I said, “we’re not goin’ much further with this canoe. This turns into just water runnin’ over rocks a mite further along.”

		It was that shep dog who saved us. We’d swung wide to come around some drift-logs and brush gathered at a bend of the creek when that dog suddenly come to his feet, every hair bristling, and he began to bark.

		“Backwater!” I yelled, most unladylike, and my voice was drowned in the crashing thunder of rifles firing. I dug in with my paddle and Archie with his. A bullet shattered the paddle in my hands, another ripped the front of the canoe, then the current had us back behind that point of drift-logs, the current and Archie’s quick reaction to my yell. There was another shot and then I heard swearing and somebody yelled, “… too soon, damn you!”

		“Across the creek!” Archie spoke low but quick. “Into the trees!”

		The river wasn’t wide here and the current helped. For a moment we were visible from upstream and somebody shot, but the bullet missed and then we were back of a timbered point.

		We beached the canoe and piled out. “Leave it!” I said.

		“Are you hurt?” Dorian was staring at my wrist, which had been cut by flying splinters when the paddle was shot from my hands.

		“A scratch,” I said. “Let’s get away from here!”

		They had been laying for us, all set to mow us down, and that shep dog had saved our bacon. When he jumped up and went to barking, he evidently caused those hiding men to shoot too quick. If we’d been a canoe length further up the creek, they’d have killed us all.

		We dragged the canoe ashore, taken up our goods and went into the forest.

		We had been days on the water and had paid little mind to the forest we were passing through, but this was big timber, giant sycamores, blue beech, river birch, and clumps of black willow, with here and there a table of rhododendrons. There was a game trail taken off toward the mountains, and we taken it, with me leading.

		Maybe it was forward of me, bein’ a girl and all, but whilst Archie had a knowin’ way about him, I didn’t think Dorian when it came to trails would know come hither from go yonder, so totin’ my bag and my rifle, I just headed off into the tall timber.

		What I wanted was a place to hole up and make a stand. Whoever fired on us would be wanting to finish us off, and I didn’t know how my outfit would do in an Injun fight amongst the trees. Back toward Pine Mountain there were rock formations, caves, and such. What I wanted was high ground with some rocks and timber, a place with a good field of fire.

		I’d never been in a shootin’ fight but once, when I was ten, when some raidin’ Injuns had come through, but I’d heard Pa, Ethan, Regal, an’ them talk about what was needed.

		That trail didn’t amount to much, but it was going our way and it was climbing along some limestone ridges and through the timber. Nor did the boys argue with me. They seemed to want to get shut of those folks back there just as bad as I did.

		Who was it? How had they gotten ahead of us? Or was this Felix Horst with some of his old Natchez Trace outlaw friends?

		“You’d better let me carry your carpetbag,” Dorian suggested. “Or your rifle.”

		“Take the bag,” I said. “Nobody carries my weapon but me.”

		Once, stopping to catch our breath after a climb through rocks and trees, I said, “We’d better do some thinkin’. They know where we’re a-goin’. They’ll cut across an’ get ahead of us again. Somewhere up yonder they’ll be waitin’ for us.”

		“We lucked out this time,” Archie said. “That won’t happen again.”

		We rested there among the pines, watching the country below us. We were tired, and we were scared. I know I was, and Archie’s face had a haunted look. Dorian, he was white under the flush the sun had been colorin’ him with. Bein’ hunted by men who want you dead is no way to live. If it hadn’t been for that shep dog we’d all be dead. Where did he come from, out of the night like that? Whose dog was he? Looked to me like he’d been on his own a good while, and it might be his home was far from here.

		“We’ve got to cut them down,” I said, “make ’em understand there’s a price to pay.”

		“You mean kill them?” Dorian was shocked.

		“They’re tryin’ to kill us,” I said.

		“Your Uncle Finian sure wouldn’t hesitate,” Archie said. “That old man’s a holy terror!”

		Dorian looked around at him. “What do you mean? Uncle Finian?”

		“He went down to the Dutchman’s,” Archie explained, then repeated the story of the fight in the street.

		“Uncle Finian did that?”

		“I was with him.”

		“I can’t believe it! Uncle Finian!”

		“I can believe it,” I said. “That’s a tough old gentleman. I could see it in him.”

		We moved on, Shep trotting ahead, and believe me, I felt better with that dog along. Why he adopted us, I’d never guess, but he surely had.

		From time to time we saw deer, and we crossed the trail of a coon. It was coming on to night before we found a ledge masked by trees. It was above the trail we’d been following, and with a fine view of the way we’d come.

		“It’s a good place to sleep,” Dorian said.

		We were wearied by the long day, and nobody was of a mind to talk very much. There wasn’t much left to eat, but we ate it cold, sharing a mite with the dog. We were on a ledge, a sort of notch in the rock wall, and it was a good tight spot.

		“Somewhere yonder,” I told them, “is a big ol’ pine tree, stands by itself. They call that way the Trail of the Lonesome Pine.”

		They looked where I pointed, but neither had any comment. It was wild, lonesome country with the breaks of the Big Sandy lyin’ close by. Right at that moment I wanted most of all just to be home.

		We made us a fire you could put in a teacup, almost, and made coffee. When we’d had our coffee, we left the pot on the coals. “You all sleep,” I said. “I’ll keep watch.”

		“You?” Dorian said. “Of course not. You sleep. Archie and I will share it.”

		“There’s three of us here,” I insisted. “We’ll take turn about. That dog’s tired too. We shouldn’t trust to him.”

		They slept first, and the wind came down through the pines, moaning a lonesome song. I went over to the little branch that flowed down from a crack in the limestone and had a drink; then I went back to a place I could set with my back against the rock wall and my rifle-gun on my knees.

		A couple of times I almost dozed; then I tried making memories come back, something to keep my mind busy. I tried wondering what Regal was doing and how far it was to the Clinch Mountains, where some of us Sacketts lived.

		They couldn’t be far away. That is, as the crow flies. The trouble was, they had no idea they had kinfolk in trouble. I wished they did. I was scared for me and I was scared for those boys sleepin’ yonder. If anything happened to them, I’d never forgive myself.

		Right then I began to think like Pa would, or Regal; I began to think about takin’ my rifle-gun and playin’ Injun down through the woods until I found their camp. If I could catch sight of them, I knew I could leave them with somethin’ to bury. A few days ago I’d not have thought seriously of that, but when folks you care about are in danger, you do get to thinkin’ such thoughts.

		This was a part of the country I knew only from hear-tell, but often of an evening when the boys were settin’ around they’d talk of lands where they’d hunted and how the land lay. That’s all we knew of much of the country around, yet it was all we needed.

		Suddenly that shep dog lifted his head from his paws, he lifted his head and he started to growl, away down deep in his chest.

		“Easy, boy!” I whispered. “Easy, now!”

		I reached out with my rifle muzzle and prodded Dorian, hoping he’d wake up quiet. There’s some who grunt and groan or wake up exclaimin’. He didn’t, I’ll give him that. His eyes opened and he followed the rifle barrel to me. I put my finger to my lips and indicated the dog, his hackles all bristled up. Dorian reached out a hand, and Archie sat up, drawing his pistol.

		The little fire we’d had had gone out, long since. There was no light but from the stars, and few of them. We sat quiet, listening.

		We heard faint sounds from the woods, expected sounds. Then a whisper of movement down below where we lay on the ledge. If we kept silent, they might not even guess there was a ledge or a place for us to hide.

		I held my rifle-gun ready, but I didn’t cock it. That sound could be heard sharp and clear in the night.

		A low wind stirred the leaves and moaned through the pines.

		My mouth was dry, and I could feel my heart beating, slow and heavy.

