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Rushmore Manor, England, 1773

Little Flora Everton applied her eye to the keyhole. Small for her ten years, she fit handily under the ivory doorknob of her father’s library without too much discomfort. She knew only low persons such as servants engaged in spying on others, but how was one to learn anything when always cooped up in the nursery? She did so want to see the savage boy. There he sat on the divan next to the Duke of Bellevue, who was supposed to be his father.

Despite being a real red Indian, the lad wore the same buckled shoes and white hose as all the men and boys she knew. He appeared to be stuffed into his blue knee breeches and gold-buttoned greatcoat. His neckcloth, cascading with foamy lace, looked too tight to be comfortable around his thick neck. Still, he sat impassively, no expression on his face, his white-gloved hands at his side, his straight, jet black hair, drawn back tightly and clubbed at the nape of his neck.

His mode of dress was terribly disappointing, but oh, a thrilling deep bronze colored his face with its wide cheekbones, slightly broad nose, and full lips. Flora compared and decided the strong jaw and the mouth resembled the duke, as did the boy’s large build. She knew he had only thirteen years, but the duke’s purported son could easily pass for a young man. Her brother, Roddy, at sixteen, had severe spots, a skinny chest and limbs, and a very mean streak that showed in his pale gray eyes. This boy’s deep black gaze gave nothing away, and his complexion, rich and smooth, made Flora want to touch his cheek to see if it was real.

Time to listen and learn. She put her ear against the keyhole. The Duke of Bellevue spoke in his deep voice, very easy to hear.

“I would appreciate your support in having the boy named my legal heir, Rushmore.”

Adults always called her father Rushmore, but his real name was Everton, same as hers. James Everton, Earl of Rushmore. William “Billy the Bull” Longleigh always went by Bellevue. The two men were very good friends and visited often, not that Flora was ever invited to sit in on their conversations.

“Lavinia and I have been married for eight years. It seems a plain fact she is barren.”

Flora pondered this. Her terrible brother had flaunted his superior knowledge of what real bulls did. They were supposed to get many offspring by mounting the cows, but the man so often spoken of as “Billy the Bull” had only one.

“I did not marry my son’s mother in the Church of England, but we were wed in the Indian manner. I mean, I was sent to live among the Shawnee to gain their support against the French and taking a red bride went far toward gaining their confidence.”

“I did so envy you, the free and daring younger son, off to fight the bloody Frogs in the wilderness of America, living among the savages, taking one of their women to wife,” her father answered.

Flora had never heard that wistful tone in his voice, as if he wanted a sweet he could not have. His thin face beneath its white wig seemed sad.

“No fault of mine my brother choked on that gob of steak before he produced an heir, and I was summoned home to assume the title. I much preferred being Major Longleigh, and my Indian woman was far less trouble than Lavinia. The boy turned three just before I left the colonies. I thought it better to allow him to stay with his mother and her people. When I learned Full Moon Woman died along with most in her village of some white man’s plague, I courted and wed Lavinia, and not a moment before. She has been unable to provide me with an heir.”

“I understand your predicament. Of course, you have my support, Bellevue.”

“My thanks, old friend. I gave him the forename of Pearce after Lavinia’s family to assuage any hurt when I had him baptized, then my name and the king’s—Pearce William George Longleigh. To think he went by Bear Cub until this past year.”

“Does Lavinia accept the lad?”

“Sadly, no. She says he frightens her and must be sent away to school as soon as possible. I hope your son will befriend him. I’ve arranged for the boy to stay in the same house at Eton. Naturally, Pearce will have to start his education among the younger students. His French is passable, thanks to the Jesuits who slip down from Canada and attempt to convert the tribes. He has some English from dealing with the traders who come to their camps, but no reading or writing skills, no history or geography, only the most basic sums one might use to trade hides.”

The Duke continued on as if the boy were not sitting right beside him. Very rude, Flora thought.

“Still, he made great progress on our voyage home. I hired a tutor in Williamsburg to travel with us. At first, my boy was reluctant to learn white ways and simply could not be coerced by the rod. I soon learned what he wanted most—to be above deck in the outdoors. He was allowed fresh air only after his lessons for the day were committed to memory. For exercise, I began teaching him the use of the saber. He took to that like a bird to the sky.”

Her sympathy for the young Indian growing by the minute, Flora listened intently. How she hated being shut in the schoolroom when adventures awaited! She failed to hear the approach of Miss Wimple, her governess.

“There you are, Lady Flora. For shame, listening at a door. What will your mama say about such poor manners? Back to the nursery at once! Your free time to stroll in the garden is revoked.”

“But please, Miss Wimple, I want to meet the red Indian boy,” she said as loud as she could without actually shouting.

“If your father desired that, you would have been invited to do so.” The governess grasped her arm. Flora held on to the doorknob and fairly fell inside when the earl opened the library door.

“You may both come in and meet our guests.”

Delighted, Flora immediately skipped toward the divan. Her keeper faded into a corner amongst the books. The Duke of Bellevue rose, and with a riding crop he’d been fingering idly, prodded the savage lad to his feet.

“Lady Flora, might I introduce my son, Pearce Longleigh, soon to be Viscount Laughlin if I am allowed to grant him that title. Make your leg for Lady Flora, boy.”

The savage bent from the waist and made a very impressive leg. Roddy’s muscles never bulged so large beneath his stockings when he made his bow.

“What do you say to a lady, son?”

“So pleased I meet you.”

“And I am very glad to make your acquaintance, Viscount Laughlin.” Flora dropped her curtsy.

“No viscount. I called Bear Hug.”

“Is that your Indian name? How funny. Why are you called that?”

The boy stood openmouthed under the barrage of Flora’s questions. Truly, she did not mean to hurt or embarrass him, but sometimes her tongue simply ran away with itself.

“No understand.”

“Do you like to hug people?”

“No, I hug bear like this.” The boy crossed his arms over his chest and squeezed. His arm muscles strained against the blue broadcloth of his coat. “Bear die.”

“Really?” said Flora, knowing her eyes had gone wide and her mouth formed an “o.”

“An interesting story, actually,” the duke intervened. “I arrived in his village a few weeks after his vision quest had been completed and heard the tale from the mouth of the uncle who raised him, a good man named Big Paw. Boys his age are left in the forest to fend for themselves, fasting and opening themselves to a spiritual experience. Near the end of Pearce’s ordeal, a yearling black bear attacked him. Despite his weakened condition, he managed to get behind the beast and smother it to death with his embrace. Killing the totem animal of the bear clan is a dicey business, but the elders considered the matter and decided the bear had offered itself up to my son and given him its strength. He was renamed Bear Hug and awarded the claws and pelt. The meat fed the tribe; the skull and bones were placed in a medicine bundle.”

“I should have liked to have been there for your celebration, Bear Hug. What an exciting incident.” Suddenly, Flora noted she had kept all the men standing. She perched on a spindly chair opposite the divan and neatly spread her skirts. Her father took a seat next to her, and the duke pressed his son’s shoulder to indicate he must sit also.

“Please, do address him as Pearce. He must get used to his English name. Now, boy, make polite conversation with Lady Flora.”

The savage considered for a moment. “What your name mean?”

“Mama says Flora was the Roman goddess of flowers, and it is a very nice name for a girl.” She gestured toward a Chinese bowl filled with bright yellow mums resting on the low table between them to make certain he understood.

“Little Yellow Flower,” he said. Flora swore the Indian nearly smiled.

“Indeed, my little flower.” Her father ruffled her riotous blonde curls. She hated both that gesture and her unruly hair, one of the few things she had in common with Roddy, who also despised his light curls—but as a male, he could cut his off and wear a wig or tie it back severely.

“She is not at all afraid of Pearce,” the duke marveled.

“No, I wish Roderick had half her boldness and curiosity. My son has reached that sullen age when nothing suits. Still, I will ask him to befriend your boy when he goes back to Eton shortly for Michaelmas Half, no matter how much Pearce lags behind in his education.”

“Again, my thanks, Rushmore. I am sure Roddy will mature into a fine young man and Lady Flora into a beautiful and perfectly behaved young lady. With those big gray eyes of hers and that alabaster complexion, you will have to lock the doors against her many suitors.”

Bellevue appeared to study her for a moment.

“A thought. Pearce will soon be proclaimed Viscount Laughlin for those Scottish holdings my family gained after the uprising, but he is the next Duke of Bellevue. Would you consider a betrothal between him and your charming daughter?”

Her father startled. “I am so sorry, Bellevue, but...”

The duke showed his disappointment with a deep frown. “Of all men, I believed you to be the least prejudiced.” The savage boy did not even blink at the comment.

“It’s not at all what you think. Flora is already betrothed to Francis Hyde-Smythe, Viscount Barrow, the eldest and only son of our nearest neighbor. They were born merely days apart, and we settled the matter right then and there. Our estates will be profitably aligned.”

Flora wrinkled her nose. She hated hearing this repeated over and over.

“It seems the arrangement is not to Lady Flora’s liking,” the duke observed. “What do you say, young miss?”

No one had ever asked her opinion about the matter, never. “Well, Francis is a nice boy, but rather dull. He spends all his time reading about the world but rarely goes out into it. If I were a man, I would travel the globe.”

Her father ruffled her curls again and laughed. “Ah, Flora, my child. Francis will outgrow his bookishness and undoubtedly do his Grand Tour, but ladies like you must stay behind and keep the home fires burning. We men depend upon that. Think of the wives who defended the castles when their husbands went off to the Crusades and those who defied the Roundheads.”

“But Papa, we are not at war with anyone at the moment.”

“Peace never lasts long, dear daughter. What have you to say about the unrest in the American colonies, Bellevue, since you have recently come from there?”

“If we do not give the colonists representation in parliament and revoke the Tea Act, we will have another conflict on our hands.”

Much to everyone’s surprise, young Pearce Longleigh spoke up. “I will be a great warrior and kill many Yankees.”

“Yes, I am sure you could, but this is not fit conversation for a little girl. Miss Wimple, show yourself. Take Lady Flora back to the nursery.”

The governess emerged from her nook and took Flora’s hand. Flora knew she was being stubborn, but she dug her heels in for a moment and turned to the Indian boy.

“Goodbye, my savage viscount. I do hope we meet again.”

There, he did smile, showing strong white teeth. Most of the bears she had seen were very old and kept in menageries or goaded to fight bulls, but she imagined a young animal might grin exactly like that. Miss Wimple yanked her from the library so fast her head jerked back.

“What a shockingly forward thing to say! Whatever are we going to do with you, Lady Flora?”
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Bath, England, 1783

“Amabel, do point out Viscount Laughlin to me.” Flora attempted to scan the entire one hundred feet of the Upper Assembly Ballroom. Being so short, she could not make him out for herself in the crowd that cluttered the floor during an intermission in the dancing.

“Pearce Longleigh? Why, he stands right over there in his usual place, judging us as always. Can you not guess which he is?”

Her very best friend, now a young matron with a child in the nursery, casually tilted her fan in the direction of a group of fashionably dressed young men, each and every one of them with a face painted stark white below their powdered hair. They did not dance or converse amongst themselves, but occasionally one would raise a quizzing glass toward some victim, make a remark, and the others would laugh. The object of their ridicule generally disappeared into the crush as quickly as possible. Some left the room altogether.

“The largest of them standing right in the middle of the group? Of course, that would be Pearce. He was big as a boy and is absolutely massive now, exactly like the Duke of Bellevue. How could anyone not believe they are father and son? All that blinding white satin he wears makes him seem even larger, but why the painted face? The last time I saw him, he had no blemishes, no pox scars to hide.”

“You don’t know the story?”

“During the past year, I have been married, widowed, and forced into mourning for poor, weak Francis. Forgive me if I am behind on social gossip.”

Amabel opened her painted fan and spread it wide. Only her merry blue eyes showed over the top. She leaned as close to Flora as if they were conspiring to overthrow the government of King George and whispered the tale.

“It is said once out of Eton, Laughlin also went on his Grand Tour and lingered for a good three years in foreign lands. Upon his return, the duke urged him take a place in society. He did fine amongst the men, excelling at all the masculine arts. However, at his very first private ball when he approached a young lady for a dance, her mama turned him away, saying her daughter was not meant for a halfbreed, no matter what his title. Lady Munch was a bosom friend of his stepmother, Lavinia.”

“No! How terrible for him.”

“Save your sympathy. Others would have gladly danced with him for the sake of his wealth and family connections and a certain exotic appeal. But, he left that ball and arrived at the next soiree dressed much as you see him tonight: white stockings, white breeches, white shirt, stock, and gloves, white waistcoat and jacket embroidered with golden stitchery, and that mask of a face, grand as French King Louis. Only his shoes remained black. As for his hair, heavy with pomade and powder as it is, the hue is so dark it comes out an iron gray. He does not care for wigs, it seems, even to complete the effect.”

“His answer to an insult, then. But what of the others?”

“School chums showing their support. Laughlin had to start his education in the lowest forms because of his ignorance. He defended the younger boys from bullies, and now they return the favor. Everyone calls them The Tribe. My baby brother is one of them.”

“Sweet little Giles Moncton? Which one is he?” Flora spread her fan as wide as her friend’s and hid behind it.

“Right next to Laughlin, the one with the star shaped patch on his cheek. Each affects a different patch. As for sweet Giles, you remember what a weakling boy he was, how he cried when you cut off his queue playing Indian games and told him he had been scalped. No more.”

“Pearce wears a crescent moon below the corner of his right eye.”

“Not a moon, more like a claw, when seen up close. Not that I ever get very near. I was fortunate to be born brunette and have a brother in The Tribe, and so was spared their ridicule. They save their greatest scorn for the pallid. You should stay on this side of the ballroom with me and try not to draw their attention.”

Flora considered her appearance. At last her unruly curls had done her some good and become fashionable. Teased out and unpowdered in the current peasant fashion, they were further dressed with an aigrette of two ostrich plumes no milkmaid had ever worn. Her gown, inspired by Queen Marie Antoinette’s garb at Trianon, was in the pastoral style: a tight-laced bodice sinking into a full overskirt of white silk figured with delicate blossoms and drawn up in flounces above the peach-colored underskirt, ending in a deep ruffle just above her slim, silk-clad ankles and stylish bowed shoes with French heels.

Mama had ordered the deep U-shaped neckline edged in peach lace to expose the tops of her small, plump breasts. “You are considered to be a matron now and must show your wares in order to compete with all those fresh young girls,” she’d said.

A small, tasteful round beauty patch rested coyly beside her pink, bowed lips. Lead combs had been used to darken her lashes and brows to bring out her large, gray eyes. No need for powder as her skin was so alabaster, her faint blue veins showed through. Mama and her maid had spent a great deal of time and money on a perfect presentation in hopes that a lightly used widow whose dowry was still held by her grasping former in-laws might somehow attract a mate of rank and fortune.

If Pearce Longleigh despised pale people, she might be in for a great deal of embarrassment, but she said the words regardless. “Ask Giles to introduce me to the viscount.”

“You cannot mean that, Flora!”

“Please, we met as children, but I am sure he has forgotten.”

“Very well.” Amabel took as deep a breath as her corsetry would allow and moved slowly toward The Tribe. Wide skirts in full sail, her dainty feet barely showing beneath her regalia, Flora Everton Hyde-Smythe, Viscountess Barrow, glided along behind her. The Tribe raised their quizzing glasses like weapons as they approached. Flora ignored them.

Amabel paused before her brother. “Giles, I know that is you. Come aside and speak with me for a moment.”

Her nineteen-year-old sibling continued to stare straight ahead as if she had not spoken. Amabel stood on her tiptoes since he towered over her and whispered in his ear. “If you do not, I shall tell your friends you cried when your childhood pony died—and that was just last year.” A small patch of skin left unpainted between his ear and jaw turned red.

Pearce Longleigh, the viscount, who evidently had excellent hearing, said, “A dire threat. You should go with her.” His deep voice sounded amused, but he did not smile.

“Very well then.” With his lower lip outthrust in a sulk, Giles stood aside. “What do you want, Amabel?”

“Flora wishes an introduction to Viscount Laughlin.”

“Why should I? She was a beastly child who scalped me. To this day, I wonder where the girl got that knife.”

“She merely sliced off your hair at the nape. Do be grown up and forgive her.”

A somewhat chubby young man wearing a diamond patch near his left eye, his white paint caking in his double chin, eyed Flora through his glass. “Like a porcelain shepherdess, ornamental and totally useless.”

“Enough. I credit her with bravery.” The viscount spoke. The others remained speechless.

“I asked if Giles Moncton would introduce us, but I see he is reluctant due to a very old grudge. You and I met many years ago, and so I do not believe his intervention is necessary. I am Flora Everton, Viscountess Barrow now. So good to see you again, Bear Hug.”

The Tribe drew in their breath with an audible simultaneous hiss. They waited for Laughlin to cut this pale, presumptuous female and send her fleeing from their ranks. How dare she use his most familiar name known only to The Tribe?

“Little Yellow Flower, I remember. Would you care to dance?” he asked most solemnly.

“Yes, I would like that very much, but I have been in mourning for my husband. Do forgive me if I miss a step or two. I am out of practice.”

“As am I.”