		Something was moving down there, working its way through the woods. We waited, holding our breath, but it moved off, and after a time we began to breath easy again.

		Setting there, to keep myself busy, I rigged a sling with which to carry my carpetbag easier. Something I could hang down my back from a shoulder.

		Right back of where I sat was the limestone cliff, topped with pines and a scattering of other trees. On my left the cliff broke off and thick forest swept away down along the mountain.

		I stood up, slinging my carpetbag to try it, taking up my rifle. The dog was not a dozen feet away, peering into the darkness.

		“No, Shep,” I whispered. “Ssh!”

		I was standing in the shadows and I moved toward that place where the cliff broke off into the forest. It was darker there and I would be able to see better when I looked back.

		Dorian was on his feet; Archie squatted against the rock wall.

		Shep came suddenly to his feet, staring at the trees on the other side of the clearing and growling, low and deep.

		Archie had his gun out, waiting.

		“Don’t you make a move!” The voice spoke from the darkness across the way. “Don’t you make a move!”
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		Three years back, when he saw that wall of water comin’ down the gorge, he thought he was a goner. Thing that saved him was that yellow poplar right there on the rising edge of the gorge, and he taken to it, making a fast jump to the first limb and then climbing higher. The water kept him there all day and part of the night, but he’d not forgotten what he saw.

		Big old logs were coming down that gorge like shot from a gun, and later when the water was down he went below where they hit the main river, and there they were, all floating pretty as you please in a little bay.

		Trulove Sackett was not a man to overlook a thing like that, so he fetched his calk boots and pike pole and he worked out on those logs, cutting the limbs with his ax and bunching them. When he had a log raft made, he packed some grub and floated them down the river to sell.

		When fall came and the leaves were dropping from the trees, he went back up that gorge again, carrying his rifle-gun. Sure enough, it was as he’d remembered, a long slope above that gorge, both sides thick with a fine stand of yellow poplar, with here and there an oak or, lower down, a sycamore.

		That first raft of logs had been happenstance. A body couldn’t depend on such things to make a living by, so he fetched his cross-cut saw and double-bit ax and went to work. The cliff was so steep that once he cut a tree it couldn’t do anything but fall, sometimes in the creek but more often on the side of the creek.

		Trulove wasn’t worried. Every third or fourth year there would be a high-water flood on that creek and he would cut trees and wait.

		When the chores were done and there was a fresh-killed deer hangin’ out on the porch for eatin’-meat, Trulove would fetch his tools to the gorge. It was a long walk, a good ten miles from home, but he’d carry a bait with him and a jug of persimmon beer.

		First he’d set out on a rocky place he knew, and restin’ that jug on the fork of his elbow, he’d have a drink, cork her up again, wipe the back of his hand across his mouth, and give study to that slope, pickin’ each tree real careful so it could get a clear fall to the creekbed.

		If a tree got hung up on that slope, he’d have to get down there and cut it free, and when a tree that size, maybe six to ten feet through, when a tree like that starts to move, a body had better be somewhere else, fast. So he chose the trees with care to keep the slope cleared and give them a free fall.

		Trulove Sackett was six-feet-six inches tall and weighed two hundred and fifty pounds and had never found anything he could take hold of that he couldn’t lift.

		The folks down to the forks of the creek said Trulove could jump higher and farther than any man alive, and run faster, although there was nothing and nobody who could make him run. That was what folks said about Trulove, and he just smiled, drank a little persimmon beer, and went back to hand-loggin’, which was what he knew best.

		He was settin’ on that rock studying his next set-to with them yellow poplars when he heard somebody halloo at him.

		He knew the voice. He looked down the gorge to where a man was hoppin’ from rock to rock to come up the slope. That would only be Macon. Nobody else knew where he was or knew about the loggin’ he was doing on chance of a spring flood some year.

		Macon Sackett spent most of his time huntin’ ginseng to be shipped off to China. In between times he trapped a little fur.

		When Macon reached the rock, Trulove handed him the jug and Macon taken a pull. “Now, that’s mighty fine drinkin’, but a body has to have a taste for it. I know folks can’t abide persimmon beer nor brandy.”

		“That’s most of them. Leaves more for us.”

		Macon studied the slope, then glanced at Trulove. “That’s a killer, Trulove,” he commented, “that slope is. One o’ them big logs will get you sometime.”

		“Maybe.”

		Macon hadn’t come this far to talk logging, so Trulove waited, taking another pull at the jug. If he was to get anything done, it was time he started. Took a while to fell the big ones.

		Macon stropped his knife blade on his boot sole. Sized it up, stropped some more. “You mind that nubbin of a girl from over by Tuckalucky Cove? Echo, her name was?”

		“The one who outshot all the boys over at Caney’s Fork?”

		“That’s the one.” Macon tested the edge of the blade on a hair. “She’s been down to the Settlements to pick up some money due her. Seems like she’s on her way home with a couple of pilgrims an’ there’s somebody after her.”

		“They better not catch up.”

		“Oh, she can shoot, all right! She can prob’ly shoot better than anybody, but there’s a passel of them.” He paused a moment. “One of them is Felix Horst, from over on the trace.”

		Trulove put the cork in the jug and smacked it with his palm to settle it solid. “Where they at?”

		“Word come from somebody down on the Russell Fork. He figured we should know.” Macon paused.

		“She’ll be headed for the Cove. Where’s Mordecai?”

		“On his way, I expect. Gent who passed the word to me saw him first.”

		Trulove cached his tools along with the jug, still more than half-full. He picked up a small cache of food, powder, and shot he kept there.

		They crossed Big Moccasin Creek and came through the trees to the old Boone Trail. It was not far from here that Boone’s oldest son, James, had been killed by Indians, along with several others. That had been back around ’73, if Trulove recalled correctly.

		They were running smoothly, easily, with the swinging stride of the long hunter.

		“Mordecai will get there before we do,” Macon said.

		“Aye, he’ll have the lead on us.”

		When they slowed to a walk after an hour’s run, Trulove asked, “Two pilgrims seein’ her home?”

		“A big black man and a Yankee, the way it was said. A big young man.”

		“Honey draws flies,” Trulove commented. “As I recall, she was right shapely an’ pert.”

		It was coming on to day-down, with shadows gathering. The two ran on, taking time only to pause for a drink at a cold branch that trickled down the rocks. They rested for a moment, thinking of what lay ahead, and then they were off again, running easily.

		“Should come up to that country come dawn. Then we got to find them.”

		Macon was a long, lean man, a Clinch Mountain Sackett, as was Trulove, a man given to long periods in the woods hunting for ginseng, usually alone. Yet he had done well, as there was always a market for what he found, and a market that paid well.

		No matter, a Sackett was in trouble and they were coming down from the hills to see her safely home or bury the ones who brought her grief. Old Barnabas, him who founded the clan, he laid that down as law more than two hundred years back, and since that time no Sackett had ever failed to come when there was need.

		“What do you think?” Trulove asked.

		They had slowed to a walk again, and Macon took his time, considering. “We’d better cut for sign around the head of Wallen Creek. There over to Stone Mountain or the Powell. If they’ve gotten further, we’ll know it.”

		“We’d best watch for Mordecai.”

		“He’ll find us. Nobody can find Mordecai lest he’s wishful of it.”

		An hour before first light they went off the trail into a thicket and put together a small fire and made coffee. They napped by the fire, drank some more coffee, and they listened. Sound carried a ways in the mountains during the still of morning.

		“Mordecai will find ’em. He’s almighty sly.”

		“He still make all his own gunpowder?”

		“Surest thing you know. He’s got several places, one of them a cave over to Grassy Cove. You recall that place Jubal found on his way west?”

		“I didn’t know he still went there. Folks have settled down there, I hear.”