The musicians resumed their chairs and struck up a stately tune. Disregarding the confusion of his companions, the viscount led her out onto the floor. Giving the honors of a bow and a curtsy to their audience and each other, they began. Flora observed other members of The Tribe scattering for partners. Bold girls giggled and flew from their chairs before chaperones could stop them. Shy young ladies blushed and kept their eyes on the floor as men in whiteface claimed them to make up hurried sets.

Within the mustard colored walls, beneath the magnificent chandeliers, every eye turned to watch Viscount Laughlin dance with Viscountess Barrow. The gossip began behind opened fans and hand-cupped mouths, creating such a buzz it seemed as if a whole swarm of hornets had gotten in through an open window. Flora thought the sound might outdo the music. She needed to shut it out with conversation.

“I was not sure you would remember me. I always hoped you would visit Rushmore Manor again, perhaps come home with Roddy for a holiday.”

She did not add everyone knew Pearce Longleigh spent term breaks with friends due to the animosity of his stepmother. Looking up into his dark eyes, she forgot a movement, but her partner steered her gently back into the proper formation.

“Roderick and I were not the best of friends. He did not accompany you this evening?”

“He is in the card room, as usual. My father hovers over him, attempting to stop his excesses. Mama was too fatigued from taking the waters today to come out this evening, and so I came with Amabel. There are advantages to being a notorious widow.”

“Notorious?”

“You haven’t heard? I killed my husband.”

He missed a step but avoided her feet, very quick for a big man. “I doubt that.”

“Oh, ‘tis true. I insisted he take his Grand Tour, hoping the experience would make poor Francis a more interesting man and gaining a few more years of freedom for myself. His family thought it a wonderful idea, until their only son contracted a fever in Rome. He barely survived the journey home and was rushed into a marriage he was too weak to sustain. He died only three weeks later. The Hyde-Smythes kept me only long enough to be sure I did not carry an heir, and then sent me home without my dowry. The solicitors have taken over that matter.”

She waited for his reaction, but Longleigh merely said, “Next time you must choose a more robust husband.”

“I intend to, but not before I’ve seen some of the world.”

Breathless from talking and the dance and his proximity, she hardly noticed when the music stopped. They promenaded back to their original position where The Tribe reassembled. With a final bow and curtsy, they were to part, but suddenly Flora realized she had nowhere to go. Amabel had vanished while she danced. Longleigh must have noticed her confusion.

“Moncton, do mend your quarrel with Viscountess Barrow by asking her to dance.”

“If she will oblige me.”

“Of course.”

Sweet little Giles, now a slender six-foot-tall, led her into the fray. He was disinclined to speak, and her eyes kept wandering back to Pearce Longleigh in his white sartorial splendor, standing by the yellow wall with a few of his comrades. How hard he must have worked to banish any trace of a foreign accent from his words, only to be snubbed by Lady Munch. Had he really fancied her daughter, Priscilla, with her toffee-colored hair, pale blue eyes, boyish figure and mannish ways? Roddy had courted her, too, as Priscilla came with a fortune, but she’d gone to an elderly duke as a second wife.

Her mind wandering, Flora bumped into Giles while doing a turn. He frowned, and she tried to produce an airy laugh. Pearce had not minded her errors. Somehow, his size comforted. Even taller than Amabel’s brother, he was much broader in the shoulder and chest. His thighs and calves bulged with thick muscles, as did his arms. When he turned aside to make a remark to a reedy follower with a pronounced Adam’s apple, she could not help but notice how round and shapely his buttocks were beneath the split tails of his coat. She tripped and gouged Giles in the side with her elbow. Her partner gasped, but soldiered on.

Pearce turned her way again. He stared straight at her—perhaps because she stared at him. The savage light had not gone out of his black eyes. It still burned there like a campfire in the wilderness. She was immensely glad Eton had not beaten all the Indian out of him.

~ * ~
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PEARCE LONGLEIGH KNEW he stared in a most impolite way. The viscountess did not lower her eyes as most women would. So, little Flora Everton had been freed by death from her weakling husband, a man who had done nothing to deserve such a bride. While her golden curls and white breasts were enticing, there was every chance she had grown up to be as vile as her brother. Still, he had not seen a trace of Roddy’s malice.

Curiosity and a childish innocence filled her large, gray eyes. Women were often intimidated by his size, even the ones for hire, but she seemed to be a lamb unafraid to lie down with the lion—or the bear, as the case might be. The woman scarcely came up to his shoulders and danced as light as dandelion fluff in the wind, and just as waywardly. He tried to suppress a slight smile, but it emerged regardless. She returned it and blundered into Giles again.

The dance wound to an end. Moncton began to escort his partner back toward The Tribe. As they approached, he heard Flora say in that lilting voice of hers, “Come now, Giles, I did not batter you on purpose. I am merely out of practice and somewhat distracted.”

His grin emerged in earnest. “I believe Moncton will survive his wounds, but you do need a sturdier partner. Would you care to dance again, Viscountess Barrow?”

He dropped his guard. She was that close to taking his hand again when a set of long white fingers descended from behind and dug into Flora’s shoulders—his old nemesis, Roderick Everton, pale gray eyes cold with hatred. Someone had alerted him in the card room.

“My sister does not dance with members of The Tribe.”

Flora shrugged off his hands and moved aside. “I am a widow and may dance with whom I please and see whom I will.”

“In that case, I would like to call on you tomorrow if you will give me your direction,” Pearce offered immediately.

He ignored the next Earl of Rushmore as if the slender man with the pitted face were of no consequence. Such a pity swords were not allowed in the Assembly Rooms. Roderick Everton seemed about to call him out. Then they could have retreated outdoors and settled their ancient differences once and for all. Would Flora forgive him if he ran her brother through? Roddy was not known as a swordsman. He excelled only at verbal bullying, cards, and more heinous activities.

“You will not visit at any place where I reside with my sister!”

Roderick reached out a hand to push his enemy away from Flora. Oh, marvelous! An excuse for fisticuffs. Certain he could break the man’s jaw with one solid blow, Pearce waited for those fingers to sully his white waistcoat. Another hand intervened, drawing Roddy’s arm downward.

“Forgive my son. He is overwrought from losing at the gaming tables and has forgotten I pay for his lodgings. You are welcome in my home, Longleigh. Tell me. Is your father in Bath? We have not exchanged visits in some time.” Lord Rushmore, thin and sincere, moved to stand between the two young men.

“Yes, he is, but still in half-mourning for his duchess. Besides, he cares not for ballrooms and says he is already hounded enough by rapacious widows who expect him to marry again.”

Lord Rushmore chuckled. “Still a fine figure of a man, your father. None of them would want a dried reed like me, should the countess pass away. We stay at number ten, the Royal Crescent, and will expect the both of you at the usual hour. Come Flora, we are leaving. Your mama will want to hear all about your evening, since she could not attend herself.”

“Until tomorrow,” Flora said with a curtsy.

He gave his bow. “I look forward to our visit with greatest anticipation.” Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Roddy clench his jaw.

The Everton family moved off and left him feeling as if Flora had cast a silken net over him. Was she a spider like her brother, or a butterfly just emerging from her cocoon?
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Pearce Longleigh did not sleep well that night, despite leading The Tribe to a number of parties and consuming a great deal of drink. While spirits were the red man’s bane, he had inherited his white father’s capacity to absorb a great deal of alcohol without showing the effects. After seeing the young men of his entourage in various states of inebriation safely to their lodgings, he’d lain awake, his memories of Eton stirred by coming face to face with Roderick Everton again. Lady Flora stirred him in other ways, the least of which was a desire to nettle Roddy.

Wine and whiskey had opened locked doors in his mind. The humiliation of his early days at the greatest of the public schools rose up like nausea. As his body servant prepared him for the day, Pearce Longleigh stared into his mirror and mentally relived those horrible events.

The duke had not apologized for leaving his son at one of the Oppidan houses outside Eton’s gates in order to have domestic tranquility at home. Instead, his father had clapped him upon his back and urged him to do his best.

“We shall see you again at Christmas. Then, we’ll have a wonderful time together. If you are stuck in any way, appeal to Roderick Everton for help. I understand he is a house prefect this year. You must aspire to be one, too. Roddy will show you the way.”

Oh, Roddy had shown him the way from the very first day of Michaelmas Half term. The dust from the duke’s carriage had barely settled when a shout went out, “Boy, Queue!” Lads half his age pelted for a room called the Library where the prefects gathered. His mind translated slowly. He wore his hair in a queue. He’d told his father he’d rather wear a scalp lock, but the duke had laughed and said he would frighten the British women. Instead, his father’s valet had drawn his long hair back, braided it, and turned it under in a tidy clubbed style.

Little Giles Moncton, younger son of the Earl of Monroe, tugged at his hand and said, “Run! We must run. We cannot be last, my brother told me.”

He’d followed the boy. All the other young students stood at attention in a line by the time they arrived. With a guilty look, Giles slipped into place between the end of the row and Pearce. Roderick Everton paced down the ranks and stopped in front of him. Roddy held out a wooden bucket and shoved it into his hands.

You, Longleigh, will be fagging for the prefects this week. Fetch some water, and then prepare our supper.”

He’d thrown down the bucket as any Shawnee man would. “Women’s work.”

“Do you see any women here? No. You are the woman this week. Now get the water.

Pearce recalled his younger self, folding his arms across his chest and saying, “No.” Though Roddy was a head taller, he weighed less and had little muscle. In a fair fight, the prefect would have been the loser, but no fight ensued.

“Bring me the birch. Pulver and the rest of you, bend this troublemaker over a chair.”

He’d been mobbed by older boys and held down by Roddy’s friend, the lumpish Pulver, forced to bow with his buttocks in the air. The birch rod slashed down on his hind cheeks again and again. Thwack, thwack, thwack. The stick cut through his breeches and underclothes and drew blood. He understood this was a form of torture, and murmured not one sound to show his bravery.

“Enough,” a cultured masculine voice commanded. “Everton, you should have allowed the boy to change to shabbier clothes before the whipping. Give me the birch.” The Head Master loomed in the doorway.

Roderick held out the stick. The other prefects and older boys dropped away from their victim. He’d gotten up from his bent position as fast as a she-bear protecting her cubs and snatched the rod before it reached the Head Master’s grip. He snapped it in two over his knee and then broke those pieces again and threw them to the floor. Roddy’s eyes widened. The crowd of students gasped.

“Gather the shards, Everton. We can use them for kindling. You, Longleigh, have been punished enough for tonight, but you must learn our customs and obey them. Do you understand?” the Head Master said, speaking very slowly and precisely.

He nodded and added a “Yes, sir.”

“But Head Master, he refused to fag for us,” Roddy implored.

“Pick another. This student is in no condition to work. Remember, prayers at eight sharp.” Straightening his wig and squaring his spare shoulders, the Head Master left the Library to the boys.

“I’ll get the water,” Giles Moncton said. “Should have been me anyhow.”

Having washed his wounds as well as he could, Pearce lay on his stomach in bed later that evening. Giles had saved him from another whipping by giving him an elbow and a hint that he must bow his head during prayers to the white man’s god. He had no real objection. The world was full of gods and goddesses and all deserved respect, but he’d not understood this form of reverence. Fortunately, his head went down just as the Head Master looked up, scanning the assembly for mischief.

Giles approached his cot and held out a small crockery pot with a cork in its top.

“Here, salve for your behind. Mama said I’d be in need of it.”

“Thank you.”

“All the boys think you are terribly brave. They are in awe of you.”

He grunted as if the thrashing were nothing. “You not ready to sleep?” he’d asked, as he raised his nightshirt and applied the salve.

The little boy was still in his day clothes. “Everton says I must go back to the Library and clean the place. He will be there to inspect my work.”

“Bad man. I go with you.”

“No, don’t get in trouble on account of me. I’ll be fine. Just wanted to say you took that beating superbly. I hope we shall be great chums.”

And so, Giles Moncton, though five years younger, became his first friend at Eton. Unable to rest because of the stinging of his backside, he noted the small boy was not back when the bells tolled midnight. Rising from his bed, he went down the drafty hall, scarcely feeling the chill of the floors beneath his bare feet. A few candles sent light beneath the closed Library door. Still, he could hear the pleading, “Please, sir, don’t. Don’t!”

He tried the door and found it locked. He put his strong shoulder to it, hitting the boards with a loud thud, one, then another. Roderick Everton answered, opening the entry just a crack.

“What do you want? Stop it, or you’ll wake the Head Master and be punished again. I order you back to bed.”

“I come for boy.”

“Ah, so you want him, too, such sweet young flesh. He is mine for the week, then you can do what you wish with him.”

Having no words to retort, he’d put his shoulder to the door again and sent Roddy reeling back onto the floor. He understood the scene at once. Giles bent over the same chair where he’d taken his beating. The lad’s breeches and underclothes sank down around his ankles, and his shirttails were thrown up over his head. A small pink bum lay exposed, but not for a beating. Still half tumescent, Roderick’s penis rose from the flap of his trousers.

“You come.” He’d beckoned to Giles, who hastily righted his clothes and prepared to run. A mistake—turning their backs on Roddy. The prefect grabbed the birch that had replaced the one broken earlier and began to flog them both about the shoulders. Instead of fleeing, Pearce had turned and pulled Roderick into an embrace, a true bear hug. He squeezed until the young man’s light eyes bulged and his red and bumpy face paled, until he heard the snap of a rib and Giles begging him to stop before he killed their tormentor. He let Everton, with his shriveled penis flopping, drop to the floor.

“Is he dead? You do know even the Duke of Bellevue will have the devil of a time saving you if you’ve killed Rushmore’s heir.”

Again, lacking words to explain himself, he shrugged. “No dead. I called Bear Hug.”

“Well, Bear Hug, we had better get the bloody hell out of here and pretend we know nothing of it.”

“He tell?”

“I doubt that he will. I don’t think he will bother us again, in fact.”

The story that went round next day claimed Roderick Everton had slipped in a puddle left by the fag after negligent mopping and broken a rib. Poor Roddy, incapacitated for several weeks and unable to flog or bugger anyone. The smallest boys quietly rejoiced.

Giles was the first of many saved. Benjamin Browning, the chubby young Lord Butterworth with full rosy cheeks both above and below, would never have escaped without the protection of Pearce Longleigh. Samuel Symington Salisbury, a thin boy with a severe stammer, came under his care. His Tribe grew.

He taught them to be stoical in duress, to fight and wrestle. They in turn corrected his English and his sums, until he never again had to wear the dunce cap and sit humiliated before the class of younger boys. As a group, The Tribe cured Salisbury of his stutter just as they did Pearce of his Shawnee accent, through sheer concentration and repetition. Butterworth developed muscles beneath his soft exterior by trying to keep up with the leader. They fought among themselves to take Pearce home for holidays, good because he was rarely welcome at his father’s house, thanks to Lavinia.

He enjoyed reading history and geography, stumbled through Greek and Latin, and conceded he would never be a scholar. To the Games Captain, he provided a strong, massive weapon, always available to block another player or toss one aside in any sort of match. His best days were spent on the playing fields.

He grew and grew into a very large and terrifying young man, feared by the prefects and in truth, his tutors. Those that tried to correct him with the rod early on noted he never uttered a sound during a flogging and arose with such a gleam of dark hatred in his eyes, they soon overlooked any pretty grievances. Regardless, he left Eton in his eighteenth year and went abroad, returning only to find he needed The Tribe again to gain admission to society. With their cutting comments and sinister ways, his misfits had taken revenge upon those who scorned him. The whiteface and patches had been entirely his own idea, but his friends insisted upon copying what they called the mark of The Tribe. Ridiculous stuff, but very intimidating in a ballroom.

“About ready to go, son?” the duke called. “A charming young widow as well as a long-lost friend awaits our arrival.”

His valet whisked the powder over his face one last time and carefully removed the sheet protecting his clothes. He saved the white paint and claw patch for evening entertainments but had dressed as carefully as if he were going to visit the king, or at the very least, a lovely viscountess. Today, he wore the black and white of half mourning out of respect for his father, not the late duchess, but he had adorned himself with lace and bright buttons at well. He’d come to love finery.

Although the distance was not far, they took the ducal carriage. His father stretched out his gouty legs and sighed. “Getting old, getting infirm.”

“Too much rich food and drink. You must adopt a more Spartan life. I do not think the waters of Bath will help you.”

“Perhaps not. I might not be long for this world. You should think of taking a wife and starting a nursery, Pearce. I recall how taken young Lady Flora was with you so many years ago.”

“Childish curiosity.” He kept his face blank.

“When a lady crosses a ballroom to draw your attention, I think more than mere curiosity is at work. Oh yes, the story made its way to me before you turned in last night.”

He gave his father an eloquent shrug. The duke persisted in continuing the conversation.

“I’ve never spoken about your mother out of respect for Lavinia. My duchess was not a warm woman, but she did preserve the dignity of the title, never drunken, never in debt from gambling. She was a courteous hostess. I did not love her as I once loved Full Moon Woman. Do you remember her?”

“Only small memories now and again. My aunt, Doe Eyes, took her place in all ways.”

“Yes, very fortunate that. It took me some time to find you, as the Shawnee do roam. Of course, naming you after Lavinia’s family was a wrong step on my part. I hadn’t considered she would hate you more because of it. I rubbed the fact she could produce no child of her own in her face, I suppose. I thought she might nurture you, but that was not to be.”