		“More’n forty years now. The way Pa tells it, Jubal almost settled down there himself, he liked it that much.”

		Macon Sackett sat up. “Mordecai trusts no powder but his own make.”

		They finished the coffee and put their few things into packs. Carefully Trulove extinguished the fire, then scooped dirt to smother the ashes. A moment or two they studied the dead fire, then moved down to the trail.

		“Today, you reckon?” Macon knew the question’s answer, but Trulove nodded.

		From here on they would walk. They could hear better.

		When that voice told us not to move, I was in the shadows and I just faded back, easy-like. When I had a big tree betwixt them and me, I waited, my rifle up.

		They came out of the woods then, seven or eight of them, and a rough, rough lot. Felix Horst was there, Tim Oats, and Elmer, but there were others I’d not seen before, except for one. He was the last one to come out and I recalled seeing him down to the Cove one time. His name was Patton Sardust and he had been one of the Natchez Trace thieves. A big man, and mighty mean.

		Horst looked from Dorian to Archie. “Where is she?”

		“Who?” Dorian said.

		“Don’t give me lip!” Horst’s features sharpened. He was a man of no patience; you could see it in him. That was a notch against him. In the wild country, a body needs patience.

		Horst stared at Chantry. “Who are you?”

		“Dorian Chantry, sir. Not at your service.”

		“Chantry? Related to Finian?”

		“He is my uncle, sir.”

		Felix Horst swore; he swore slowly, viciously, and with emphasis. He glanced over at Oats. “How’d he get into this? What’s he doing here?”

		“I told you,” Oats insisted. “I told you he was along. I expect the old man sent him.”

		Horst glanced at Archie. “Runaway slave, eh? Well, you’re worth something, anyway.”

		“He’s a free man,” Dorian said. “He has always been free.”

		Horst smiled. “We’ll change that. If he isn’t a slave, he should be, and I’ve got just the place for him. They’ll teach him who is free.”

		“What about him?” Patton Sardust said, indicating Chantry. “We don’t need him.”

		“He’s Finian Chantry’s nephew,” Oats protested. “Anything happens to him, we’d never hear the last of it.”

		“Him?” Sardust scoffed. “No Finian scares me. I’ll cut his throat myself.”

		“You could try,” Dorian said.

		What could I do? If I started shooting, they’d probably kill the two of them right off. Yet something was going to blow the lid off, I could see that. Whatever else he might be Dorian surely wasn’t scared. Might have been better if he had been. Archie, I noticed, had quietly shoved his pistol back of his belt when they first closed in, and nobody had made a move to disarm them.

		Where I stood I had a good field of fire and I was no more than thirty yards back into the trees.

		“If they moved,” Horst said, “kill the white man. That black is worth money.”

		Then he gestured. “Hans? You, Harry, an’ Joe, you scout around and find that girl. Bring her here to me.”

		What to do? I could ease off through the brush, I could wait right there so we’d all be together, or.… They were coming; one of them headed right at me, although I knew he couldn’t see me.

		They’d stirred up the fire, put wood on, so the place was lit up. If I moved, that man was going to see me, and if I didn’t, maybe.…

		He came around the tree. “Ah!” he said. “I am the lucky one.”

		The rifle was close by my side and he was not looking for a woman to be armed. Regal had taught me a thing or two, so when he loomed over me and stepped close, I just jerked up the muzzle of that rifle and caught him right where his chin backed into his throat. I jerked up with it, and hard.

		It caught him right and he gagged, choking, and taking the rifle two-handed, I gave him what dear old Regal taught me, a butt stroke between the eyes.

		He went down like a poleaxed steer, falling right at my feet, out cold as a stepmother’s embrace; then I just faded back into the brush.

		The others were closing in on the spot where I’d been, and suddenly the one called Hans gave a yell. “Horst! For God’s sake!”

		Horst came into the woods. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

		“It’s Joe! Look at him!”

		Horst came through the trees, then stopped. He swore again. “Bring him into camp,” he said brusquely.

		“What hit him?” somebody asked. “Look at his face! And his throat!”

		“He’s still alive,” Oats said matter-of-factly, “but he surely ran into something.”

		Felix Horst straightened up from the injured man. “Chantry? Who’s out there? Who did this?”

		Before he could answer, there came a weird, quavering cry, an eerie cry that rose and fell, then rose again. It was like nothing they had ever heard, and nothing I had ever heard, either, but I knew what it was.

		“What’s that?” Elmer gasped.

		“A ghost,” Dorian said. “You’ve aroused the ghosts that haunt these mountains. You’re in trouble now.”

		“Shut up!” Oats said viciously, anxiously looking around.

		“The ghosts,” Dorian said, “Echo told me about them. They don’t like strangers.”

		He had called me Echo. He had used my first name!
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		From where I was I could see into their camp. The fire was blazing now and the men were drawing toward it but keeping their guns on Dorian and Archie.

		That cry had come from afar off—how far, a body couldn’t guess on a night like this and in those mountains. It came again, suddenly, wavering, weird, a distant sound in the night.

		“A banshee!” Dorian said. “A warning of death to come.”

		“Yours, more’n likely,” one of the men said.

		I’d never heard that sound before, but I’d heard tell of it, although there was only one man left who used it. Long ago some of the Clinch Mountain Sacketts had used that cry to warn enemy Injuns they were about, and some Injuns thought it was a death spirit out there in the forest, haunting them, waiting to steal their souls away. The only one I’d heard of using that cry in my time was Mordecai.

		He was a long hunter Sackett, not given to the life of today but clinging to the wild old life of mountains and hunting. Long hunters was what they called those men who went off into the mountains alone to be gone for months, sometimes even years. Dan’l Boone had been one of them, but there’d been a sight of others. Jubal Sackett was one of the first, he’d gone west a long time back, never seen since, although there’d been rumors, stories, and the like.

		“Leave him lay,” Horst was saying of Joe. “He’s been knocked out but he’ll be all right.”

		“But who knocked him out?”

		“Maybe ‘what’ is a better word,” Dorian said.

		Horst turned on him. He lifted a hand and slapped him across the face. “I told you to shut up!” he said.

		If Dorian had struck back, they’d have killed him. He never moved, he just smiled, and that young man went up some notches in my estimation. Maybe he had something to him.

		“I think she done it,” Elmer said.

		“A woman? A slip of a girl? To Joe? You ain’t serious.”

		“You don’t know her,” Elmer said.

		Horst looked at Chantry. “Where’s that carpetbag? Where is she?”

		Felix Horst was mad, I could see that, but worse than that, he didn’t know what to do. I could see that in him, too. His instinct was to kill, but he was afraid Dorian was his only clue.

		He turned on Dorian. “That Sackett girl? Is she sweet on you?”

		Well! There was an answer I strained my ears to hear. “Her? Of course not. She’s never thought of me that way.”

		Little did he know!

		“Travelin’ through the woods together?” Sardust scoffed. “Who’d believe that?”

		“I would,” Archie said. “She’s a lady.”

		Bless him!

		Somebody added fuel to the fire and brought out a coffeepot. Some of this I could see; the rest I could surmise.

		They moved suddenly and disarmed both men, then sat them down against a log.

		At the foot of a stump, in a hollow under the roots, I cached my carpetbag, leaving the Doune pistol in it. I kept my rifle and the pistol with the sawed-off barrel. I worked around through the trees and listened, watching. If they made a move to harm either of those men, I was going to go to shooting, no matter what it cost me.

		“When daylight comes,” Horst said, “we will find her tracks. No use to go off half-cocked. She can’t move fast in those skirts, and you can bet she’s not far away. No matter what they say, I think she’s sweet on Chantry here.”

		“You had better think about him,” Elmer said suddenly. “If anything happens to him, old Finian Chantry will never let up. He’ll track down every one of us.”