“My Shawnee aunt and uncle cared for me well.”

“Yes, mayhap another mistake to take you away from them. I do understand the allure of the forest, the Indian way of life. Those years with your mother in the wilderness were an idyll even though a war raged. She never complained or scolded. She gave herself freely to me. We were simply housed and fed, yet I have never been happier. No gout among the red men, eh?”

“I don’t believe so, but liquor is a problem.”

“As I remember well. We supplied the tribes with such incentives to gain their help against the French. Your mother, oh, those long, black tresses that enrobed us, her body firm from her work, only to be lost to some white man’s disease. I am glad I still have a part of her in you.”

The duke patted his son’s hand, a gesture so unlike him, Pearce drew back. Never had he seen his father in a maudlin state. Perhaps the mighty Bellevue was getting old.

“Here we are at number ten, son. Shall we see what awaits us?”
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“Turn. Turn again. Excellent, Flora. You have remembered always to wear a colored lace next to your skin to show off its perfection. Lavender and black lace do so become you. The cameo on the violet ribbon, the same shade wound through your cap, both good. No extravagant jewels or expensive chapeaux to put off the duke, who can be a trifle tight, I am told.”

Her dropsy-swollen limbs making large mounds under her covers, Lady Rushmore fell back into her pillows. “And so slim, you and Roddy, both like your father. You will most likely remain so all your lives. But, you do have me to thank for your fine complexion, unlike your brother, who bears scars just like the earl. Guard it always, Flora. Do not forget your hat and your parasol.”

“Yes, Mama.” How she wished she had her mother’s blue eyes as well instead of Papa’s plain gray. Flora edged toward the door of her mother’s bed chamber and hoped the inspection and advice session had ended.

“Now, you must give the Longleighs my apologies and be the most perfect hostess. Consider, both father and son are eligible and neither needs a dowry from you. Do not give way to any outrageous opinions as you are wont to do.”

“I will not, Mama.” Flora attained the doorway. “Rest and recover and do not worry.”

The countess straightened the large mobcap that covered her frowsy white curls. “Children are always a worry. I do not know what I would have done if all of mine had survived. You and Roddy cause me quite enough turmoil with him so odd for a man, and you so bold for a lady. My son, twenty-six and still unmarried. Young women today cannot look beyond outward appearances, it seems. And both your prospects and your dowry gone with Francis. Children, such a constant bother. Someday, you will understand.”

“Yes, Mama. I’m sure I will.”

Flora made her escape into the hall and down the stairs to the library where the earl received his guests. Through the slightly cocked door, she could tell the conversation was well underway without her, thanks to her mother’s delay. Mama, so dear, yet so stifling. She paused before announcing herself to get the gist of their words. She never had broken the urge to listen at doors. Her father spoke in his rather high and nasal voice.

“Nonsense, Bellevue, you are still in your prime and have much to offer a young woman. A bit of gout and indigestion are nothing compared to your wisdom and place in society.”

“Bah, no! Two wives are enough for a lifetime. You either love them too much or too little, and most are simply after my money,” the duke boomed.

Flora took a peek at the scene. The duke and his son sat side by side on the divan as they had so many years ago, but now the boy matched his father in height and breadth. He’d become Bellevue’s legal heir and held the title of Viscount Laughlin, lord of some Scottish holdings, and could cut and sneer in English to perfection. She was sad to see he’d arrived heavily powdered, if not painted, and wondered if his skin still possessed the copper sheen she remembered from their childhood encounter. His face remained impassive.

Somehow, the size and vigor of the Longleighs diminished her father. The earl leaned his narrow shoulders forward over glasses of claret already poured and hinted, “Might I add that Flora is a gift as yet unopened—if you get my drift—with Francis being so sickly during their brief marriage.”

The duke waved a heavy hand. “My son might have some interest.”

“We would have to see if Flora is amenable to his courtship. But, there is another matter I want to discuss with you.”

Flora wished she wore as much powder as Pearce to cover her flaming face. Mama had told! She found her fan and plied it vigorously to cool her embarrassment as she sank back against the wall.

“Beg your pardon, Lady Flora.” A housemaid long retained by the family struggled with a heavy silver coffee and tea service.

“Oh yes, do go right ahead.”

The maid bumped the heavy door open with a hip. Flora made her entrance in the servant’s wake. The men rose. Pearce required no prodding this time. Courtesies were exchanged. She remembered to sit promptly and put all at their ease as she offered the beverages and biscuits, though her eyes kept straying toward a large library table laid out with maps. Some men’s business was afoot and for once, she might be privy to it.

“How is your dear mother?” the duke inquired.

“Unwell. I cannot say the waters of Bath are doing her much good, but she retains a keen interest in society. She is very sorry to be too indisposed to welcome you.”

“Give her my regards. The waters have not done much for me, either. I understand you and my son were re-introduced last night in the Assembly Rooms.”

“Yes, we had not forgotten each other.” She stole a glance at Pearce. Though his face showed no expression, he did have an air of suppressed satisfaction about him. She felt her flush returning and quickly looked away.

“As I was saying, I have a proposition for you, Bellevue,” her father interrupted. “I’m sure you’ve heard the preliminary articles of peace with our former colonies have been ratified. Loyalists are removing to Canada. Very soon British investments and trade will be welcomed once more in America. I propose to get the jump on those waiting for the final treaty. Now that the war is ended, the territories beyond the mountains will open again to settlement. I want to claim land along the Ohio River to lay out a town capable of growing into a port where American raw materials may be traded for British goods. Our profit will come from the sale of lots through a broker willing to stay and see the business through once we’ve staked out our property. Since you have knowledge of this area, I regard you as the perfect partner for my scheme.”

Pearce spoke for the first time since his mildly uttered, “Good day, Lady Barrow.”

“The tribes will not take kindly to any intrusion on their hunting grounds. They have already been pushed west of the Appalachians and will make a stand in the Ohio Valley.”

“My boy is quite right, and I am as you see me, unfit for such adventuring anymore.” Bellevue shook his head sadly and glanced at the cane he needed for more than an ornament.

“Merely look at my maps.” The earl rose and led the way to the large table where the curling charts were held down on the corners with an inkwell, a candlestick, an empty claret bottle, and a silver letter opener.

“You see the way is easy. We cross the sea and sail up the great bay to Lord Baltimore’s city. Not his anymore, eh? But the name was retained, I believe. They still refer to that state as Maryland. Then, we travel by horseback and wagon to meet Braddock’s Road traversed by General Washington himself. We arrive at Fort Pitt where the two rivers meet to form the Ohio and have a boat built to take us downstream until we find the place best suited for our plan. Of course, we will need to engage a guide and a surveyor and take along some baubles to buy off the savages.”

Though the men ignored her, Flora stood just behind them, stealing a look through a gap in the manly wall. She observed the tiniest tightening of Pearce’s lips at the mention of bribing savages.

“The journey is far more rigorous than any map can convey, and the Indians will be hostile. They won’t accept beads for Manhattan again,” the duke said firmly.

“Fine for you to say. You had your fling, Bellevue, while I sat at home raising a son who threatens to sink us all with his gambling debts. I need to restore the Rushmore coffers. I need to experience some great adventure before I die.”

Flora had never heard her father speak so vehemently. He’d seemed totally content with his station in life until recently when Roddy’s creditors started hounding him and the Hyde-Smythes proved to be both greedy and treacherous about returning her dowry. But now, she recalled his wistfulness over Bellevue’s life among the red men.

“Come, old friend. Your wife is ailing, and you cannot run away from troubles even if you go so far as the Americas. Rein your son in. Sell off what means least to you. I’ll make you a loan to allay the worst of your troubles.” The duke laid his massive arm across her father’s thin shoulders.

“I could make a fortune in land speculation if I am the first to venture. And oh, to see the vast wilderness and the wild men abiding there!”

“I will take you.” The viscount’s deep voice made both of the older men turn and stare.

“No, my boy. You slipped your traces once when I thought you were going to take in the capitols of Europe and instead vanished into the lands of the Turk and the Egyptian and beyond into India. I don’t know how many times I thought my sole heir lost when some travel stained letter arrived in my hands.”

Pearce shrugged.

“Boy?” thought Flora. With shoulders so broad and a chest so wide, such brawny arms and legs, he’d been a man for some time. To her amazement, he smiled, showing those strong, white teeth undamaged by English sweets or rum.

“I found the tribes of the East accepting, and the women both inviting and willing.”

“Ahem,” his father said with a cock of the head towards Flora.

“Forgive me if I offend, Lady Barrow. But as an experienced widow, I know you are familiar with the ways of the world.”

Drat her blush and her lack of powder. She used her fan to cover half her face but knew her chest turned red. “As you say.” Her voice came out small and embarrassed.

“As for you, my dear father, Rushmore is right. You still have enough life left to marry again and get another heir if you choose a young and healthy woman.” Pearce looked at Flora, and the other masculine eyes followed.

“No,” she said very firmly. “I want to travel. I want adventures, too, and widows can go where they please. If this venture is as easy and without peril as you claim, why cannot I go?”

“But Flora, darling daughter, you must stay and care for your mother. How will you find another husband if you are gadding about in the wilderness?”

“Roddy will see to Mama’s care as long as she has jewels to pawn. He’s done his Grand Tour while I haven’t gone beyond Bath and London, thanks to my childhood betrothal. If squaws and settlers’ wives can thrive on the frontier, so can I.” She fluttered her fan in agitation.

“Taking a woman along is not such a bad idea. The Indians would know we come in peace, since war parties never include females,” Pearce said mildly.

Flora blinked. She had an ally in Pearce Longleigh. She lowered the fan and gave him a sparkling smile. He answered it with his own wide grin. Their elders exchanged a glance.

“Perhaps these two young people could get to know one another on the trip. I see a possibility here,” the duke said. “You, Rushmore, might see my son in a different light. I will endorse your venture and fund it.”

“Excellent! A toast!”

The men raised their claret glasses and clinked the rims. Having nothing better at hand, Flora held up her delicate, flowered teacup and joined in. They drank. Then, her father sighed heavily.

“Now I must go tell the countess our plans without giving her a seizure of the heart.”
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Saying farewell to his illustrious white ancestors, Pearce walked the length of the family portrait gallery, past armored knights and cavaliers, and paused before the paintings of the last two duchesses. He’d never met Fiorella Mennoti, better known as Fifi, his grandmother and former opera singer. The eighth Duke of Bellevue had snatched her from the stage and made her his mistress. Finding no one else to his liking, he’d married her several years later. Snubbed by high society, she’d kept a lively salon overflowing with musicians and poets and wits. From the merriment in her eyes to the smirk on her lips, her portrait conveyed that she cared not one bit what anyone else thought, including the sour faced Lavinia, who, by chance of position, appeared to stare sidelong at her with disapproval. As Fifi had died in her forty-fifth year of an abscess caused by a rotten tooth, the two had not known each other in actuality.

He heard the thump of his father’s cane as the man made his way painfully, on gouty legs, up the stairs and came to stand beside him.

“Marrying Lavinia, may she rest in peace, was the greatest mistake of my life. I still loved your mother, dead and gone though she was. One woman seemed as good as another at that point as no one could replace Full Moon Woman. Now I see the coldness in Lavinia’s eyes and around her mouth, but she possessed great beauty and had a fine pedigree. Never cared for bed sports, though. My father was a wise man to marry his mistress and told me so often. ‘Wed a woman who will not bore you,’ he’d say. ‘Let the rest of the world be damned.’ The Dukes of Bellevue have never cared what anyone else thought.”

“I believe that is still the case.”

“Indeed.” A frown crossed his father’s face. “Will you return to Bellevue Hall? I know it was no home to you.”

“I suppose it depends on how much of the Indian the tutors of Eton beat out of me.”

The men walked back along the row of former dukes, every one of them armed in some way, no matter how much lace or finery they wore, except for the corpulent brother who had choked at his gourmet club and inadvertently passed his title on to William “Billy the Bull” Longleigh. The late duke held a silver fork and spoon to indicate his interests.

“They say of the younger Longleigh sons, not a one went into the church. No belfries, only barracks for them. We’ve turned out many a fine warrior and some of them succeeded their softer older brothers to the title like me. You have an outstanding heritage to claim. Despite what Rushmore recommends, I have no plans to remarry. Please do not make me search the wilderness for my grandsons.”

“My mother’s people are also great warriors and live without the burden of all this.” Pearce gestured to the magnificence surrounding him.

“I know only too well the lure of a simple life. When we were not on the warpath, I fished and hunted, gambled and swapped yarns with my red brethren. No whining tenants to tend to or vicars fishing for livings and tithes. Your mother never once begged me for a new bonnet or cried for a raise in her household allowance. She did not deny me in the bed furs, nor was she above initiating a bit of sport. A near perfect wife, she was. Still, I must beg you to return. Lady Flora is lively and adventurous, but she will want her comforts. I do not see her as a frontier wife.”

His father never begged. He was astounded the duke had used the word or divined his intention to return to the Shawnee for a while, possibly forever.

“I doubt Lady Flora is part of my future, and so her desires are of no concern to me. While her father may come round, her brother hates me and I return his spite. They will simply marry her again to the highest bidder, no matter what she wishes. I cannot be her savior.”

“A true Longleigh never allows disapproval or a bit of hatred to stop him. In fact, opposition urges us onward. Nor do we desert a lady in distress.”

“Then perhaps I am not a true Longleigh.”

“Do not say that, my son.”

“Are we ready to depart for London?”

Except for the duration of the voyage to England when he’d been commanded to address the duke as ‘Papa’, he’d not used that word again. His abandonment at Eton still rankled. More often than not, a pair of the duke’s men, the Armstrong brothers, arranged his holidays and saw to his needs while his father was occupied elsewhere. Big Paw, his Shawnee uncle, had kept him close, taught him to hunt and be a man. He’d been taken from this true father, and Pearce Longleigh, Bear Hug, did not forgive easily.

“The carriage awaits. You sail with Rushmore and Lady Flora in a week. I wish now I were going with you.”

“We shall manage without your company.”

~ * ~
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EVEN HARDENED SAILORS gave the group in whiteface a wide berth. A dozen of the eerie, well dressed men gathered on the dock. They made the tars uneasy, but the whores strutted all the harder, hoping to entice a gent. Not one of The Tribe glanced their way or showed any expression at all until the ducal carriage arrived. Then, smiles split the painted faces. They engulfed the vehicle and all but pulled Pearce Longleigh from it.

“We’ve come to see you off, Bear Hug,” stout Butterworth declared.

“What shall we do without our leader?” asked stringy Salisbury, his Adam’s apple bobbing wildly with swallowed emotion.

“We will carry on the traditions of The Tribe, that’s what. No folly of society shall be free of our censure. Raise your quizzing glasses, gentlemen.” Giles Moncton turned his on another carriage from which two elegant young ladies emerged. “Put them down. It’s only my sister and Lady Flora, no sport in that.”

“Listen to me, my brothers.” Pearce spoke to them very solemnly. “I am giving you a new purpose. While I am absent, I want to you to each go forth and find a worthy woman. Do not be deceived by pretty faces or large dowries or fine pedigrees. Look within and find a mate worthy of your affection. Do you understand Brave Stag, Mighty Buffalo, True Speaker and all the rest of you?”

He’d bestowed those names on the timid Moncton, the obese Butterworth, and the stuttering Salisbury at Eton. They had not earned their sobriquets in the Shawnee way, but each had grown into them.

“B-b-but, we detest the women of the t-t-ton,” Salisbury stammered, losing all control of his speech.

“Then look elsewhere. I have come to the realization that for the past two years, I have prevented some of the finest nobility of England from getting any heirs. I do not want to be cursed as one old name after another flickers out and dies. Among the Shawnee, a man chooses his bride when he is capable of providing for a family. You are all capable now.”

“We are?” mumbled Butterworth, whose thick muscles wore a blanket of fat like the bison.

“Fine for you to say, Bear Hug. You have Lady Flora completely to yourself for the duration of your travels while we must find our own,” Moncton sniveled.

“You are up to the task. As always, help one another. In parting, I thank you for coming to my side after my return from the Grand Tour. No man could have a finer tribe.”

The whitefaced men exchanged a hand signal unique to their group, and Pearce made for the ship’s boat, only to be stopped by the duke. The older man shook the hand of his son, then dropped all formality and engaged him in an embrace.

“Come home to your old father,” the duke said, his eyes filling.

“Be well.” Pearce hesitated, and then added as if forcing out the word, “Papa.”

~ * ~
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NOT FAR AWAY, AMABEL whispered to Flora behind her fan. “Please forgive me for abandoning you to The Tribe at the ball. I meant only to summon your papa for your own good. I did not intend to rouse Roddy’s ire and cause such a scene.”

“You are forgiven. As you can see, all has worked out very well. I shall have my adventure and an interesting man to share it with.”

“I don’t suppose you mean your father?”

Flora answered that question with a giggle, so very unlike her. “Pearce Longleigh is so manly and mysterious, not a bit like Francis or Roddy.”

“No doubt about that, but he will be hard to manage. Mark my words. Be careful to come back as his wife, not his mistress.”

“Oh, Amabel. My papa will see all is right and proper. What a shame.” Sighing, she raised the light veil her mother had forced upon her to protect her skin, and gave her very best friend a farewell kiss on the cheek.