		“What I want to know,” one of the men said, “is what screamed?”

		“Panther, more’n likely. I’ve heard they have a funny cry, like a woman’s.”

		“That didn’t sound like no woman I ever heard,” Sardust said.

		“There was a man roamed this country years back, an’ Injun hunter name of Lew Wetzel. He had a cry like that. Like a ghost in the woods, he was, and could run like a wolf.”

		“That’s been years ago,” another man protested.

		They drank coffee and munched on some hard biscuits and meat. My stomach growled, a most unladylike sound. I sat down where I could watch their camp and kept my rifle where it could be used. There was a little blood on the sight. I wiped it off.

		Several of them stretched out to sleep, but not Patton Sardust. “When killin’ time comes around,” he said to Horst, “I want him.” He pointed a middle finger at Dorian.

		“Who will help you?” Dorian said. “You couldn’t do it alone.”

		Sardust grinned, showing some broken teeth. “We’ll see about that.” He drew his knife. “Right across the throat, ear to ear, with this.”

		The mutter of their voices lowered as several men slept, and I could no longer hear. Felix Horst sat with his back against a tree, staring at Chantry, but he was listening, too, so I did not move.

		Dead tired, I sat watching their camp, wondering what I could do to get them free, what I could do to fight back without endangering them, and me so tired I could scarcely lift a hand. With the coming of daylight they’d be fanning out in the woods, and I could not avoid them all. Daylight would be a killing time. I could see it coming.

		Suppose that weird cry had been Mordecai? But how could he know about me? Maybe it was a painter, a panther, that is. Or maybe it was Mordecai just a-travelin’? I didn’t know those Clinch Mountain Sacketts, although we were surely in their part of the country.

		Worst of it was, if anything happened to me, my folks would never get that money, and the Good Lord knew they needed it!

		What could I do? What could I do?

		It would be growing light soon and those men would be after me, yet I dared not run away into the woods for fear of what they might do to Dorian and Archie.

		Maybe if I just went to shooting, those boys could make a break for it? But what would their chances be of gettin’ into the woods without being shot? Mighty slim.

		I didn’t even know rightly where I was, or whether I was still in the state of Virginia or had crossed into Tennessee. I knew the direction I had to travel if I got away. For that matter, I could dig up my carpetbag and head off down the country and maybe get away, but I’d be leaving them in the lurch and I couldn’t do it.

		Day was coming and I’d better get set to make my fight. Maybe I was only a girl, but I was a dead shot and I could nail one of them and maybe reload before they got to me. I could get one, and when they rushed me, I could get another with the pistol, and then they’d have me. And I had no doubt what would happen then, me bein’ a girl and them the kind of men they were.

		I was scared for Dorian and Archie, and I was scared for me.

		Elmer got up and walked to the fire. He taken up the pot and started to fill his cup. I could see Horst and Oats and three others, one of them the sick man whom I’d hurt. Something jumped inside me.

		Where were the others?

		Had I dozed? Had they slipped out of camp? Were they coming for me now?

		Something stirred in the brush and I came up fast and they were on me, two of them, a long, slim dirty man with a scraggly beard, and a younger one, grinning at me. Too late for the rifle. As the long thin one grabbed at me, my hand went into that slit pocket in my skirt, and I said, “Who is first?”

		He hesitated just for a moment, caught by my words, and I let him have seven inches of blade right in the middle of him.

		He let out a gasp and his face turned kind of greenish white and I shoved him free and taken a long, swinging swipe with my blade at the second one. He jumped back, then picked up an arm-long branch and swung it at me. It missed, but he was coming on in when I heard a yell from camp, then a shot and a crashing in the timber.

		“Get them, dammit! Kill them!”

		Guns exploded, but that young one was coming at me with that club.

		Then somebody was running up on us and he turned sharp around to see, and it was Dorian who came in swinging a fist. The fellow with the club drew back for a swing, but Dorian, just like he’d fought somebody with a club before, went right into him, slugging him on the jaw, and then, as the fellow went down, Dorian grabbed me. “Come on!” he said, and I grabbed up my rifle and we ran.

		We ran into the deeper woods. We heard guns firing, and one bullet knocked bark from a tree close by, spattering us with fragments.

		We ran, we fell down, scrambled up, ran some more. In a dense growth of trees, all tall, towering yellow poplar, we pulled up, gasping.

		“You all right?” he asked.

		“I am. You?”

		“I guess,” he said. “What happened to Archie?”

		He was asking himself more than me, because I wouldn’t know. All was suddenly still. Not a sound in the forest. We weren’t scot-free by any means, and we knew it. I had my rifle in my hands and somehow he had come up with one, evidently one that had belonged to one of the two men who attacked me.

		“That other man?” Dorian whispered. “What happened to him?”

		“He must’ve run into something,” I said. “It wasn’t quite light yet.”

		“I’ve got to go back for Archie,” he whispered.

		“You stay out. He knows a sight more about woods fighting than you do. Maybe he got away.”

		He was restless, but he waited. “We saw a chance,” he said, “and made a run for it.”

		“You done right,” I said.

		They would be coming for us soon. He looked over at me. I was crouched down behind the trunk of a big sycamore partly shielded by a limb that was almost as large as the trunk, all mottled kind of gray and yellow.

		Resting my rifle, I studied the brush and the trees, looking for a target. They had not located us yet, but they would. There were large trees all around, most of them yellow poplar.

		We’d been shot with luck. Undoubtedly back there I’d closed my eyes for a moment and those men had slipped out of camp and closed in on me. Then the boys had made their break.

		“We’ve got to shorten the odds,” I said. “We’ve got to cut down a few of them.”

		“I’ve never killed a man,” he said.

		“Neither have I, but these here don’t seem to be leaving us much choice.” I paused a moment. “That money may not seem like a lot to you, but it is a change of life for we-uns back in the hills. It can make things easier for Ma and can ease things for all of us. I came down from the hills to get what was rightly mine and don’t intend for it to be taken from me.”

		Something moved out there, and my rifle came up, resting on that thick branch. Dorian, he slipped a mite further away to take another stand.

		Nothing stirred; then something did. Taken me a minute to realize what I had sighted. It was a knee.

		The man was well hidden by a slanting log, but he’d drawn up his knee and exposed it. He was sixty yards off and the light was bad but better than that on many a wild goose I’d killed for meat. I taken a bead and squeezed off my shot. The rifle leaped in my hands and that knee disappeared. Only there was a red splotch of blood on the leaves.

		“You hit something?” he whispered.

		Me, I was reloading. “I never shoot unless I do,” I said. “I don’t like to miss.”

		He just looked at me, and I figured: Echo, you’re doin’ what Regal warned you against. So I said, “His knee was out there, so I tried. He’s one they’ll have to carry back.”

		“I wish I knew what happened to Archie.”

		“So do I, but I think we’d better fetch ourselves out of here before they surround us.” I got up. “Let’s go.”

		We eased out of those trees and found a game trail angling down through the woods. We taken it careful, keeping low and heading as near to south as we could, south and west.

		“Only way we can help Archie,” I said, “is to stay alive. If he isn’t dead already, they will try to keep him alive and sell him. We’ll find him then and see he’s freed, if I have to bring all the Sacketts down from the hills.”

		“How many are there? Of the Sacketts, I mean?”

		“Nobody rightly knows, but even one Sackett is quite a few.”

		We walked along the creekbed, which was scarcely ankle-deep, then crossed to the other side and went into a stand of slender trees. After a bit, finding a place where we could remain hidden yet see all that approached us, we sat down to rest.

		We had come several miles, and neither of us was up to further travel, and we were hungry.

		“You catch some sleep,” Dorian said. “I’ll watch.”