“May God watch over you on your journey, Flora. Return safely and tell me of all your great adventures.”

“I promise.”

“Come, come daughter. The boat is waiting to take us to the ship. Let me help you aboard.” Her father grasped her elbow and moved her forward.

Pearce had boarded and stood well balanced in the small craft. He reached up and lifted her, no permission asked, with his strong hands around her tiny waist, before she could assay the short rope ladder. Delighted when she should have been offended, Flora waved joyously to Amabel, who could not disguise her worry.

However, he did the same for her lady’s maid, and that vixen thanked him with a sly and inviting smile. How she wished she could tie her own corset and arrange her own hair and leave the wench behind. The French maid had been a questionable gift from the Hyde-Smythes, but she’d not noticed Chanel’s flirtatious side, not when poor Francis had been too weak to respond to any advances. Pearce Longleigh showed no weakness at all.

The oars bit into the water and moved the passengers swiftly to the ship at anchor. The sailors lowered the mammy chair for Flora and drew her up the side of the ship with little effort. She dangled her feet and laughed all the way—as did Chanel, waving to the men still in the boat. Her father followed, but Pearce chose to use the rope ladder steadied by the rowers of the boat. While not as nimble as the seamen, he experienced no real difficulty.

Flora stood near the rail and watched his biceps bunch beneath his jacket as he climbed. As his face came into view near the top, she observed he wore little powder on his face and none on the hair that shone blue-black in the sunshine. While well made, his clothes were serviceable and lacking in ornamentation. He appeared to be leaving the whitefaced exquisite behind on the shores of England with the rest of The Tribe. Pearce came over the railing to stand by her side. With a single sharp order, she sent the maid who lingered nearby below to unpack her boxes.

“Tell me, will you follow your own orders to The Tribe and search for a wife in America?” Flora asked from behind the veil that could hide a blush as well as protect her fair skin.

“Who knows what I will find in the Ohio Valley?” The viscount gave her a curt nod and moved to the bow of the ship to gaze out over the ocean, not at the people who waved from shore.

The New World. Flora began to see its appeal. Prejudice, debt, and disappointing marriages, all could be left behind in favor of starting life anew.
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Who would have thought crossing a great ocean could be so tedious? The sun rose daily and shone on nothing but a gray expanse of water to the right and left and straight ahead. Oh, the dolphins that sometimes accompanied the ship were charming enough, and once they’d spotted a great whale spouting in the distance. The captain had kindly allowed Flora his spyglass to see it. Foul weather came and went. The crew always shuttled her below deck at such times and battened her in while the sailors fought the waves. Not once had she experienced seasickness nor was she afraid, though Chanel wailed and proclaimed their doom every time the ship rolled. Pearce Longleigh, however, could not note her bravery. He stayed above, lending his strength wherever he could be of use.

From the very first full day of sailing, he dispensed with his powdering. His complexion was no darker than most English seamen, baked brown by the fierce light off the water. The sea spray seemed to wash Viscount Laughlin clean of his affectations. Or perhaps he merely ceased painting and powdering his face because he had not brought along a valet, while she was stuck with that flirt, Chanel.

Oh, the Hyde-Smythes made a great show of allowing her to keep the lady’s maid they had selected when she returned to her parents’ house. They’d paid the wench’s wages one year in advance—probably from her own dowry. Flora suspected her in-laws wanted to be rid of the servant as much as they wanted to be rid of her, immediately after ascertaining she carried no child. She’d wanted to leave the woman behind, but Papa insisted even widows must travel with a trustworthy male relative and a maid to see to their needs. She knew of those who did not, but they were quite notorious ladies.

Just last evening, the sailors had put on an entertainment for the passengers after supper at the captain’s table. By lantern light, the seamen did their jigs and hornpipes and sang their chanties nicely cleaned of all obscenities for Lady Flora and the other female guests. They received a reward of coins for allaying boredom for one more night. Flora suspected the real fun began after the ladies left. The men traded bawdy jokes freely with the sailors, indulged in an extra tot of rum, and played masculine games, she imagined.

Being a woman was confining in so many ways. Her monthlies had arrived spot on time three days before, and she’d spent hours confined to her cot with a hot water bottle laid against her belly to lessen the cramps. Chanel, however, was her usual spritely self. After the amusements for the ladies ended, the maid took a bucket up to the deck to fetch salt water in order to soak the bloody rags. Gone a very long time, perhaps she hoped her mistress, prepared for bed, would be asleep when she returned.

Flora stayed awake reading one of her dwindling supply of books by the light of the swaying lantern. She heard Chanel’s seductive laughter outside the door. The answering voice was not the basso of Pearce Longleigh, but that of the ship’s youngest mate. She exhaled, but pounced when the maid entered the cabin.

“You were gone a long time for a simple bucket of water,” Flora remarked.

“Oh Madame, I am so sorry, but I stayed to watch a competition extraordinaire. The kind third mate carried the bucket for me afterwards.” Chanel raised one shapely brow and cocked her head to show her willingness to share gossip in exchange for being tardy.

“Go on, tell me your excuse.”

“The Viscount Laughlin,  he wrestled with the largest of the sailors. Bets were laid down, a very large one between your father and the captain. I stayed to the shadows knowing you would want to learn the outcome. The men, they were all turned away making a ring about the fighters.”

There, the sly vixen had done it again, made Flora overlook the neglect of duties in exchange for fresh news to enliven her day. If ladies had more to occupy them, gossip would fade away as a vice. She simply hoped that other deadly sin, gambling, had not put her father deeper in debt.

“The outcome, Chanel.”

But the maid prided herself on being able to tell an amusing tale. “The sailor, the large bald one we see about, very strong, got the first fall, yanking his lordship backward by his queue when they engaged closely. One foot behind the viscount and down he went with a big boom against the boards.”

Chanel threw out her arms, then paused to reflect. “You know that seaman, he has very interesting tattoos on his back, a naked man and a mermaid who make love when he puts his shoulder blades together. Viscount Laughlin’s  skin is smooth and copper like a fine new cooking pot, completely unblemished. They fought in only their breeches, Madame, no shoes or stockings, no waistcoats or shirts. I must say, the viscount, he is very virile, eh.”

Flora swallowed, her mouth suddenly wet with saliva. “Confine yourself to the match,” she ordered.

Chanel shrugged. “The viscount he is up and ready, circling. The men come to grips again. This time, his lordship pins the sailor’s arms, raises him up and slams him down. The third time wins the prize.”

The maid paused to take a sip from a dipper of the fresh water doled out in small quantities to each of the passengers. She yawned. “I am so tired and you must be, too, Madame. The end can wait until morning.”

“You goad me on purpose! Finish the story.”

Again, that cunning smile before continuing. “Now they know each other’s strengths, their tricks, the viscount, young and so strong, the sailor, hard and experienced. The boatswain goes for his lordship’s eyes like this.” Chanel jabbed her forked fingers suddenly in Flora’s direction and made her mistress jump.

“Was he blinded?” she squeaked, unable to contain herself.

“But no! His lordship ducks low and butts the other man in the belly. Whoosh, his air goes out. Then the viscount trips the sailor and pins him down. And so, the rich get richer and the poor get poorer because the passengers have bet upon his lordship and the seamen upon their own. Maybe your papa will buy you a new chapeau in this Baltimore when we come ashore, and you will give me your old one, no?”

“After so many years at war, I doubt the colonies will have any becoming hats, but we shall see. I suppose I must get used to calling them the United States of America, lest I offend.”

The maid tipped some of the salt water into a basin holding Flora’s monthly rags. The salt would leach out the blood, the sun bleach the cloth when hung out to dry, and so be ready for another use. Flora frowned. Usually, Coco went on the rag slightly after her, but the servant showed none of the usual signs, neither irritability nor complaints of discomfort. She should suppress both in Flora’s presence, but rarely did.

“Are you late this month, Chanel?”

“A little bit. The long journey has set me off, I think.”

“Very well, get to bed, then.”

The servant performed her ablutions and blew out the lantern. Her mistress stayed awake long after a soft snore arose from the opposite bunk. Chanel was exactly the type of woman who would seduce a young lord or mate in hopes of getting luxurious lodgings in London or a tidy cottage by the sea where she could laze away her days as a mistress, not a maid. The only question was who had fathered the babe, a sailor or Pearce Longleigh?

~ * ~
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HERE SHE CAME AGAIN, rounding the deck once more on her daily constitutional like a fancy, painted pony on a carousel. As ever, Lady Flora shielded her fair complexion with a huge hat, dangling veil, and sunshade. She stopped now and then to speak to other passengers. Soon his turn would arrive. What could he say to her? That he had lost interest because he intended to stay in America after fulfilling his duties in order to seek out his mother’s people? One could not be so candid with a woman, especially a woman like Flora. She would probably beg to come along.

Flora retained an air of innocence that most young ladies had shed like a cocoon by the age of eighteen when they ventured into society and married shortly thereafter. He had thought to discover if she were a poisonous spider like her brother but had found only a fragile yellow butterfly like the ones he remembered from his childhood, flitting across the meadows during the Plum Moon of August. She appeared healthy enough, but a delicate and pampered lady would hardly last in the wilderness. Still, something about her called to him.

Perhaps it was her boundless curiosity and outsized courage. She quizzed him often on his life among the Shawnee and expressed her great desire to meet an Indian as if he weren’t one himself. She wanted to sleep in a wigwam and eat maize, not knowing the women of the tribe built the housing and worked hard to raise the crop.

During the squalls that arose during their voyage, she never feared, while that maid of hers shrieked with every rough wave. Her father told him how Flora led the few other women in hymns and prayers to keep them calm and call down some divine aid that might be of earthly use. Strangely proud of her, yet she was nothing to him. Pearce knew if he built a web, she would fly right into it. So, who was the spider now?

He gazed out to sea, willing the New World to appear and hoping she would pass him by. But no, the sharp tap of her small halfboots, the swish of her wide petticoats came nearer and stopped by his side. Her little white hands covered in kid gloves rested on the railing directly beside his big, bronzed paws. He’d dreamed of those hands, bare and resting on his naked chest while his fingers stroked those pale breasts hidden beneath what seemed like yards of gauzy material. She would be so easy to seduce. No, no, he had more control than that.

“Good day, Longleigh. Tell me, will this voyage never come to an end?”

“All voyages end one way or another. Another week, perhaps. You should inquire of the captain, not me.”

“But you have sailed often.”

“Not to America. The war prevented me, though I wished to go. The duke extracted a promise that I would go east, not west, on my Grand Tour. I travelled down the Nile on a native craft and later crossed the Indian Ocean on an East India Company ship to Bombay.”

“Then you’ve seen the pyramids and the great Sphinx, the Taj Mahal and the mighty Ganges.”

She looked up at him with those large, luminous gray eyes as if he had discovered the places, and his next words came spilling out.

“In India, the ruling classes were colored much like me, the lower classes even darker.” What would she say to that?

“I have ceased to notice the color of your skin, though now that you remind me, I find it very lovely.” One of her hands fluttered upward as if she might stroke his face, then fell and alighted again on the rail.

He wanted to put his hands over his eyes and shake his head in despair. He might have done her a favor by bringing her along. Lady Flora would not have lasted a London season before some rake spouting poetry and claiming to love her lured her to his bed. Betrothed or not, Rushmore should have taken his daughter out more. Her mother might have schooled her better in the ways of the world. He sincerely hoped she did not make such leading comments to the captain or that young third mate sniffing after her maid. Chanel had made her interest plain to him, and ordinarily, he might take up such an offer, but he had begun to find such easy women distasteful. Maturity setting in, perhaps?

What was he to say now? “Look, birds! Yes, we are nearing land. I will ask the captain our whereabouts and bring you word, Lady Flora.”

“Birds? Where?”

He made a hasty retreat when she looked away. He could almost hear his illustrious English ancestors chiding him and see his Shawnee kin scowling at such cowardice.
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Another week drifted by before the ship passed into the wide Chesapeake Bay and made its way to Baltimore. Whenever they anchored, small boats came out offering up oysters and rockfish and produce from the fertile gardens along the shore. Fresh viands and clear water enlivened everyone aboard. Though most of the passengers were well established men who had returned to see if anything remained of their estates after the rebellion, the few women aboard organized a dance now that they sailed in the calmer inlet. Pearce suspected Flora had instigated this amusement.

The sailors provided the music with pipes and a fiddle whose tuning suffered from the damp air. Glad to be active again, no one complained about the quality of the performance. With lamps hung from the rigging and a full June moon illuminating the bay, they swung through country dances everyone knew. Boots pounded the deck and dainty dancing slippers plucked from the bottoms of traveling chests tapped along more lightly.

Flora, unveiled, the tops of her white breasts exposed to the moonlight, danced with everyone in the spirit of America, the captain and his mates, the merchants and the gentry. In the wild romp, none cared if she missed a step. More likely, the men stole glances at her flushed and bobbing bosom. Pearce certainly did when his turn came around more than once. The evening would have been delightful, had it not been for the very unpleasant incident that ended the entertainment and brought tears to her beautiful gray eyes.

The maid, Chanel, was pressed to dance for lack of partners. The American merchants onboard, returning home after reestablishing trade ties severed by the war, gave class differences short shrift. Indeed, dressed in Flora’s castoffs, the servant outshone their own dowdy wives in both beauty and style. Dark eyes flashing, the woman danced with abandon at first, but ended with a graceful swoon to the deck. The women clustered around her. The ship’s physician held burnt feathers under her nose. As the center of attention, she came around quickly enough and acted out her scene.

“Alas, I cannot hide my condition anymore. I am with child by a man on this ship.” Artfully, Chanel threw her hand over her mouth and sobbed.

The wives drew back and placed possessive arms upon their husbands. Flora, holding Chanel’s shoulders, sought Longleigh’s eyes immediately. Hers filled with real tears while the maid looked directly at Pearce Longleigh and began to raise a finger in his direction. Flora dropped the maid back upon the deck with a thunk and fled below to her cabin before he had the time to deny this gross accusation.

Summoning up his best sneering lordship voice, one that would have made the duke proud, Pearce said, “I have had no congress with this woman. I will swear upon the Bible if need be.”

Chanel righted herself and looked round. She raised her finger again. The big boatswain puffed out his chest, but the maid’s finger passed over him. The captain, a married man with several children, tightened his jaw as if preparing to receive a blow. A couple of the male passengers stared at their shoe tips. The young third mate paled and trembled as the finger came to rest on him.

Obviously relieved, the captain cleared his throat. “Do you deny this woman’s accusation, Mister Greeley?”

“N-no, but I thought her very free with her favors.”

The captain seemed to consider. Every seaman knew a good boatswain was harder to find than a green third mate. “Do not besmirch this lady further, young sir. You will do your duty by her. I will bring a minister aboard in Baltimore to see she has your name and the child as well. I suggest we disband for the evening. We should reach the city by the noon hour tomorrow.”

The women chattering, the men relieved, the passengers began to disburse. Chanel, a smile of sly contentment on her face, rested in the arms of Greeley. She’d made the best choice she could after being denied by the viscount. No petty officer’s wife, no mere mistress of some middleaged merchant, but a fresh young man with good prospects. Pearce turned away in disgust and found Lord Rushmore hovering at his elbow.

“I must see to Flora. Losing her maid has upset her mightily, Longleigh. Too think how well she has endured this voyage, never a whimper when the seas grew rough, only to be overset by a fickle servant. In England, I would have turned the woman out on the streets for her antics, but we are in America now. Different ways.” Rushmore sighed and hurried off to tend to his delicate daughter.

What right had Flora to look at me with distrust and distress, and then run off in tears? We are not engaged nor even on first name terms. I called upon her only once, twice if one counted our childhood encounter. The earl had not favored a match between us, pushing Father instead. When the chance to return to America presented itself, I curbed my interest as I should.  She is nothing, nothing, nothing to me. Yet, why does her lack of faith still sting?

~ * ~
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CHANEL ARRANGED FLORA’S hair for the last time as they sat in a private room at a respectable Baltimore inn. So far, the town had been a great disappointment, resembling any British seaport with its smell of fish and tar, the cries of the gulls and the curses of sailors. Bandy-legged seamen and loose women passed in and out of taverns and bawdyhouses lining the docks. She’d caught only a single, thrilling glimpse of a group of woodsmen dressed in buckskin before her father urged her into a hired conveyance taking them to a better neighborhood. The one big difference she noted was the absence of fine, crested carriages and overbearing nobles.

“Ouch! Chanel, do be more careful. The sea air has made rat’s nests in my hair.”

The maid shoved a pin into the coiffeur all the way to her scalp. Whatever was wrong with the woman? She’d given the bride one of her fine large hats and a small purse as wedding gifts and had only called upon her services because she wanted to look elegant for the ceremony to take place in a few hours. Greeley had not been granted shore leave lest he take the notion to desert, and they would all repair to the ship once more for the wedding and a small celebration. Meanwhile, the men had left her trapped with this ill-natured scourge while they prepared for the overland journey ahead. Another fierce yank jerked Flora’s head back sharply.

“Enough! I shall finish by myself.”

“As if you were able. All my life, I have served women like you who cannot lift a handkerchief to wipe their own noses. Now, I shall have a house and servants of my own in a country where nobles do not exist anymore. My people, mine, helped defeat the English and make these United States. No king, no dukes or earls, and no dark-skinned viscounts live here. I wish all of them would have their heads chopped off and their ladies, too!”

Flora snatched the comb and brush from Chanel’s hands. “Be gone then! I believe you grossly underestimate the wages of a young third mate if you expect to live so well. He will insist on taking you home to England. As for dark-skinned viscounts, Pearce Longleigh never looked your way, did he?”

“No matter now. I have a husband and will stay in lodgings here while he goes to sea and I do as I please.”

“Is there even a babe? From your foul humor, I suspect not.”

Chanel shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. Time will tell, but infants are often lost before birth. It is of no importance. As for his lordship, he has no desire for you either. He avoids you. Of what use will you be in the wilderness? More like a millstone he must haul from place to place.”

“Get your possessions and leave. Here is a coin for your transport. But Chanel, despite all I said, I wish you well.”

The maid took the money, secured Flora’s second-best hat to her head, and shoved the small purse into her bosom. Before she flounced out, she turned and said, “You were not as bad as your mother-in-law. I hope you return to England alive.”

Flora watched the door close and then turned to her mirror. Her hair definitely listed to one side. She stuffed pins into the lower part and placed a lace cap on her head. That would have to do. She had no intention of attending the wedding. If they went out, she would cover her hair with a hat. She planned merely to tie her locks back with a ribbon on their travels and let the unruly curls take care of themselves.

She’d brought along sturdy gowns and plain petticoats—and her becoming riding habit, a finer outfit for attending church, a ball gown in case one was needed, hats and veils, her sunshade, a variety of shoes, several painted fans lest one break, gloves and stockings in abundance, of course, a corset she did not intend to wear unless invited to a formal affair, and a few ornaments for her hair and neck. All of it fit into several large traveling trunks and numerous small boxes. She thought for a moment. Was she truly a millstone around Pearce Longleigh’s neck? Such a thick, strong neck. Such massive arms. He could probably lift a millstone.

Footsteps sounded on the stairs. Her father burst in without knocking. Really, he could have caught her in dishabille, but she saw his excitement and did not have the heart to rebuke him. His sunken, pitted cheeks burned red, and his white wig sat askew. His gray eyes shone.

“You would not believe our luck, Flora. We have secured a wagon, a magnificent wagon of which I have never seen the like, and six dappled dray horses to draw it. A convoy is forming to leave in two days’ time for the frontier. Safety in numbers, eh. We have sent it to the docks to load our trade goods and your boxes, of course. The German who drives it calls the vehicle a Conestoga and swears he can haul twelve thousand pounds and still cross a river with nary a drop of water getting inside to ruin the cargo. We have also purchased three good horses. You may ride beside mighty Hans or take some exercise on the way.”

“How wonderful, Papa! Our adventure begins.”

She looked behind her father to share the joy of the moment with Pearce Longleigh. He frowned at her. He’d been even more cool and distant since she doubted his connection to Chanel, but she had drawn some hope from his covert glances at her bosom during the dancing.

“Where is your maid? Why is the door unlocked? Ports can be dangerous places, Lady Flora. You must take care.”

“I have dismissed my maid. She has gone to the ship to be wed. I will not be attending. I suppose she left the room unlocked in her haste.”

“Then we must find a woman to see to your needs tomorrow. Another task to be done at short notice.”

“Do not bother. I can very well dress myself.”

“We will be traveling with rough men. I would be comforted if you had a companion.”

“No, no indeed. I need no special care. I am not a millstone you must carry about, not at all.”

Longleigh’s full lips curled in a slight smile. He looked down on her diminutive form. “I believe I could carry you on my back all day and not feel the weight.”

“Which is not to say I am puny, but merely slender. I have no need for my stays and therefore no need for a maid.” Her hands fluttered like butterflies as she made her point. His smile grew wider.

“Flora, decent women of our class do not go about without their...ahem...their corsetry,” said her father, his entire face red.

“I am sure frontier women wear no such thing. Do they, Longleigh?”

Pearce Longleigh smiled broadly, his white teeth flashing in his dark face. “It has been some time since I lived on the frontier, but I believe those ladies value freedom of motion over being trussed like the Christmas goose. Indian maidens wear nothing at all under their garments. Of that, I am certain.”

“Stop! Stop!” the earl shouted, his ears afire under his white wig. “All I ask is that you appear decently attired and ready to travel in two days’ time.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Seven


[image: image]


When the time came to depart, Pearce could not tell if Flora wore her stays or not. Attired in a riding habit with a close-fitting jacket and a jaunty cocked hat and veil, she sat the small, gentle, black socked bay mare they’d purchased for her use with great elegance. She proved to be a fair horsewoman. Cantering on her sidesaddle up and down the line of slowly moving wagons, she expressed her delight in everything, using three languages, according to her audience. Flora immediately won the regard of their teamster, Hans Jungblut, by complimenting the beauty of his blue and red painted Conestoga, his dappled Percheron horses, and the flaxen-haired wife and two towheaded children who had come to see him on his way with hugs and kisses.

After a short afternoon break, Flora chose to ride on the wagon next to Herr Jungblut. Pearce suspected her stated “mild fatigue” was in reality a sore rump and thighs, especially as she settled herself on a small cushion. She surely was more accustomed to riding for light exercise in parks than putting in half days in the saddle on rough roads. But she kept up a lively chatter with the German and refused to rest in the nook of blankets and pillows set aside for her under the stiff white canvas covering the wagon bows.

Pearce plodded along on a large black steed, the only one available with the size to hold him. The stableman swore the beast had Andalusian blood—more likely draft horse. He picked up a word between Flora and Jungblut now and then over the jingling of bells on the harness. Kinder und Krieg, children and war, they discussed evidently. He had little German and no great facility with languages. He’d come to Britain with decent French, thanks to the Canadian traders and priests who had visited among the Indians and perfected his English in school. His tutor at Eton had beaten enough Latin and Greek into him to pass his forms, but he’d taken little interest in German and Spanish. The sibilant Shawnee language he held close to his heart, wishing his father would speak to him again in those words. The duke felt it better that they did not indulge and cause him to backslide in his training to be the heir of Bellevue. Now, he envied Flora for her gift of easy conversation.

She wore her mass of golden curls threaded simply with a black silk ribbon to keep them back, but wisps escaped and floated around her face, giving her a sort of glowing nimbus. After riding, she’d pulled the laces of the canvas shut tight and changed into a simple, dark blue gown with a modest white kerchief covering her bosom. Now he could tell she wore no corset. Her figure appeared soft and pliable, her breasts easily accessible. Pearce spurred his horse forward and away from Lady Flora.

He came up on the wagon of some uncouth Yanks comparing Flora to the legendary Lady Godiva who rode through Coventry covered by nothing but her hair. They asserted loudly that she could ride upon their cockhorse any night. He rebuked them.

“You will not speak of Lady Flora in that manner. She is gently bred and does not deserve your lewd insults.”

“Warn’t no insult, was it, Sammy?” the brawnier one said.

“Hell, no. We never seen nothing so pretty on this ole road before,” his scrawny companion swore and let loose a squirt of a tobacco juice directly in front Longleigh’s mount. The horse stepped in it and moved along without a flinch, stolid as a plow horse.

“Keep your thoughts to yourself, then.”

“Yessir, yer high and mighty lordship, sir. Ye got some Injun blood, don’t ye?”

Casually, calmly, he took his English rifle from its sheath, checked the priming, and added powder from the horn hung over his shoulder. “Why yes, I do. Shawnee and English, a lethal combination. I might shoot you through the heart face to face or take your scalp one day when my red blood rises.”

“Same peoples who harried our kin in Kentucky during the war,” the runty one answered.

Pearce stopped his horse with pressure from his knees and a verbal command. He raised the rifle and shot a ball at a squirrel scolding the passing wagon train from the branch of an oak. The blast skinned the bark off the tree, and the concussion sent the stunned squirrel plummeting to the ground. One of the lean hounds that ran beside the caravan raced forward and fetched the game to his master, who gave it the word to keep the meat. The dog devoured his snack on the spot, leaving behind only the bushy tail.

Glad his mount was either deaf or accustomed to loud noises, Pearce caught up with the two teamsters in two strides.

“Where’d ye learn to bark a squirrel in merry ole England? I thought yer folks rode to the hounds and sipped weak tea all the live long day.” The smaller man spit again, this time carefully to the side.

“I was taught that trick in my twelfth year when I lived among the Shawnee.”

He did not add he’d been instructed by a white captive from Kentucky adopted into the tribe. He’d dogged the man’s steps, imagining him to be like his own white father, a fierce woodsman worthy of the tribe, not a man who wore lace at his wrists and forced Latin on his son. In the end, the only similarity was that both had gone back to their white families.

“In my thirteenth year, I hugged a young bear to death. Quite a tussle. I’m much better at it now,” he added for good measure. “You should see me take a scalp. But that is neither here nor there. Lady Flora is under my protection. You will address her politely and keep your unclean thoughts and foul language to yourself for the duration of this trip.”

“Protection, is that so? Might be she’d prefer a white man.”

The larger teamster, a slow-wit named Toller, sized him up. Some opponents never learned. They simply had to be knocked down again and again. Before he could propose a match of some kind, the outriders dashed back along the line.

“We heard a shot. Any trouble here?”

“None at all. I simply disposed of some vermin. My apologies for causing an alarm. If I might, I’ll ride ahead with you.” Pearce dismissed the two teamsters with a sharp nod and pushed his lumbering mount into a trot.

Flora had no idea how rare a woman she was in that uncivilized country. Most girls wed at fourteen on the frontier, had a slew of babes by twenty, and had already lost their beauty and a few teeth. She, so fresh and lively, would provoke all manner of longings in the men of the wagon train. He must protect her as well as he could, without becoming twisted by desire himself. Lord help him.

~ * ~
[image: image]


AT SUNDOWN, HAVING covered the expected fifteen miles, the wagon train came to rest by one of the many taverns along the way. This one, rebuilt on the charred stone foundations of an older building destroyed during the revolution, still smelt of the pine resin oozing from its green logs. Beverages ran to beer, whiskey, or rum. Rushmore did not permit his daughter to go inside, but brought heaping pewter plates full of venison stew and fresh baked bread to their fireside. Hans and Pearce ate heartily, sopping gravy with their crusts, and then took themselves off to the tavern in search of something stronger than spring water or the tea Flora planned to brew in a small, brown earthenware pot.

She watched the beckoning lights of the building where someone fiddled a tune and raucous laughter burst out strong enough to break the windows. Her father positioned himself between her and the view of a wagon where two women of the loose variety did a brisk business with the lined-up teamsters. She was not so green as to pretend she had no idea what went on when they dropped the flap over the rear of their Conestoga. These light ladies rode along with the rest of the cargo, being conveyed by a black-bearded man who saw to their welfare and collected their fees. Their pimp. Wouldn’t her mother be shocked that she even knew the word, much less its meaning? Sometimes being an uninitiated widow was very trying.

Other women, respectable wives and mothers, rode with the wagons, too. Longleigh had been wrong about that. She’d made their acquaintance during her morning ride as they sat beside their stolid, silent husbands. Plump, good-natured Mrs. McDonald had three small children who goggled at Flora’s fetching hat, fine clothes, and sidesaddle as if they’d never seen the like. Another child grew in the woman’s belly beneath her wide, white apron.

Mrs. McDonald eyed Flora’s tiny waist and remarked, “No children of your own, then?”

“No, I’ve not been blessed.”

“I suspect your husband will remedy that soon enough the way he eyes you all the time.”

Flora laughed in a slightly strained voice. “No, no. I am a widow. Viscount Longleigh is my father’s business partner. He’s barely taken note of me since our journey began.”

“Mark my words, you won’t be a widow for long. Women are scarce on the frontier. If not your dark lord, then another.” Mrs. McDonald chuckled and wagged a finger at her.

Mrs. Hanks, gaunt and dour, was of another sort altogether. Strands of silver streaked the hair beneath her deep bonnet. She left behind a grown daughter and two grandbabies, because her husband had a yearning to move to new land, now that the Indians were at peace and Kentucky open to settlers again. Flora gathered Mr. Hanks had these notions often. Two tall, stalwart sons rode with them. They would build a log cabin same as always and hew a farm out of the woods once more. Both families planned to split off from the group and go through the mountain gap once they reached Cumberland. Regardless, Flora invited the women to take tea with her after supper.

Their faces washed clean of the road dust and their gowns well brushed and covered with clean aprons, the pioneer wives emerged from the darkness. Doffing his plumed tricorn hat, Lord Rushmore stood and bowed over their hands. Mrs. McDonald laughed and Mrs. Hanks nodded soberly before both took seats on logs drawn up to the fire for seating and fuel.

“A pleasure meeting you, ladies. Flora, since you have company, I believe I will join the gentlemen in the tavern for an evening libation and a pipe.” As her reedy father set off, cheers and jeers emanated from his destination.

Ignoring the ruckus, Flora poured the water boiling in the kettle over the tea leaves carefully measured into the clay strainer inside the pot, and set it aside to steep. She held up a small crock full of lumps she’d broken off a white sugar loaf. “We do have sweetening, but no cream or lemon, I’m afraid.”

Mrs. McDonald held up a pitcher she’d been holding by her side along with a pottery mug. “Cream for our tea party. We brought along Bessie to provide drink for the children and a bit of butter for our bread. I milked her early this evening and skimmed off the best.”

Mrs. Hanks provided her own mug as well. She carefully laid out the contents of a napkin on one of the logs. “Just some corn pone left over from supper. I held a little back because my boys will eat all there is and ask for more. And my blackberry preserves to add some sweetness. We should have sweets with tea.”

By the way Mrs. Hanks set down the jam pot, Flora knew the contents must be scarce and precious on the frontier where quantities of sugar weren’t likely to be found. Only a day outside of Baltimore, and such luxuries needed to be stretched to last.

“How thoughtful of you. I believe the tea must be ready by now.”

She filled her guests’ mugs first and then her own. As Pearce Longleigh said when they bought their supplies, there was no sense in carrying fine and delicate things into the wilderness where they would only be broken and discarded. The sound of crockery breaking behind the tavern door shattered the quiet of the night. Flora jumped.

“The boys must be having some fun,” Mrs. Hanks remarked. She added a large lump of sugar to her tea, poured in cream and held the cup under her nose, taking in the aromatic steam.

“Tea, real tea. We haven’t seen much of this since the declaration of war. I’m glad we are at peace again, Lady Flora.” Mrs. McDonald also sniffed her tea as if it were a rare vintage of wine.

“Please, no need for formalities. Call me Flora, and I shall call you Jane and Judith.” She broke off a piece of pone and added the tiniest dab of jam.

Her guests glanced at each other. “Your man has put about you are always to be called Lady Flora,” said Judith.

“Pearce Longleigh is not my man!” If she’d been standing, she would have stomped her foot. “He has no right to decide how I may be addressed. He ignores me, then goes around telling others he knows my wishes.”

“Only a smitten man treats a woman like his possession and warns off the rest,” Jane McDonald assured her.

Judith scowled. “I don’t know ‘bout that. My husband says he has the semblance of an Injun like the ones who scalped our Jemmy and carried off my younger daughter. She’d be near sixteen by now. Even with the treaty, the redskins didn’t give her up. You stay clear of a savage like that.”

Knowing her eyes were as big as the saucers they did not have beneath their cups, Flora considered the frontier woman’s matter of fact statement about her life in the wilderness. When she could speak calmly, she replied, “I am so sorry for your losses, but I assure you the viscount is entirely civilized. He merely enjoys judging people and making their decisions for them.”

The door to the tavern slammed back on its hinges. The women turned towards the huge form silhouetted in the lantern light. Pearce of course...no one could match him in size and strength. He carried another body grasped by the shirt and britches and heaved it into the yard. In the next second, he sat atop the unfortunate drayman and pummeled him with his fists. The teamster clawed at his back. Lord Rushmore and Hans Jungblut tumbled from the doorway, pushed from behind by a crowd eager to see the outcome of the fight, even though the victor was clear. Taller than the viscount, but not as brawny, Hans tugged at his employer’s shoulders.

Flora’s father exhorted, “The man is finished, Longleigh. Do let him go.”

Pearce shook his head like a bear harried by hounds. His victim lay still. He ceased hitting the man and staggered to his feet. Flora recognized the scrawny teamster, who had greeted her merrily earlier in the day, revive his downed partner with a bucketful of cold water. The remedy did not work and in the end, two of his comrades dragged the driver back to his rig.

Lord Rushmore held out Longleigh’s coat and vest and offered the neckcloth dangling from one hand. Pearce buttoned the waistcoat and shrugged into his jacket, but simply draped the stock around his thick neck. He padded towards the tea party, a beast attracted by jam. The women watched in silence as he took a basin hanging from the side of the wagon and ladled water from a nearby barrel. Pearce turned and gave a slight bow in their direction.

“Excuse me, but might I beg some hot water?” His black hair torn from its queue hung ragged around his bronzed face. A thin strand of lace ripped from his cuff straggled from his coat sleeve and into the basin held in his bruised and bloodied hands.

Flora rose and poured from the kettle. “You have interrupted my tea party.”

“As I said, please extend me your pardon.” He took his basin to the rear of the wagon and out of their sight. The scent of perfumed soap drifted back to the group of women as he sloshed in the water. The guests inhaled it as they had their tea.