		For a moment there my eyes were open, and then they were closed and I slept and dreamed, all sorts of wild dreams. It was dark when he shook me awake.

		“It will have to be you,” he said. “I can’t keep my eyes open longer.”

		Sitting up, I drew my rifle across my lap. It was dark and we could see nothing but the shadows and the stars.

		In the moment his eyes closed, I heard that scream, that same wild cry, rising and falling weirdly.

		Dorian opened his eyes. “There it is again!” he whispered. “What can it be?”

		“Sleep,” I said. “All’s well here. You just rest.”

		I didn’t like to even think how hungry I was, but what worried me most was that cry. It was nearer this time, and it sounded like the cry of a hunter—hunting what or who, I did not know.

		“You sleep,” I said aloud. “I’ll keep watch.”

		Yet my eyes were heavy. It was hard to stay awake.
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		Patton Sardust squatted on his heels, rifle in hand, and studied the country below him and to the north. It had been some time since he had hunted this part of the country, but that should be the North Fork of the Clinch down there, and over beyond it, the Sinks.

		Felix Horst stood beside him, also staring at the country below. He was hoping for smoke, yet doubted they would be so foolish as to build a fire.

		“We been underratin’ that girl,” Sardust said. “We’ve got to settle down to trackin’, movin’ in slow an’ easy.”

		“I don’t want that black man killed,” Horst said. “He’s worth an easy thousand dollars if he’s in good health.”

		“How much is she carryin’?” Sardust asked.

		Felix Horst knew, but it was not something he cared to tell. Elmer knew, and so did Timothy Oats. That was already two too many.

		“She’s carryin’,” he said, “enough to make it worthwhile.”

		“I think she’s cached it,” Elmer said.

		Horst looked around irritably. “Now, why would she do that? She’s on her way home.”

		“I caught a glimpse of her yonder in the trees. She didn’t seem to be carrying a carpetbag. She had a rifle—”

		“What’s a woman doin’ with a rifle?” Collins asked.

		“She’s a mountain girl,” Sardust replied. “They grow up with rifles. Chances are she can shoot.”

		“Somebody can,” Elmer said. “Baker’s knee is busted and he’s in bad shape. We’ve got to get him to a doctor.”

		“You get him there,” Horst replied, his tone sharp. “I want that girl and her money.”

		“You got three men laid up,” Elmer insisted, “and I think she done it all. One man knifed, one with his face bashed in, and Baker’s knee shot away. I think—”

		Horst turned angrily. “Close your trap! I know you’re White’s man, but any more talk like that and you get out of here! Do you get that?”

		“It ain’t going to be easy getting those men out of here,” Elmer said, and then he added, “if you intend to.”

		For a moment there was silence, a cold, dead, heavy silence. Elmer involuntarily took a step back, but Horst ignored him.

		“You’re the best tracker,” he said to Sardust. “Can you find them?”

		“As long as she stays with him, we’ve got a chance. Those boots of his leave tracks, and he’s no woodsman. She’s easy on her feet and she’s light anyway, so she leaves mighty little to see. Also, she’s canny where she puts her feet.”

		Oats had been quiet until now. “Suppose Elmer’s right and she’s cached the money? Maybe we’re chasin’ her for nothing.”

		“I want her,” Horst said. “She needs to be taught a lesson.”

		“Who does that pay off?” Oats objected. “I want the money.”

		“So do we all,” Horst replied. He turned to Elmer. “Where was she when you saw her without the carpetbag?”

		“It was just before Baker got shot. I saw her clear, but she was gone before I could get my rifle up. She did not have the carpetbag.”

		“Then she’s cached it,” Sardust said. “We can backtrack her right to where it is.”

		Horst did not like it, but he kept his mouth shut. He wanted her and he wanted the money and he wanted it all for himself, yet if she had cached it.…

		Well, when it came to that, he thought he was as good at reading sign as Sardust. In his years along the Trace, he had learned a lot. He had no intention of sharing what he found with any of them, and that included James White.

		“Elmer,” Horst said, “those wounded men need care. You stay in camp and do whatever you can. Patch up that knee and put a splint on it. We can get him down to the river and float him down to a town.

		“Meanwhile, we’ll scout around. They haven’t gone far.”

		Oats avoided Elmer’s eyes. Elmer did not like it, but he knew better than to cross Felix Horst. He had already said too much. Yet he did not like it out here in the woods and he did not know a thing about wounds or wounded men. He had an idea all three were worse off than anybody admitted; Elmer also had a good idea that Horst intended to abandon them, and maybe him. He should have kept still about her not having the carpetbag. Then he could have looked for it himself.

		“I scouted around some,” Sardust said, “and I think I know where they’re at. Let’s go get ’em.”

		When they were gone, Elmer added grounds to the coffee on the fire and dug around in his pack for some cold biscuits.

		Baker looked over at him. “You goin’ to patch up my knee?”

		“I’ll try. I’m not much good at such things.”

		“Get a splint on it and some kind of bandage. If you can get me down to the creek, we can float down and I won’t have to walk, which I can’t do anyway.”

		Gingerly Elmer went to work. He cut away the pants leg a little more and removed the crude bandage. The sight of the smashed knee made him sick and he started to retch. Baker swore at him. “Shut up, damn you! You only got to look at it, I got to live with it.”

		With a spare shirt from Baker’s small pack he bandaged the wound, then rigged splints to keep it stiff. Baker was suffering considerable pain, but it showed only in his eyes or an occasional catch of the breath.

		“You get me out of this, young feller, an’ my kinfolk will make it up to you. Just get me down to the river.”

		He filled a cup for Baker and then went to where Harry lay stretched out. Harry had been stabbed, a thrust from low down, driven sharply up. The knife had just cleared his belt and had gone in under the ribs.

		Harry stared at him as Elmer checked the wound. He knew nothing about such things, and although the slit was inflamed, there wasn’t much blood this time. There had been quite a bit when they first got to him.

		“She was such a little thing,” Harry muttered, “I didn’t figure.…” His voice trailed off into nothing, and he closed his eyes.

		Joe lay on his back, both eyes blacked and swollen shut, a great lump where his brows should be and his nose broken. She or somebody had hit him with a rifle butt, and he looked awful. There was nothing Elmer could do, and he went back to the fire and filled his cup.

		He had to get out of here. If he stayed, Horst would kill him. Horst didn’t care about these men, either. They were thieves or river roughs hired on for the job.

		Suppose, just suppose he could find the carpetbag? Then he could get out of here and leave them all. He could go back to Philadelphia.…

		Maybe not. White would be after him for explanations. Maybe Pittsburgh, or even New York. New York? With money in his pocket.…

		He closed his eyes and tried to think of where they had been and how she must have moved. From time to time there had been glimpses of her. She’d still had the bag when she clobbered Joe, so she must have hidden it close by.

		Elmer thought it all out, trying to remember how Harry had gone out to catch her and where that fight had taken place. She must have been close by, perhaps within a few hundred yards.

		He sipped his coffee and thought it through, trying to remember the various places he had seen out there. In among the trees there wasn’t much brush, although there were fallen logs, branches, occasional clumps of some brush he did not recognize. Some places under the trees were bare and could be eliminated. After all, the area was not that large, and he should be able to find it.

		He got to his feet. Baker had dropped off to sleep, and only Harry was aware. When he started to move away, Harry said, “You comin’ back?”

		Elmer pointed. “There’s my pack. I’m just scoutin’ around.”

		Harry closed his eyes, and Elmer stepped out beyond their sight. Although he was not aware of it, he had changed a lot in these past two weeks. For the first time in his life he had become aware of his own vulnerability. Injury and death happened to others, not to him, but suddenly he realized it could happen to him. He also realized that Felix Horst had no intention of sharing that money with anybody, and anybody who got in the way would be eliminated. So why not find it for himself and get away scot-free?