“Time to be going, then, and see to my children, though they are all bedded down, exhausted from the day. Their father watches over them, but I suspect he wants his turn to wet his whistle.” Jane McDonald rose and Mrs. Hanks with her.

Flora held out the jam pot. “Do not forget your preserves.”

“A gift for you, Florrie. A thanks for the tea.”

“Then, you must come back each evening until we part and share it with me.” She walked with them as far as the edge of the firelight.

Judith Hanks leaned forward. “Despite that lace his lordship wears, he’s still an Injun. Beware.”

“Nonsense. I’d bet he fought over you. Smitten. Go tend his cuts and bruises. That never fails to soften a man.” Jane patted her hand and walked off with Judith into the night.

Cautiously, Flora made her way to the rear of the Conestoga. Pearce had laid aside his coat, vest, and neckcloth and stripped off the torn and bloody linen shirt. Attempting to clean some scratches on his back, he swabbed at his abrasions. Flora swallowed. She’d seen a half-naked man before, Francis with his pale chest, the rib bones showing clearly beneath the thinness of his flesh, but never a robust man so beautifully colored. Still, bruises formed beneath that skin and across his wide cheekbones. He turned on her as she stared.

“What do you want?”

“I—I’ve come to tend your wounds.”

“Really? An expert on wound tending, are you?”

“No. But I could wash your back, and if you are in need of any stitching, I have my sewing basket.”

“Have you closed a man’s cuts with your needle previously?”

“No. I do sew a very fine seam and know I could if necessary. I am not squeamish.”

“Well, I shall not be your first experiment. I need no patching up with needle and thread. Go see to the teamster if you want to learn a new skill. Sew him up before he comes round.”

“He is not my concern.” Flora took a visibly deep breath. “Here, let me clean your back properly, lest the scratches fester.”

She moved closer. He handed her the soapy rag. “Have at it, then.”

She stroked across his broad back and made sure no dirt remained in the shallow gouges. He quivered or perhaps she trembled. At last, she touched more than his hands in a dance. Like a mother with an injured child, she wished she could kiss his wounds better, but her desire had nothing of the maternal in it. He did shiver, cold without his shirt mayhap, but steam seemed to rise from him like Lady Godiva’s stallion, mentioned as she’d passed by one of the teamsters today. She must prove her usefulness to him and in some way to earn his regard.

“I could mend your shirt, too.”

“It’s beyond help. I have others.”

“At least, let me remove the lace before you tear it for rags.”

“So thrifty of you.”

“Your father considers thrift a virtue, and mine cannot afford to waste lace.”

“Very well, take it then.”

He turned so suddenly her breasts, soft beneath her gown, pressed against his chest. Neither stepped back.

“Flora, where are you, my child?” her father called.

Hastily, she exchanged the rag for the discarded shirt and whirled around the end of the wagon. “Here, Papa. I am going to mend Longleigh’s shirt.”

“That’s a good girl, make yourself useful.”

His breath smelled of hot buttered rum, and his spirits ran equally high. Rushmore took a seat by the fire.

“I tell you, Flora, we could take our escort on a round of county fairs in England and win back the family fortune on boxing and wrestling wagers. A mighty man, Longleigh. Scratch his surface, and the savage comes roaring forth. Just the sort we need for our wilderness adventure.”

“We are not in the wilderness yet, Papa. What was the cause of the quarrel?”

“Ahem. I believe Longleigh felt the man had uttered some unseemly words about you. With that drayman’s mouth staved in, I doubt this will happen again. You need not fear.”

“I was not afraid to begin with. Everyone has been most kind to me.”

“Your charming nature wins them. Now, go prepare for sleep. We leave at dawn. You will be safe in the wagon with Longleigh, myself, and Hans to guard you.”

She would go to bed, but Flora doubted if she’d sleep a wink with the vision of Pearce Longleigh’s broad chest in her mind and the remembrance of how it felt pressed hot against her breasts.
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Dawn—strong coffee, corn meal mush with molasses, rashers of bacon, and toast made of day-old bread. The caravan moved on. Despite her tender behind, Flora resolved to ride every morning until it toughened. Afternoons, she sat on the wagon with Hans, practiced her German, and protected her complexion from the June sun, so much hotter here than in England. Hans, however, wanted to perfect his English and asked her help.

“I come here mit der Soldaten von Hesse.”

“The soldiers from Hesse, the mercenaries hired by King George.”

“Ja. I am taken prisoner by Washington when he crosses the Delaware River in the night. I am a prisoner for a long time und den a Deutsch farmer pays for me to work his fields because I am big and strong. His pretty daughter speaks my language and brings me food she cooks herself. Soon we a baby and a wedding haf.”

“You mean you wed and then started your nursery,” Flora corrected gently.

“Nein. First das Kind und den marry. Do I say it wrong?”

“I am sure you were correct the first time.”

Her cheeks flamed up just in time for Pearce to come alongside the Conestoga and intrude on their conversation. Now that she was aggravated with him over the fight, he stayed constantly by her side on that huge, black horse like some devoted and battered knight on an immense charger. His sword hung conspicuously by his side. He eyed Hans sternly, suspecting him of some indecency committed in German, no doubt. She would not be the cause of more bloodshed. Flora quickly intervened.

“Herr Jungblut was telling me how he came to America as a Hessian soldier and won his wife.”

“I stay here. Here is gut. We haf no land left in Hesse. The young men, they all go to be Soldaten, soldiers.”

“I would have preferred to be a warrior. Many younger sons take up the profession.”

What was this? Pearce Longleigh engaged in civil converse with their teamster instead of keeping to himself? The brawl last night had earned him respect and a huge amount of caution in his presence, but no friends. On her morning ride, the draymen tipped their hats and bid her a “Good day, Lady Flora.” Merriment and whispered comments no longer followed in her wake. They had been replaced by half heard grumbles about an Injun lordship who thought he was better than an American white man. Indians and British nobility, not a popular combination in the former colonies.

“If you are an officer, maybe is a fine life. But here...” Hans gestured to broad fields being worked by Negroes in abundance on both sides of the road. “Here, any man can own land and be rich. Mein Schwiegervater gives me this wagon and team and says, ‘Go Hans, earn a living for your family on the road.’ Kati’s father, he don’t like me so gut, but I have very much business and save money for mein own place.”

“Carved from Indian lands.”

Oblivious, Hans shrugged. “No Indians in the Oley Valley. Only an old village left behind. Maybe we see some redskins at Fort Pitt.”

Longleigh appeared to swallow a comment and rode off without an adieu. Flora returned to watching black men, women, and children grub in the fields of tobacco and maize. Her grandfather had enclosed the Rushmore lands and turned them to the more profitable grazing of sheep. Where his tenants had gone she did not know, vanished like the displaced Indians. The plantations they passed were vast and prosperous, recovering quickly from warfare. The large homes of red brick trimmed in white and shuttered in deep green might have been sitting in the English countryside. No wonder the crown had been reluctant to let these riches go.

Still, she found the whole issue of slavery disturbing. A woman hoeing a row of corn near the road glanced up and met her eyes for a mere second. That quickly Flora registered the resignation and despair, without a word being said. Flora raised her painted fan to block the sight and plied it back and forth to raise a breeze. Here she sat protecting her lily-whiteness, fanning away the heat of the day, while that woman toiled another’s land and earned not a penny for herself.

Hans noticed her agitation. “The Negers upset you, Lady Flora? In the Oley Valley, we haf big families and work our own land.”

“Sehr gut, Herr Jungblut, so very good.”

~ * ~
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NEEDING TO GET AWAY from her, Pearce rode ahead. He’d fought for her protection and all that Lady Flora Everton Hyde-Smythe cared about was the disruption of her tea party and the salvation of the lace on his cuffs. Spoiled as all women of noble birth, she rode along covered in veils, waving her fan as if the wagon she sat on were a fine carriage. She showed off her facility for languages chatting with Hans Jungblut, former mercenary, as if he were a well-educated foreign diplomat.

Some women might find Jungblut’s history as attractive as they found any tall, blond man to be. The German no longer wore the long, rat tailed queue bound in black cloth that distinguished the Hessian soldier. Now, the man’s straight, golden hair spread out over his shoulders in the manner of some Teutonic god. Naturally, Flora flirted with the man, even if he was beneath her. All women of her station, especially the widows, practiced their seductive arts on any men they found attractive. He’d assuaged more than one lady’s curiosity about his red skin. As for Flora, she cared nothing for the fate of the Indians or the enslavement of people darker than herself.

Oh yes, she’d pretended some concern about his wounds, but she’d trembled when she touched him, probably repulsed when he’d taken up her offer. If he sickened, their venture would be over and her father still in debt. To his own self-disgust, he’d shivered under the light touch of her hands as if she stroked another part of his anatomy. Surely, she had to force herself to touch him once he’d revealed what a savage he truly was without his pale paint and rich costume. Why had he been tempted to bring this useless, ornamental white woman into the wilderness?

Old Rushmore had been of some use in procuring the best of maps available and writing ahead to secure the services of a surveyor who was to meet them at Fort Pitt. Bellevue paid for their voyage to America and the trinkets to buy the goodwill of the Indians. His father had a large stake in this speculation, but could afford the loss if anything went awry. Too many people headed west attempting to stake a claim to land before the final peace treaty was ratified. You would think the Americans would be happy picking over the leavings of the displaced Tories, but no, they had to press onward into Shawnee territory.

Pearce had a feeling in his gut that this plan, though well thought out, would be disastrous. However, Longleighs did not quit, no matter how hard the task. The duke had made that clear on numerous occasions. He would see this through, put father and daughter on a ship to England, and then disappear into the wilderness. Once they were gone, he felt assured his tormenting dreams of the useless Lady Flora would cease. He’d seek a red wife who could make his clothes from hides, build a shelter, and work the fields. Let Bellevue come looking for his grandchildren or take Flora for his bride.

~ * ~
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THEIR DAYS FELL INTO a pattern. Up at dawn, not dancing until dawn. A hearty breakfast procured from the nearest inn, their hamper packed with ham sandwiches, a wedge of cheese, a packet of raisins for the afternoon break. Springs along the way provided icy draughts of water and a source to refill the barrel hanging on the side of the wagon. Flora tried to do this chore, but someone, Hans or Papa or Pearce Longleigh would always snatch the bucket away and suggest she rest in the shade.

The wagon train moved along so slowly, she often got down and picked blackberries along the way with Jane’s children. Thickened with sugar, topped by fat flour dumplings and left to steam in a Dutch oven, the fruit made a delicious addition to their evening tea parties. The men removed themselves to a tavern to smoke and partake of spirits while the women talked and sewed by the firelight. Not so very different from England. They lacked only the drawing room and proper diction, Flora thought.

She’d mended Longleigh’s shirt with neat and cunning pleats in the back after giving it a good soaking in salt water to remove the stains and scrubbing it with soap as she’d seen her maid do with her delicate undergarments. The lace received the same treatment, and she’d returned a frill to each cuff. Worn under a coat, no one would suspect the shirt had ever been damaged. She folded it neatly and presented it with pride to the owner. Pearce looked at her as if she’d handed him a serpent with an apple in its mouth.

“Your shirt, fully restored and good enough for wear beneath your jacket.”

“So I see. You needn’t have bothered. I do have others.”

“As you said, but they may tear as we progress. I will mend them, also.”

“My thanks, then.” He turned to go as he always did when she sought to engage him in a longer conversation.

“Mrs. Hanks showed me how to make corn pones in a Dutch oven yesterday. You see, first one fries the rashers, then uses the bacon grease to season the little loaves of cornmeal. It’s very simple, really.”

“Yes, I know.”

“I often forget you were born here.”

“Never forget where I was born, not only in this country, but in a Shawnee village.”

“Of course. I am eager to meet the Indians. Once we leave the trail, perhaps I could prepare our breakfast every morning. With a Dutch oven and an iron pot, Judy Hanks assures me I can make a variety of meals. We do have those items among our supplies?”

“Yes, very useful to have in the wilderness.”

“And so I shall be.” She gazed up at him, waiting for the slightest compliment on her achievements.

“Most girls on the frontier learn these skills by the age of fourteen when they marry. They can also wring a chicken’s neck, milk a cow, skin a rabbit, make lye soap, and load a rifle if need be. Lady Flora, you have much to learn.”

He strode away with the shirt tucked under his arm and put some distance between them. Well, Pearce Longleigh was not going to ruin her day. Tonight, she would hold the best tea party she could arrange. She’d given Jane flour and sugar from their supplies along with some eggs purchased at a small farm to bake a cake in her oven. Though it would not have a frosting, Jane assured her she’d top the treat with a rich crumb of butter, flour, sugar, and cinnamon.

Furthermore, Flora engaged the teamster, who played his fiddle at nights in the taverns for drinks and pennies, to perform exclusively for the ladies. Knowing her light soprano voice to be good and pleasant, she would offer to sing for them as well. Having plundered the trade goods for pieces of cloth, she had gifts for the women—an infant’s shirt and bonnet of blue edged with a snippet of lace Pearce Longleigh would never miss, and a red apron with a flounce, both sewn by her own hand. Somehow, these simple projects had come easily, while she’d toiled over the damaged shirt day after day trying to make the mends perfect with tiny stitches, often tearing them out and starting over again. Not that he cared. She’d been almost reluctant to let the shirt that had rested on his shoulders go. How silly of her. Her friends would appreciate their gifts. Tomorrow, they parted in Cumberland.

Over the past weeks, the caravan left the flat lands and fine plantations and climbed slowly into the hills where the farms grew smaller, the houses less grand, and the black faces scarcer. The forest closed in against the road as they approached the gap where the pioneer families planned to split off, leaving their wagons behind and walking into Kentucky with their worldly goods strapped onto packhorses and mules. Despite Mr. Daniel Boone’s efforts to widen the Cumberland Trail prior to the war, the pass was still hell on wagons, as one driver said. Ever attentive to expanding his business, Hans Jungblut had already made an offer of cash and supplies on the stout Conestogas.

A long, blue summer twilight preceded darkness. The supper hour came and went. The men departed for the inn. The women emerged from the night, and the fiddler arrived, smelling only slightly of corn liquor. He played mournful ballads as the ladies ate their crumb cake off pewter plates and sipped tea from their earthenware mugs. Flora presented her gifts. Judy Hanks exclaimed over hers.

“Why, look a’here, how Florrie done sewed little flowers on the waistband. It’s too pretty to wear.”

“Then save it for special. This infant’s shirt and cap are fine enough for a christening, if we can find a preacher roaming Kentucky.”

Averting her eyes from Jane’s swollen belly, Flora asked, “Won’t the trip over the mountains be too strenuous for you? Who will bring the child into the world?”

“Why, with all the walking, the babe might drop right out on the path.”

“Really?” Her friends laughed at her saucer eyes.

“Wish ‘twere that easy. A husband will serve if no women are near. Mine says ‘taint no different from birthing a cow. My second come during a blizzard when we was all snowed in, but for your first, you best have a midwife, Florrie. Matter of fact, you should stay away from men till you get back to England, you being so small and all.” Judith Hanks smoothed the red apron over her lap, then drew out a jam jar from the small basket that held her mending. “For you, the last of my preserves.”

“I couldn’t!”

“I know you have sugar galore and can buy what you like, but I got nothing else to give. Don’t shame me now.”

“Never. I would be delighted to accept and will keep the pot to remember you by.”

Shyly, Jane McDonald presented a set of long wooden spoons tied up in a ribbon. “My man carved them. If you mean to learn to cook, you’ll have need of spoons, and you can wear the ribbon in your pretty hair.”

“My thanks. Oh, how I wish we could write and stay in touch.”

“Can’t read nor write and don’t know where I’m bound, but I appreciate the thought,” Judy Hanks said.

“I’ve had some schooling and can sign my name. I suspect it will be some time before I have a place to receive a letter, though.” The women looked at each other mournfully.

“But no! This is a farewell party. Mr. Dixon, cease playing such lugubrious music. I shall sing, and then we will have some merry tunes.”

Flora rose and placed her hands on her diaphragm just as Master Fabian had taught her. She sang a piece forced into her memory in order to show off her accomplishments. It was a joyful song full of ha-ha-has and sung in Italian. At one point, she flicked out her fan and waved it in a coquettish manner as if she flirted with a gentleman to give her audience an idea of the subject. Deep into her performance, she did not see them gathering, drawn by opera on the edge of the wilderness. The men had come from the tavern and surrounded their campfire. When she finished, absolute silence prevailed.

Then, a voice shouted, “Bravo” and applause followed. Her dear, tone deaf Papa, naturally. The teamsters whistled and stomped their boots.

Judy Hanks remarked, “Now, that was downright beautiful, though I didn’t understand a word of it.”

“I-talian, it was.” Jane McDonald showed off her superior education.

“That is correct, a famous aria.” Flora could not help herself. Fishing for a compliment, she sought out the dark visage of Pearce Longleigh and modestly stated, “But your renowned grandmother would have performed it so much better.” She waggled her fan to cool her heated cheeks.

“I never had the pleasure of hearing her sing. However, I am sure you frightened off any lurking wildlife and gave notice of our whereabouts for miles around. I suggest you quiet your urge to burst into song before we reach Indian Territory.”