		He wouldn’t mind sharing with Tim Oats, but Tim was with Horst and would have to make out as best he could.

		Elmer had learned from James White. He had learned to think before he acted, and now he carefully eliminated various areas beyond the camp, where he would not have to look. It would have to be somewhere she could have hidden, somewhere not easily seen from camp.

		Elmer studied the woods before him. There were many large trees, a number of fallen, rotting tree trunks, a few clumps of brush in the more open areas. At one place a huge old giant of the forest had started to topple, but its branches had caught in the branches of other trees and left the tree hanging, its great root mass partly ripped from the earth.

		Elmer moved out, searching the ground for tracks. He had never spent time in the woods or wilds, knew nothing about tracking, yet the tracks of the men who had gone out to capture Echo Sackett were plain enough.

		She had stabbed Harry. It would have to be her. Who would ever expect a pretty little thing like that to have a knife? Or that she would use it?

		That time he had suggested walking her home. He had thought that maybe, on one of those dark streets.…

		His brow broke into a cold sweat. Why, she probably had that knife then. It would have been him who got stabbed. The thought gave him a queasy feeling in the stomach. Cold steel had that effect on some people.

		Elmer paused, looking all about him; then slowly he began to walk. He counted his steps, stopping every few yards to look all about him. When he had walked two hundred steps, he walked several yards to the east and then turned about on a route parallel with his first and walked slowly back, searching the ground with his eyes as he moved.

		This was no time to be careless. He was going to work this out bit by bit. When they came back, if they did come back, he could be just scouting, but he hoped he would find the bag and be long gone by the time they returned.

		There was a place where the sunlight splashed a clearing in the woods, and there was a tangle of wild rose there. He looked at it but could see no trail through, nor where any bush had been trampled down or broken. There was a profusion of the wild roses there, all pink and lovely in the sunlight. He stood for a moment, caught by the lonely beauty of the place, then shook it off and walked away, frowning at some transient thought.

		What was he doing here, anyway? Why had he come? He had come because White had sent him, but was he to be White’s errand boy forever? Or was he to go his own way? With this money he would have a start, he would go away, leave White behind, and perhaps study law for himself.

		He paused again among the trunks of the great trees. How still it was! How beautiful a place! He did not recall ever thinking of beauty before. He had been sly, cheating, prepared to do White’s bidding, no matter what.

		He remembered Echo Sackett’s cool reaction to his innuendos, if they could be called that, and for the first time he felt shame. There had been something about her, small as she was, a kind of quiet dignity that left him uneasy. Then Finian Chantry had come and Elmer had felt ashamed for James White. He had thought White was quite a man, important and shrewd. Suddenly he saw White dwarfed and he knew he could never respect him again. Finian Chantry had put him in his place quietly but firmly.

		Thinking left Elmer uneasy. He was not used to it, and ethics had never concerned him. Why was he thinking like this? Was it she who had started him? Or Finian Chantry? Or was it something about the silence here? He was uneasy, eager only to be away.

		On the fourth march of two hundred steps he drew near the toppled tree, its top caught in the branches. He looked up at it, held so insecurely. He looked again, and swung his path a little wide of it.

		When he started back, he was on the far side of the tree, and it was not until he had passed it that he turned to look back at the great mass of uplifted roots.

		“Of course,” he muttered. “Why not?” He turned and walked back and stood looking at the shallow pit where the roots had been torn from the ground. It was almost filled with leaves.

		He stood for a moment, looking around. He was sure this was the place, yet he was suddenly uneasy.

		Suppose somebody saw him? Suppose Felix Horst returned before he could get away?

		Get the carpetbag and leave at once, right down the mountain to the river. He did not know what the river was, but there would be towns along the river, a place where he could catch the stage or a steamboat and get back to civilization.

		He glanced quickly around. All was still; there was nobody. So why did he feel uneasy?

		What was bothering him? He went down into the pit, waded through the leaves, kicking with his feet to find it.

		His toe hit something yielding. He brushed away the leaves, and there it was.

		The carpetbag! The gold! And all his!

		He grasped the handle and straightened up and turned.

		Patton Sardust was standing on the rim of the pit, his rifle in his hands.

		“Now, ain’t that nice?” he said softly. “And just the two of us. Nobody else. Just you an’ me.”
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		Sunlight was falling through the leaves, weaving a web of gold and shadow, when my eyes opened. Dorian’s coat was over me, and I sat up suddenly, frightened.

		“Did I fall asleep? On watch?”

		“You did not,” he said. “You awakened me when you knew you couldn’t stay awake, then you went to sleep as though you’d never slept before.”

		“What’s happened?”

		He shrugged. “Nothing I know of. I’ve heard some movement out there, but nothing close. We’d better get ready to move.” He looked around. “What happened to the dog?”

		Getting up, I brushed off the leaves and straightened my clothes, wishing there was somewhere to bathe. I felt grimy and my hair would look a sight.

		“I think we’d better get your carpetbag and leave,” he said. “We’ll get to a settlement of some kind, then I’ll get help and come back and look for Archie.”

		“All right.” There was no more run in me. I was tired and I wanted to be home and take the money to Ma. Rightly it was mine, but in my mind it was ours, and that was the way it was going to be.

		Quiet as we could move, we worked our way down through the trees. No way I could forget that great hanging tree where I had left the carpetbag. We were still a good sixty yards off when I saw it, and we stopped, looking carefully around. Their camp had been just beyond. Now there was no smoke, nor smell of smoke, and no sound or movement. Still, we waited.

		We were almost to the edge of the pit left by the torn-up roots when I saw the tracks. For the first time I felt panic. If somebody had found that money.…

		I ran down into the pit, scattered the leaves, wading from side to side.

		It was gone!

		“They’ve taken it?”

		Dumbly I nodded. I fought to keep the tears back. After all our trouble, after all this, I had failed my family, I had failed Ma, I had failed Regal, I had failed Finian Chantry and his efforts to help. I said as much.

		“Maybe not,” Dorian said. “Maybe not. Let’s go after them. Uncle Finian sent me to see you got home safely with your money, and that’s just what I am going to do!”

		I nodded, unable to speak. They were gone, and the money was gone.

		“I wish I was a better tracker,” Dorian said, studying the ground.

		It brought me back to reality. “I can track. I’ve been tracking game since I was knee-high.”

		Of course, I had seen all their tracks, and once a body has tracked, he or she just naturally registers things in the mind. That was Elmer. He had big flat feet and he toed out when he walked. No question about him.

		“And that”—I pointed to another track on the rim of the pit—“that’s the big fellow. Patton Sardust, I heard him called. Looks to me like Elmer was in the pit an’ Sardust came up on him. Or they came together.”

		“What about Horst?”

		“No tracks of his here, nor Oat’s either.” I began to cast about. Those two had walked away together. In some places where there were no leaves I could see the tracks better.

		“Elmer’s got my carpetbag,” I said.

		“How can you tell?”

		“Walkin’ away from the hole back yonder, his right foot makes a deeper track. He’s carryin’ weight in his right hand.”

		We walked away, following them. They were not wasting time moving out of the area. “Heading for the river,” I said. “They don’t plan to share with the others.”

		“Or with each other, probably,” Dorian said cynically.

		He was learning. Maybe he knew more all the time than I’d expected. “We’d better be careful,” I said. “Horst was looking for us. He has Hans with him, maybe somebody else. There must have been eight of them, including the men Horst rounded up.”

		We talked no more. The trail was plain enough, but occasionally Elmer and Sardust were pausing to look around. They were scared, too. Watchful, anyway.