Some of the drivers snickered but stopped at a vicious glance from Longleigh. “I have her welfare in mind. Those yellow curls alone will draw unwanted attention. Best she cut them off and dress as a boy once we are on the river.”

“She got too much figure for that,” a voice jeered from the edge of the gathering.

Flora suspected the skinny teamster who had jested about her resemblance to Lady Godiva behind her back. So, Pearce Longleigh derided her voice, despised her curls, and thought her figure boyish. Tears formed in the corners of her eyes, but she would not release them to cascade down her face. Instead, folding the fan, she stepped up to his hulking form and swatted him briskly on the forearm. Landing the blow a little harder than intended, she snapped the end piece. He did not flinch.

“You have no love for the trappings of civilization, Longleigh,” she accused, her small face tilted toward his broad jaw.

“None whatsoever,” he lied.

“Ain’t you gonna hit her back?” one of the teamsters queried.

“Then who would be uncivilized?” Pearce answered without seeking the culprit. His dark eyes, burning from within, stayed steady on hers as if he waited for an answer.

She tossed her maligned curls and laughed. “You have spoiled one party. I will not let you ruin another. If you please, Mr. Dixon, a reel. We shall dance while we are still safe from savages.”

Pearce offered his hand, but she turned to her father. “Come, Papa, we shall lead it off.”

The men, for lack of women, formed a double line. Mrs. Hanks tied her new red apron around her waist, and looking years younger with a smile on her face, joined in. Leading with her belly, even Jane danced. Somewhere along the line, the whores broke off their business and joined the frolic. Flora knew their names: Tilly and Moll.

She’d not been allowed to talk to them, and they did not seek her company. She supposed she could learn from the lewd women just as she had from Jane and Judith. They might know how to deal with a man like Pearce Longleigh, who did not care for golden curls or a pert figure or a better than average voice or a finely sewn seam or—or—a willingness to learn frontier ways.

There was no pleasing him. Why had she found him so attractive, so very intriguing? He was nothing but a beast. As a teamster crooked arms with her and swung her around, she stared at the place where he had been leaning against the wagon. The man had gone off into the night to be with the other wildlife she’d driven away. Let him stay there!

~ * ~
[image: image]


HE HAD BEEN BEASTLY to her. Pearce scrubbed his face with hands too large and threatening for the likes of Lady Flora. She could break fans on his forearm for the rest of her life, and he would never retaliate in anger. That slight pain paled next to the one he held inside. Cut off her hair, dress her like a boy, he’d proposed that to protect her from the notice of the river men and Indians. Or had he? Would those alterations really make him desire her less? Most of his fantasies centered on tangling his fingers in her wild curls as he moved over her snowy breasts.

From his place under a red oak at the edge of the woods, he caught glimpses of her lithe form swinging down the line of teamsters. She continued to organize dances and little entertainments as if she still dwelt in Britain, tamed since Roman times. But in her plain dress, her curls shaken loose from their bow, Flora had come a long way from the ballroom in Bath. She tried so hard to please him that he ached after rebuffing each effort. Better she hate him and stop trying. He prayed to the white man’s god and the Great Spirit that he might return her safe and untouched to the place where she belonged.
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At Cumberland, Flora parted from Jane and Judith, dispensing hugs and kisses and packets of tea to both. The lewd ladies continued on, bound for Fort Pitt, where their services would be in great demand among the soldiers who rarely saw a white woman, let alone lay with one. They would be no company for her. She missed the evening companionship of her friends, especially since she snubbed Pearce and refused to pepper him with questions in her usual way as they went along. If he did not like the sound of her voice, she would not inflict it upon him.

As Jungblut had sworn, the Conestoga with its tar-caulked bottom forded the Monongahela River with ease when they crossed its coils not once, but twice. Nary a bit of cargo suffered ruination from water. Flora rode high on the wagon seat, well out of danger or dampness.

General Braddock’s road stretched wide before them. Blazed out by General Washington from an Indian trail but enlarged by Braddock to accommodate his troops and cannon and large baggage train when he ventured forth to fight the French and Indians, it at last served a good purpose in moving settlers westward. Flora knew the sorry tale of Braddock’s folly. Consumed with road building, the general had been surprised by the attack from the heavy woods surrounding his troops. He’d lost more than half his men and his reputation in his last battle.

Though she did not ask, Pearce Longleigh insisted on regaling her with the tale, probably because the Indians won. He meant to frighten her, she could tell.

“Battles in the wilderness are not won by men who march across fields and shoot at each other. The Indians wait in stealth, strike, and run once they have accomplished their goals. The Yankees learned from them how to fight on this hilly, forested terrain. Did you know Braddock is buried in his road? Washington himself decreed it, marching the survivors of the battle over the resting place to keep the body from desecration.”

Flora replied primly. “I knew the general died of his wounds, but I presumed his remains were taken home.”

“No, we have passed right over them.”

“If you mean to scare me with some All Hallow’s Eve sort of tale, do not bother.”

“I meant to pass the time. I know you miss the company of your female friends.”

“And you do not make up for it. Ride on.”

“Allow me to impart one more piece of information. We approach Brownsville, where I shall depart for Fort Pitt to meet the surveyor. Your father will secure a keelboat for the journey down the Ohio. Jungblut will tarry until my return and see to your safety, but please do not flaunt yourself as you have been doing. River men are a rough lot.”

“Flaunt! Flaunt!” She threw up her spotted gauze veil to better scowl at him. “You call dancing a simple reel with people in whose company I have traveled for weeks flaunting?”

“You need to learn discretion, quiet discretion, Lady Flora.”

“It is not in my nature to be either. I am inclined to judge people on their merits, not their faults, and treat them accordingly.”

“Indeed. What are my merits, then?”

“You are very large and block out the sun. I could ride in your shade all day and never raise a freckle, but I prefer my veils. Ride on!”

“With a hat so large and draped, I see you do not need my services. Good day.” Longleigh spurred his horse so suddenly the beast opened its half-lidded eyes and sprinted forward a good twenty paces before it fell into a plod again.

Flora dropped her veil back into place and folded her arms under her bosom. “To think I spent my childhood playing Indians because of that annoying, arrogant man. I pestered my brother for stories of Longleigh at Eton. Roddy said he was brutal and overbearing. Did I believe him? No. I thought of Pearce Longleigh as the Noble Savage who could only be improved by a classical education. Obviously, education ruined him. Why are you grinning so, Herr Jungblut?”

“Me? Nein. I see nothing so amusing.” Hans forced his mouth into a frown, but the smile grew out of its folds again. “When you und der viscount speak, I learn many new words. Arrogant, brutal, overbearing. Sounds like mein Hessian commandant.”

“Exactly. I see you agree with me on Longleigh’s character. Let us not discuss him anymore.”

~ * ~
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AS THE WAGON TRAIN entered Brownsville, lolling boatmen looked up from their dice and drink and cheered. When the two whores bared their breasts and shouted their prices for various services, the roar grew louder, like beasts nearing their feeding time. Some called out to Flora to name her fees and show a sample of her wares. That quickly, Longleigh was back blocking her from view on one side. Her father took the other. Even Hans drove along with a pistol displayed on his lap.

Flora had no trouble discerning the nature of the place. On a wide bend in the river, the keelboat industry thrived. Industrious men worked with an abundant supply of timber, shaping the cigar-shaped boats and their long oars. A smith forging nails added to the cacophony. An equally busy trading post sat on a hillock above the fragrant piles of wood shavings and the noise of mallets shaping the shallow keels.

Nearly as many black faces as white watched the wagons toil up the mound to deliver their trade goods. The proprietor called to his slaves to begin unloading the ironware, sacks of flour and meal, barrels of pork, kegs of powder, pigs of lead, axes and awls, needles and cloth, all the needs of the boat builders and the settlers trickling west. Mr. Brown gambled the small stream of pioneers would shortly become a torrent, once the final peace treaty was signed so long as the Mississippi remained open for trade.

Having brought their goods with them, her father’s party had no need to dicker for pots or dry goods, but they refilled their barrel from the well and left an order for foodstuffs to take on the river. After their inquiry about decent lodgings, the proprietor directed them to a Quaker settlement spread out along the riverbank a few miles away. Their wagon and one other hauling an order for that community moved on.

In contrast to Brownsville, the tidy houses near the Westland Meeting house, free of steeple or stained glass, exuded calm and cleanliness as did their hostess, Naomi Franklin. Though she’d thought her red-checked gingham gown with the merest edging of lace to be plain and practical, Flora noted she stood out from Naomi and her daughters like a chirping cardinal in the midst of a flock of very quiet mourning doves. While the younger of the girls gaped at Flora’s fetching straw hat with enough veils to protect a beekeeper, the elder stood by her mother like an exact replica with hands folded across the white apron covering a gray gown without a speck of ornament. All three wore simple, sheer white caps covering their hair, the only color being the youngest child’s bright red pigtails.

The Quaker family uttered not a word while her father made introductions: Lady Flora Everton Hyde-Smythe, also Lady Barrow, my widowed daughter; James Everton, Lord Rushmore; Pearce Longleigh, Viscount Laughlin, Herr Hans Jungblut, our driver.

“Welcome. Would thee like to wash before supper, Friend Flora?”

Close to her ear, Pearce murmured, “Get thee to a nunnery.”

She ignored him as she had been doing. “That would be wonderful, ah, Friend Naomi.”

“Dorcas will show thee the way and bring water. Friends, will all of thee be staying for the evening meal?”

Flora got in one whispered remark before following the girl. “How I would like to see thee in a cassock and tonsure, Laughlin.”

“Not likely,” Pearce said out loud. He wove the retort skillfully into his answer. “I plan to press on to Fort Pitt and retrieve our surveyor. I thank you for the offer. Jungblut, if you will help me with that small box I wish to take with me.”

Her little escort waited in the doorway and gawked at the viscount’s sword and shining boots. Today, he did present the picture of a perfect English gentlemen in his bright blue, brass buttoned jacket and buff breeches. Or perhaps, the child stared at his red skin.

“Dorcas, mind thy manners and direct our friend. Do not forget the water,” her mother ordered.

Reluctantly, the girl turned away and led Flora into the house.

By the time Flora returned to the porch, Longleigh had persuaded his horse into a canter, despite a precariously mounted chest roped and balanced on its wide hindquarters. The dust of the road soon obscured him. Yes, it did make sense for him to go on alone while the others prepared for the rest of the journey, but she would have liked to see the fort. She’d heard Indians camped just beyond its gates and came there to trade. Well, she would have to wait for her first sight of a true redskin. She suspected the viscount would try to leave her behind in the care of these gentle and very dull women while he and Papa went on their adventure without her, but she would not permit that to happen.

~ * ~
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THAT EVENING, FLORA sat down to dine with a Negro for the very first time. Caleb Moore, seated across from her at the supper table, possessed skin as shiny and dark as a horse chestnut. He had mild, large brown eyes set in a face wide as a banjo and very white teeth that showed end to end when he smiled. He passed her the bread and butter and inquired about her journey while she sat there gawking as if he were a well-mannered, talking ape. To her embarrassment, she’d been doing so since the silent prayer before the start of the meal. She’d seen Negroes in social settings before as some of her mother’s friends retained them as exotic butlers, but had never conversed with them. Now, she asked the question that niggled at her mind.

“Are you a freed man, Mr. Moore?”

“Yes. Since I be twenty-eight. I works with Friend Franklin in his harness shop.”

Naomi spoke before her husband seated at the far end of the table could answer. “The Pennsylvania legislature passed the Gradual Abolition Act in 1780, praise be to God. All slaves in this state must be freed once they reach their twenty-eighth year. Already, some of our neighbors in the township have moved back across Mr. Mason’s boundary line to Virginia lest they lose what they call property. More cider, Friend Flora?”

Ruth, the elder daughter, so demure and serene, joined in. “Slavery is against the laws of God and man. The Society of Friends will do all that is possible shy of violence to end this vile servitude.”

“Amen,” piped up little Dorcas.

Flora blinked. If she had spoken so at table before her marriage, she would have been told by her mother to leave the room until she developed better manners. She registered her father’s astonishment as he sat wedged between Naomi’s nearly grown son and Hans Jungblut. Finally, the man of the house got a word into the conversation.

“The Friends regard all men and women as equal before God, and all have equal say.”

Flora clapped her hands, and the Quakers stared. “How wonderful. How absolutely wonderful. I wish Laughlin were here to listen to this.”

“If thee desires to learn more of our practices, thee might come to meeting on First-Day,” Naomi offered.

“My daughter, a nonconformist! Why, she could never give up her furbelows and fancies. A quarter of our wagon is taken up with her boxes,” Lord Rushmore chuckled.

Flora frowned and formed her lips into a pout. Why, her own father treated her as if she’d never left the nursery. True, she hadn’t been out from under his roof for long, and then there had been that tedious period of mourning shut away from the world, but still her opinions should be regarded.

“I would love to learn more of your teachings if women have equity in your religion.”

“We do not regard our beliefs as a religion. We are merely a circle of friends, each seeking the Inner Light.”

“Ahem. How fare the crops this summer?” her papa asked desperately.

Seeing his guest’s discomfort, Friend Franklin, a rugged man with large, calloused hands, his red hair turned a rusty shade with age, immediately launched into a discussion of hay and oats, honey and apples. These supplemented his family’s income along with harness-making. The apple harvest looked to be exceptional, but the weather had been too wet for oats. Of course, that made for better hay. Flora stifled a yawn.

As the evening wore on, she had cause to regret her defiant interest in the Children of Light. While the men sat on the porch and enjoyed their pipes and the mild summer evening, the Quaker women knitted gray shawls for winter by candlelight. Naomi expounded on the tenants of their faith. Flora knew her own nature well enough to understand she could never sit in silence for hours on end waiting for God to whisper something worthy of sharing in her ear. She’d always considered the best part of going to church to be the music, certainly not the long, florid sermons. At least, the Children of Light avoided those.

As for turning the other cheek again and again—while she admired the idea, she knew that, too, was beyond her. When Roddy tormented her as a child, she hadn’t broken into tears but instead, walloped him in the stomach and made him lose his afternoon meal. Shortly after “scalping” little Giles Moncton during a family visit, she’d intervened when her brother tried to force the tearful boy into a barn stall to play a game he obviously liked even less than pretending to be Indians. Roddy had recently shot up in height. Flora, being small for her age, hit low to gain Giles’ freedom and discovered boys were very vulnerable when punched in the soft organs between their legs. Even as Naomi touted passivity as an answer to violence, Flora smiled at the memory and the valuable information she’d gained that day.

“Are thee amused by our beliefs, Friend Flora?”

“No, not all. Very interesting. I should like to repay your hospitality by singing for you.”

Ruth sucked in a breath. “The Friends do not hold with singing or dancing. Both are means of calling attention to thyself.”

Flora cocked her head. “But don’t you do that by dressing unlike others and using such archaic speech?”

“We use the speech of the Bible,” Naomi countered and went on to elaborate.

Flora wondered where Pearce Longleigh slept this evening. The wagon of whores had ground on toward Fort Pitt before he left their party with the Franklins. He would overtake Tilly and Moll somewhere along the way. She’d never once seen him lined up behind their Conestoga, but gentlemen usually made private arrangements. Still, he seemed to have a great deal of self-control, having resisted Chanel earlier in their trip. Pearce might have the makings of a Quaker if he set his mind to it. The Friends welcomed everyone...white, black, or red. She envisioned him in gray, a flat hat on his head. He would still be imposing, very stern and judgmental. She would like to force him to smile ear to ear like the Negro at supper, and she could do that by...

“Friend Flora, thee are flushed. Would thee like to partake of cool water from the spring house? Dorcas, go fetch some. Have thee a fever?”

“No, I am well, but tired from our travels. Perhaps I should retire.”

“The sheeting is clean on both beds. Take whichever thee likes and the girls will share the other. Pleasant dreams, Friend.”

They always were when Pearce Longleigh was a part of them. In her dreams, he worshipped and adored her and never said an unkind word.
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Could any task be more boring than candle making? Her mother ordered them by the dozen for the Rushmore household. They came ready to light in neat bundles. Flora had not given a thought to how candles came into being by dipping a wick over and over into a vat of wax, allowing each coat to dry before repeating the endless process. Song or gossip would have passed the time more pleasantly, but Quakers did neither. Every chair in the Franklin home had been put to use holding the broomsticks hung with pale brown candles smelling vaguely of honey.

Yesterday, she’d help gather eggs and make custards. No creature was more despicable than a chicken. They pecked and flew up in one’s face. The hen house stank of droppings and had to be raked and new straw put down. Certainly, she could have sat like a guest in a chair fanning herself all day, but she’d put on an apron and her shabbiest gown and learned what any fourteen-year-old girl on the frontier already knew. So there, Pearce Longleigh. Her custard under Naomi’s guidance turned out magnificently. If only he’d been here to sample it. Now she gave half an ear to her hostess’s conversation.

“Beeswax candles bring a good price as they neither smoke nor drip like tallow and are long lasting. We set out the hives in the apple orchard each spring, and the bees reward us with their honey and wax. We send all three, apples, honey, and candles, down river for trade and make a tidy profit. All should be well if Spain keeps New Orleans and the Mississippi open for American trade.” Naomi’s speeches were always edifying.