		We were doing some looking around ourselves. At least Dorian was. I had my eyes on their trail, not to lose them.

		“Eight?” Dorian asked. “Are you sure?”

		“Some of them are out of it. One of them’s got him a busted knee. I’d guess three are out of action.”

		“Elmer and Sardust are ahead of us. That leaves Horst, Oats, and at least one more if our figuring’s right.”

		“It’s pretty close,” a voice said, and I looked up to see Timothy Oats standing there with the one they had called Hans. My rifle was on them, but Dorian was standing with his feet spread apart, staring at Oats, who was staring right back.

		“You fire that gun,” Oats said to me, “an’ Felix Horst will be here. He’s in a killing mood.”

		“So am I,” I replied.

		“Don’t be foolish,” he said impatiently. “You two haven’t a chance. They are all around you. Whatever happens here will be forgotten when we leave here. Nobody will even find your bodies.”

		“You don’t know this country, mister. There’s folks coming and going all the time.”

		“No matter. We will be gone. Give us that carpetbag and we will let you go. At least you will have a running start.”

		“We haven’t got it,” Dorian said. “Two of your crowd have it.”

		“You’re lyin’!”

		“Where’s Elmer?” Dorian said. “And where is that big fellow, Sardust?”

		Oats was staring at Dorian. “You’ve got too much lip.”

		Dorian smiled. “You’re supposed to be some kind of a fighter,” he said. “Why don’t you see what you can do about it?”

		“Dorian!” I said.

		“This is something I have to do, Echo,” he said. “It won’t take long.”

		Timothy Oats took off his coat and laid it on a stump. He put his rifle across it.

		“You,” I told Hans, “stay out of it.”

		“Why not? Tim will make mincemeat of him.”

		I was afraid of that myself, but the way they were looking at each other, like two prize bulls in a pen, I knew nothing I could say would make any difference. Dorian had shucked his coat, too.

		He was a shade lighter than Oats, but just as broad in the shoulder.

		“You won’t find him so pretty when I get through with him,” Oats said.

		“You take care of yourself, mister. Pretty is as pretty does.”

		Oats tried a left, drawing Dorian out, or trying to. Dorian ignored the left, moved to the left. He feinted a left, and when Oats moved to counter, hit him with a solid right that shook Oats to his heels. It surprised him, too. He had not expected that, and I could see his expression change. Now he knew he was in for a fight.

		Oats was the wilier, ducking, slipping away from punches, hitting hard in return. Twice he landed hard to the body and I winced for Dorian, but he seemed to pay it no mind.

		Then they were at it, hammer and tongs, both of them slugging, toe to toe and neither backing up a bit. Oats was hitting Dorian, but Dorian was taking them standing, and suddenly he feinted a left, and Oats, too eager, stepped in and took a right on the chin. It staggered him, and Dorian followed up, swinging both fists to the body.

		Oats backed up, tried to get set, but Dorian gave him no chance. The less experienced of the two, he was younger, in better shape, and just a little quicker.

		Oats rushed, tried to butt, and Dorian hit him with an uppercut, and when the head came down again, he grabbed Oats by the hair and jerked him forward, kicking his feet from under him. Oats came down hard, landing on his face.

		At that moment Hans lunged forward, and I put a bullet through his ear. The shock and the pain stopped him, and his hand went to his bloody ear. I had the pistol in my hand.

		“The next one kills,” I said. “Just back off.”

		“You missed,” Hans said.

		“I didn’t want to kill you. I wanted an ear and I got it. You now have one ear. Do you want to try for none?”

		The blood was covering the side of his face and his shoulder. He backed off warily.

		Oats was getting up, and Dorian was letting him. Suddenly Oats dived at him, grappling for Dorian’s knees. He got one of them, right in the face. He staggered and went to a knee. Maybe that boy could fight after all, I thought. This wasn’t party games.

		Hans had backed off, trying to stop the bleeding. “I’ll kill you for that!” he said.

		“You haven’t done very well so far,” I replied. “You just better look at your hole card. You aren’t holding very much.”

		Dorian was bloody himself. He had a cut on his cheekbone and his lip was puffy, but he seemed happy. He was standing, ready for Oats to get up.

		“You’re a smarter fighter than I am, Mr. Oats,” he said, “but you’ve had too many beers.”

		“Dorian? We’ve got to get out of here. We’ve got trouble coming.”

		He picked up his coat and put it on, then got his rifle. Oats had reached his coat and was standing over it, about to pick up the rifle he had laid down.

		“Go ahead,” I told him, “if you feel lucky.”

		“Horst will be coming. He will have heard that shot.”

		Dorian made no reply, nor did I. We backed off, watching them as we left. Oats was wiping his bloody face.

		“Have you got their trail?” Dorian asked.

		“They will have heard that shot too,” I said.

		“But they won’t know who shot, or why. They may travel a little faster.”

		Elmer and Patton Sardust. I wondered how long Elmer would last. He was just a big gawky boy, and Sardust was a mean man, a hard man, a man who had been through it. They must be near the river by now.

		We did not talk, being wishful to make no sound. The tracks were easy to follow, as nobody was trying not to leave a trail. They were headed down the steep slope toward the river. If we could get that carpetbag back, we could just keep going. The direction was right.

		There was no need to track them now, as they were on a trail down to the river. I squinted away toward the river. I did not know rightly where I was, and that might be the Powell or it could be the Clinch. We’d been switching back and forth in the mountains, and all I knew was my general directions.

		During a pause to catch our breath, I reloaded my rifle-gun. This was mostly new country for me.

		There was a path along the river that had been followed by both men and game, and their tracks were there.

		Elmer clutched the carpetbag, switching it from his right to his left hand. He wished they’d never found it. He knew the big man walking with him intended to kill him, he knew Sardust wanted it all. For a moment Elmer was inclined to turn and simply hand it to him, but there was a deep stubbornness in him that refused. Anyway, it might not suffice. Sardust might kill him anyway.

		Tree shadows fell along the path. He wished he could be walking here alone, without Sardust. He liked the sound of the river.

		He stopped suddenly, and Sardust stopped. “What’s the matter?” The big man was irritable but watchful.

		“I thought I heard something.”

		“The wind, maybe. Or the river.”

		“Something else, somebody moving.”

		“You’re crazy!”

		“Patton, we should give this back. To that girl, I mean. We should give this carpetbag to Echo Sackett. It’s hers.”

		“You are crazy! There’s money in there, boy. Money for both of us. Give it back? Why?”

		“It’s hers. It will mean a lot to her. I know, I was all for stealin’ it myself. I didn’t like her one bit, but she’s got nerve. And she needs this.

		“Ever since I got down in this country, I been wonderin’ about all this. I figure we’re doin’ wrong.”

		Patton spat into the dust. “Well, of all the weak, mollycoddlin’ …!”

		“I mean it, Mr. Sardust. I don’t feel the same no more. Men have been hurt over this. Three men down and hurt, an’ everybody is for just leavin’ them. I don’t feel right about it.”

		“You just give it to me. I’ll take the blame. You can run off an’ do what you like. I’ll just let you off the hook. Give it to me.”

		“No, Mr. Sardust, I may be a damn fool but I’m takin’ it back to that girl. Maybe it’s this country, maybe it’s her, maybe it’s those men back there, dyin’ maybe. I don’t feel right about it no more.”

		“You give it to me. I’ll shoulder the blame. You run off an’ have a good cry. You an’ your conscience.” Patton Sardust spat contemptuously. “You’re nothin’ but a damn mollycoddle!”

		“No, Mr. Sardust. I am takin’ it back to her.”

		“Shut up! Just give me that bag!”

		“I think he’s right, Mr. Sardust.” The voice came from the trees near the trail. “I think he’s right. I think you better leave him go, Mr. Sardust.”

		A man stepped into the open trail, a very tall, very lean man with a rifle.

		Patton Sardust turned slowly. Whatever Elmer did was of no immediate concern. He had never seen this stranger before, but his every instinct told him he was in trouble, deep, serious trouble.

		His heart was pounding slowly, heavily. His rifle was by his side, held in the trail position. His hand was almost in the right place. If he could only get his finger on the trigger.…

		“Who the devil are you?”

		“Not the devil, Mr. Sardust, but like him, I can open the gates to hell. I’m Mordecai Sackett. You ready to go?”
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		Elmer walked back up the path toward the clifftop. He walked easier, and he felt better. He stopped at one point and looked down through the trees at the river. He just stood there, light and shadow falling over him, and no sound but the trees. He had never known such quiet, never such peace.

		From behind him and below there was a shot, closely followed by another.

		So that was the end of that, and it might have been the end of him, too.

		He had looked into that stranger’s face and he had no doubt about who killed whom.

		He was dipping down again now, as the track he was following returned briefly to the river before starting up again. He stopped once more, putting the carpetbag down.

		He would not know how to get along in country like this, but he could come back to visit. He could walk this trail again, but with no worries.

		She came along the trail toward him and he picked up the bag and held it out to her. “This is yours,” he said.

		“Thank you, Elmer. You are a nice man.”

		He blushed. “Well, it’s yours. I just thought.…”

		“Thanks.”

		Dorian came down the trail behind me. “We heard a shot.”

		“Yes, sir. It was him, I believe. I think he killed Patton Sardust.”

		“Killed him? Who did?”

		“He came out of the woods like a ghost. He looked like a ghost. He said his name was Mordecai Sackett.”

		“Mordecai!”

		Dorian glanced at her. “Is he related to you?”

		“He’s a Clinch Mountain Sackett. A cousin, sort of.”

		“There were two shots. I’ll go see if he’s been hurt.” Dorian hesitated. “You’ll be all right.”

		When he had gone, I just stood there staring after Elmer, who was walking away up the trail. Whatever had come over him?

		What would he do now? Could he go back to working with James White? Or would he want to go back?

		Now I could go home. Now I had money again, and what I could do would brighten all their lives. I picked up the carpetbag, and Felix Horst was standing there. His pistol was in his hand and he indicated a dim trail toward the river.

		“Walk that way. If you call out and he comes, he’ll never know what hit him.”

		“He’s not alone down there.”

		“Get along! Don’t try any tricks on me. Just move!”

		“Mordecai Sackett’s with him. He killed Patton Sardust.”

		“Get along. Right down the path. You walk easy, and maybe you’ll be alive tomorrow.”

		I walked along, carrying the bag. I had left my rifle on the ground where they would find it. Horst had seemed to pay no attention. Maybe if I had tried to pick it up, he would have shot me. Dorian would be coming back. He would find it right there at the path down which Horst was taking me.

		It led to the river. There was a clearing there, cut off from the water by a stand of black willow, partly shaded by sycamores. Drawn up in the reeds I could see the bow of a skiff. Had he known it was there?

		“You’re making a mistake,” I said quietly. “Mordecai is here. You will never get out of the hills.”

		He laughed without humor. “Don’t be silly! Just drop that bag and back off.”

		“Look! Please! My blue dress is in there! Let me have that, at least! It’s the only pretty dress I ever had!”

		“All right, get it out and be damned. But hurry! I haven’t time for any more nonsense!”

		I opened the bag and thrust my hand in, pulling out the blue dress and bonnet with my left hand, and the Doune pistol with my right. I was going to shoot right through the dress but couldn’t stand the thought of ruining that beautiful gown.

		I threw the dress aside, revealing the Doune pistol.

		There was a moment of frozen silence; Horst’s own pistol was in his hand, but lowered. There was shock in his eyes. He stared at me with awful realization. Then I shot him.

		He stood for just an instant, trying to lift his pistol, but the gun slipped from his fingers into the dust and he fell, knees first, buckling slowly, and then sprawled in the dust and leaves. After a moment one of his legs straightened, the toe digging into the earth.

		I walked over to a big sycamore and sat down abruptly, leaning my head back against the tree.

		I was sitting like that when they came down the trail to the river, Mordecai Sackett and Dorian Chantry.

		Dorian came to me and helped me to my feet and put his arms around me. “It’s all right,” he said. “Everything is all right.”

		“I want to go home.”

		“All right.” He folded the blue dress and bonnet and returned them to the bag. Then he picked it up. Together we started away, but Mordecai stopped us.

		“Foolish to walk when that skiff’s handy. You might as well float down.”

		“Thank you, Mordecai, for coming.”

		“Trulove an’ Macon, they come too. They’re up yonder cleanin’ up what’s left. We come when needed, cousin. We come when needed.” Mordecai glanced at Dorian Chantry and said, “I found a black man in the woods.”

		“Was he hurt?”

		“He’d been shot. Grazed his skull, knocked him out, I guess. When I saw him, there was a dog lyin’ beside him, sort of watchin’ over him. He’s on his feet now, an’ will be comin’ along directly.”

		Mordecai glanced again at Dorian, then at me. “You sparkin’ him?”

		I glanced at Dorian, but he blushed. “You might say that,” I said. “You might just say that.”

		“I hope she is,” Dorian said. “I’d hate to go back to Uncle Finian and tell him I lost out.”

		Regal and Ma were settin’ on the porch of an evenin’ when we came up the trail from the Cove. They were settin’ together and Regal stood tall to shake hands and greet Dorian and give me a little squeeze with an arm about my shoulders.

		“We missed you, honey. Have a nice trip?”

		“Took me longer than expected,” I said.

		“Come mornin’, I’d have been comin’ after you. A man stopped by who said he saw you on a steamboat and you seemed to be in some kind of trouble. His name was Ginery Wooster. He said he had passed the word to Mordecai on his way across the mountains.”

		“We saw Mordecai.”

		“That’s more than I ever did. Come on inside.”

		We paused a moment on the step, looking off toward Cligman’s Dome. The clouds were gathering there. A nighthawk swooped by and Dorian and I turned toward the house.

		“See? I told you it was a log cabin!”

	
		AUTHOR’S NOTE

		There should be, within the next few years, at least ten more novels involving members of the Sackett family. These upcoming books will not only close the gap between the novels of the early Sackett generations (SACKETT’S LAND, TO THE FAR BLUE MOUNTAINS, and THE WARRIOR’S PATH) and the novels of the later generations beginning with THE DAYBREAKERS, but will extend the Sackett’s story in several new directions. The present novel, RIDE THE RIVER, helps to bridge that gap since Echo Sackett is the aunt of the Sackett brothers William Tell, Orrin, and Tyrel whom we first meet in THE DAYBREAKERS and SACKETT.

		The next Sackett novel will be THE SAGA OF JUBAL SACKETT dealing with the area west of the Mississippi, the Great Plains and the Rockies in the years after 1630. At that time this area was the great unknown. Coronado and other Spanish explorers had touched upon it, but their limited explorations were not known to the rest of the world. Even the Indians, who were only beginning to acquire horses, knew little of that vast land in the interior. The distance between streams and known waterholes had restricted their travel until horses were available.

		Into this world, teeming with game of every variety, Jubal Sackett travels with one Indian companion seeing it all when it was fresh and new. They hunt buffalo, elk, deer, antelope, bear, and other animals, some of which were believed to have been extinct, all at a time when every step they took was into unknown land.

		Later, there will be another story of William Tell Sackett, going back to his earlier years when he first left the Tennessee Mountains to fight in the Civil War. This story will also relate the great romance of his life, or at least the first chapter in it, a romance about which he has told no one, not even his brothers.
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