“Very enterprising of you.” The Quakers had nothing against profit in their doctrine, Flora noticed. Yet, she did admire Naomi’s knowledge of business.

“There now, nearly done. We needed to finish the dipping before the day became too hot. Friend Flora, would thee enjoy an outing to Redstone Old Forts, the formations for which our town was named, until Mr. Brown deemed otherwise?”

Flora brightened at the thought of getting out of the stuffy house. The somber Quaker girls livened, too.

“We could take a picnic basket and have our meal on the mounds,” Ruth suggested.

Much as she wanted to go, Flora had to consider passing through that raw town full of river men with only pacifist women for protection. “My father and Herr Jungblut have gone to secure a keelboat. We should wait for them to go along.”

“I will ask my husband to spare Caleb for the afternoon, since all of thee have worked so hard. We will take thy father and brother’s meal to the shop and go upon our way from there. Ruth and Dorcas, hitch the wagon. Forget not thine bonnets.”

Yes, the Quakers were industrious people. Flora believed she had never known an excursion to be assembled so quickly without the aid of servants and lists and numerous carriages. By the time Naomi had filled the hampers, her daughters had harnessed an old mare, black but graying around the muzzle, to the wagon and brought it round. Flora barely had the time to adjust her large hat with the black-sprigged veil and find her mitts to cover her pale hands before they were ready to leave.

They whisked Caleb from his labors at the harness shop and handed him the reins. The Quaker women settled in the back of the wagon with their skirts spread modestly over an old quilt. Naomi insisted Flora ride with the driver to spare her lavender gown. They made a sight that turned heads in Brownsville, a darkie driving three Quakers with faces obscured by their deep, gray bonnets and a lady who looked like she’d stepped out of General Washington’s parlor. Eyes followed them. Flora slanted her sunshade to block the stares. Once through the town and over some rickety bridges, she began to enjoy herself. The fresh air, the open road,  were a pleasure after dipping candles all morning.

They came to rest by some curious hillocks not far from a slash of red stone embedded in more common rocks. Small trees grew on some of the mounds. They climbed one that offered a view of the surrounding countryside.

“It’s said these are Indian forts, but I’ve never known the red men to build other than a log palisade. How did they raise up these mounds, I wonder?” Naomi questioned as she set out the food.

“Some say the Lost Tribes of Israel built them,” Ruth said, handing the mustard pot to Caleb.

Flora added what she thought about their origins. “Laughlin, the viscount, told me ancient tribes created the rises as sacred places. The Ohio Territory abounds with them, some much larger than these. One is shaped like a great serpent. He saw them as a boy when he lived among the Shawnee. I hope to see them, too.”

“I hope thee do not! Our red brethren can be very unpredictable, and the Ohio Territory is still unsettled and dangerous. Pass the loaf, please.” Naomi added butter from a crock to a piece of her own good wheaten bread.

“I think the viscount could protect thee from the Indians,” little Dorcas said, her round, blue eyes shining. “With the sword he carries and his rifle. Swish, Boom!” She very nearly upset the cider jug.

“Child, we abhor violence. God’s will be done,” her mother reprimanded.

“Yes, Mama. May I have my dried apple tart now?

“Finish that large piece of ham thee desired so much first. Waste not, want not.”

“Perhaps this hill is a tomb like the pyramids of Egypt,” Flora offered. She dabbed mustard on her wedge of Dutch cheese.

“Then we sit on dead men’s bones!” Dorcas shrieked, more to hear her own voice than out of fear.

“The dead will not hurt thee, child. Churchyards are among the most peaceful of places. No need to call attention to thyself by shouting.” Naomi began packing the remains of the picnic.

Replete with plain but wholesome food, Flora wished she could stretch out in the sun and nap. Instead, she heeded her mother’s advice to take a walk after meals in order to retain her figure, not that Mama had ever done so.

“I believe I will stroll in the shade. Would anyone care to accompany me?”

Dorcas shot up. Ruth nodded. They made their way down one side of the slope while Naomi and Caleb shook and folded the quilt and filled the hampers with leftovers.

The girls made their way toward a stream along a narrow path overhung with trees.

“We could go wading. There are none to see our limbs,” Dorcas suggested.

“It’s certainly hot enough. Yes, I would enjoy that.”

Flora selected a flat rock, sat, and peeled off her white silk stockings and buckled shoes. The Quaker girls divested themselves of plain cotton hose and less dainty footwear. Tucking up their skirts, they waded in, wiggling their toes among the slick pebbles. Dorcas bent down and splashed her sister, who retaliated immediately. Flora, unable to resist the play, surprised both of them by sending a shower their way. They chased each other and laughed. Bushes rustled by the edge of the water. The Quaker girls stopped in their tracks.

“Could be a deer,” whispered Dorcas.

“Not with all the noise thee has been making,” Ruth said. “Hope ‘tis not a bear.”

A large shape rose up from the shrubs. A smaller one followed. Not a bear and a cub, but a pair of teamsters, the larger one still showing the marks of a beating and a broken nose.

“How-de-do, ladies,” the smaller one said.

“Good day, Friends,” Ruth murmured, letting her gray skirts drop into the water.

“Mr. Samuel, Mr. Toller, fancy meeting you here,” Flora replied.

“Come on over here and greet yer old friends, Lady Flora,” Sammy snarled, a mean light in his pale eyes.

“Please, if you would move off a pace or two and allow us to put on our stockings for modesty’s sake, then I would be happy to speak with you.”

“You weren’t tho modest on the road, always tempting a man, pranthing around in your fanthy duds, riding that pony up and down the line, thinging out in public like an opry-dancer. Where ith your Injun lover now? Gone off and left you? Well, those whores have moved on, too. No matter. We can have uth some fun together and most likely your pappy will still pay to geth you back.”

Toller would have been more frightening if the loss of his front teeth hadn’t caused him to lisp. Dorcas giggled, but Ruth drew her sister near and enfolded the child in her arms.

“Let the girls go, Mr. Toller, and I will come out and talk to you.”

“Oh, we’ll do more’n talk. These’n can take a methage back. We want that wagon load ‘o goods and a hundert dollars hard cash brought here to the mounds tonight. Your pappy better come alone without the German. He leaves the wagon and money and rides back alone. Next morning after we get clear, we let your ladythip walk back to town. I wonder if your lover will still want you with your nose smathed in and your teeth mithing.”

“You don’t give me much incentive to come out, Mr. Toller. Girls, run along. Deliver the message.”

“We should not leave thee in thy time of trial, Friend Flora.” Ruth’s voice quavered.

“Go, I say.”

The Quakers climbed out of the creek and skirted by the men. Sammy drew out a large knife and made a fake feint, sending them running barefooted and squeaking into the woods. He chuckled and beckoned to Flora.

“Come on out and ride my pony, dearie.”

Toller, growing impatient, drew a pistol from his large coat pocket. “Move,” he ordered.

The gun wavered in his hands. Flora’s heart thudded so hard in her chest she wondered if the two men could see it beating. The girls were safe. Now, she bargained for her own life and health.

“Why Mr. Toller, I believe you have been drinking. You might want to reconsider this deed. If you shoot me now, you gain nothing. You will hang for kidnapping as well. Please reconsider and go peacefully on your way.” She edged toward the far side of the stream.

“Ain’t no law round here, none of yer sheriffs and magistrates. This ain’t London nor Philadelphia, neither. As for being drunk, we done took our payment in whiskey for the haul back. Had to sample the wares, make sure they was up to snuff, eh, Toller.”

“Get out.” Toller aimed his weapon, but still it wavered up and down. “I got to come in there and wet my boots, you’ll be thorry.”

Flora backed some more and prayed the man would be an inaccurate shot. Suddenly, she lost her footing on a slimy rock more slanted than the rest and went bottom up as a ball of shot whizzed through the crown of her hat. She struggled to rise from a mass of sodden petticoats as Toller charged into the stream splashing up water like an angry buffalo. He yanked her up by hat and veil. Pins gave way, and she floundered into the water again.

Being a large man like Longleigh, Toller reached down, scooped her up with a brawny arm around her waist, and tucked her against his side for the wade out, keeping his weapon high and dry in the other hand. And like most men, he underestimated her strength and resolve. She wasted no time beating against his broad chest with her small hands. Instead she made the hardest fist she could and struck his privates, a blow twice as hard as the one she’d given Roddy years ago.

Toller’s pistol dropped into the water as the big man went to his knees. She struggled free, and raising her sodden skirts, kicked him in the face so hard the blow left her toes tingling. Yes, all that riding had strengthened her thighs. Her adversary jerked backwards, hitting his head on the same sharp rock that had caused her fall. The rushing water flooded into his open mouth as he lay still. She’d felled Goliath, but what of his companion?

Flora turned toward the bank where Mr. Samuel stood brandishing the knife that seemed too big for him. He knew her tricks and would beware. Behind him, motion. From out of the woods streaked a small, gray blur with bonnet swung back and red pigtails bent forward on her shoulders like the horns of a goat. Dorcas butted Sammy into the water. Unfortunately, her momentum carried her over the edge as well. Quicker than the bulky Toller, the wiry teamster found his footing and grasped the child by her braids before she could scramble away. His knife at her throat, he held his prey up by her hair as if she were a rabbit ready for slaughter.

“Give up, Florrie. You and me can await the ransom together. I’ll not mark ye like Toller would have.”

“Release the child.”

Instead, Samuel dangled the girl in the air, allowing only her tiptoes to touch bottom. Dorcas flailed, to no purpose. “Come to ole Sammy first.”

“I shall meet you half way.” Regretting she had not scooped up a rock to fling in his face when she fell in the water, Flora took one step forward.

Sammy grinned, showing his blackened teeth, and wrinkled his nose like a man smelling the sweet scent of victory. The same expression remained on his face after the blast that sent a bullet through the back of his head and out of his temple. He stood for a moment wearing a mask of gore, then fell face down into the creek, taking Dorcas with him. The girl, blue eyes wide and shocked, freed herself. Flora waded toward her, all the while searching the woods for their savior. They struggled up the bank in their soaked clothes.

He emerged from the forest, a darker shadow parting from shadows, a woodsman clad in a belted, buckskin hunting coat and fringed leggings, moccasins on his feet, and a fur cap topping his head. The tip of his long rifle still smoked from the shot.

“Sir, I do not know how to thank you for my deliverance, but my father will see you are rewarded.”

Eyes dark as caves travelled down the length of the wet gown plastered across her breasts and between her legs. Flora was only too aware the chill of the water had puckered her nipples tight as raspberries. Had she escaped one ill fate only to walk into another? Grinning as wide as she’d once imagined she could make him, the woodsman stepped into full sunlight.

“Laughlin!” Why, the man changed roles like an actor: first the exquisite of the ballroom, then the lightly powdered viscount sitting in her father’s library, that image superseded by the English country gentleman he’d affected aboard ship and on the road. Now, he stood before her the perfect frontier hero, the famous Daniel Boone come again.

“It’s the viscount! I mean Friend Longleigh.” Dorcas scampered away and hugged him around the waist. He patted her wet and stringy red hair.

Flora wished she could embrace him also, but most likely, he would simply pat her bedraggled curls as well. A moment like this called for a long, drawn out kiss that could be forgiven considering the circumstances. Her lips parted. She stepped toward him.

He looked into her eyes and said, “A lucky thing I thought to join your excursion. I will say, you were giving a good account of yourself, much like a spirited terrier, when I arrived, Lady Flora.”

Longleigh dressed the part of a woodsman, but he still spoke like an arrogant English lord, all clipped syllables and coldness.

“A terrier!” She shook her wet mass of curls and sent droplets flying. “You might have called out ‘unhand her’ or the like to let me know I was rescued and spared me the trouble.”

“At that point, you were not. While you wallowed with Toller, I could not draw a good bead on the man. I’d have taken out Samuel if this little Fury hadn’t rushed by my hiding place and shoved him in the river.”

He squeezed some water from Dorcas’s braids and gave her another pat. The girl gazed up at him with adoration. Flora hoped she’d wiped the same expression off her face with tart comments. Longleigh gently disengaged the child, who still clung to his side, and walked right past her. He entered the water, first throwing the knife up on the shore and pulling out Samuel, then wading in for Toller. He retrieved the pistol from the water and laid it on the man’s chest. Plucking up Flora’s hat snagged on a nearby rock, he covered Toller’s face with the soggy mass of veils and dragged the heavier burden up the bank.

“No sense in polluting the water with their carcasses. Your hat, Lady Flora.” He presented it with a bow and a flourish that made Dorcas sigh.

“It is entirely ruined. The veil is rent in several places, and see this.”

Flora wriggled two fingers through a hole in the crown. Throwing her bonnet down, she took up the knife and squatted by Sammy in a most unladylike manner. Ignoring the blood, she sawed off the ratty, braided queue flopping over his shoulder and held it up triumphantly.

“What, may I ask, are you doing?”

“Scalping him.”

“Because he ruined your hat?”

“No. Because he was a thorough scoundrel.”

“That is not how a person is scalped.”

“I know. You may show me your technique on the other one.”

“Certainly not. A child is present. Gather yourself. The others are coming.”

Caleb, Naomi, and Ruth rushed from the dark of the woods. Caleb carried a stout tree limb, while Naomi carried the quilt. Flora concealed her trophy in the wet folds of her gown.

Naomi went at once to her daughter. “Child, thee are soaked through. Have thee any injuries?”

“No, Mama.” Unable to meet her mother’s eyes, Dorcas gazed down at her bare toes as the quilt settled around her shoulders.

“Oh, she was quite the heroine,” Flora said, about to go on with the story until she saw the slight shake of the girl’s head. “The main thing is we are all safe and well.”

Caleb prodded the corpses with his stick. “Not these’n. I’ll unhitch the mare and bring her round to tote the bodies.”

“Leave them for the wolves,” Pearce said.

“Now, Friend Longleigh, all men deserve a decent burial. Pity they never saw the Light. Friend Flora, I regret I have only one quilt to offer.” Naomi eyed her in a strange way.

“I will dry in the sun. No need to worry. I am sturdier than I seem,” Flora assured her.

“If you must take them back for burial, use my horse to save the time unhitching. He’s up to the job and never falters. You shall have your wish, Madam.” Pearce gave the Quaker woman a slight bow, and Dorcas giggled to see her mama treated like a fine lady.

“You must call me Naomi.”

“Then I would feel privileged if you would call me Pearce.” He turned to where Flora, eyes cast down, examined her hat again. “And might I address you as Flora?”

“No.” Feeling sulky because he’d been so gracious to Naomi but only made mock of her, she gathered her shoes and stockings and went behind a boulder to put them on. The girls did likewise.

“Thee are much changed in thy dress, Pearce,” Dorcas remarked.

“I traded some good linen shirts at Fort Pitt for more appropriate frontier attire.”

Coming from behind the rock, Flora overheard. So, he had traded the carefully mended shirt for buckskins and now it rode upon other broad shoulders. Still surly, she stalked to his side.

“What is that you wear upon your head? It resembles a small, furry animal,” she mocked. Of course, she’d seen such caps on the heads of other woodsmen, but he’d so often smirked at her hats and veils that she felt what was good for the goose was good for the gander.

“So it was before meeting its fate. This is a coonskin cap to keep off the sun and rain and warm the neck.” He flicked the ringed-tail dangling from the back of the hat. “It is no more ridiculous than many of your chapeaux.” He shot a glance at her extravagant, ruined hat.

“Not one of those charming little creatures that came to our camps to scavenge for scraps?” She let her dismay show and should have known better.

“Here they are considered varmints. People eat them and wear them. You do realize that even ermine is only a weasel?”

“I’ve never worn ermine, Laughlin. I see you were in need of a big, new weapon as well.”

He’d been fondling the long-barreled gun with pride, almost affection. “A Kentucky rifle. Awkward on horseback, but nothing more accurate with longer range on the hunt, a good two hundred yards in the right hands—for which you should be very glad. We shall soon put aside our mounts to go on the river. Fresh meat along the way will be welcome.”

Naomi cleared her throat. “While I do not approve of instruments of violence, I believe that is called a Pennsylvania rifle.”

“Depends on whom you ask,” Pearce agreed. “Whichever, this is the best weapon in both states.”

Caleb returned with the huge, black horse. The men hoisted the bodies onto his wide back. Naomi gathered her children and shooed them forward. Flora fell into line, and Longleigh brought up the rear. Soon, he walked by her side with that ridiculously long gun of his slung over his shoulder.

“Where have you hidden your grisly souvenir? Naomi will be upset if she sees it,” he whispered.

“None of your business. She will not see it. I’ll put it in the locked box with the others.”

“You have others? “

“Not scalps really, but a good collection of braids and of course, Moncton’s childish queue. After Miss Wimple’s nerves gave way, my parents pensioned off the governess and sent me to a ladies’ academy to polish my manners and accomplishments. The older girls ridiculed my small stature and unruly curls, so I crept from my room in the night and sliced off their braids. Very heavy sleepers, some of them. My classmates were all agog thinking some man had climbed through our dormers and done them mischief. But alas, the final one slept lightly. I was caught braid in hand and put on bread and water in a very cold chamber until I promised to scalp no more. They wanted the braids back to make hairpieces for the shorn students, but I said I’d thrown them in the privy.”

“What a bloodthirsty little creature you are. You’ve kept those braids and hauled them to America?”

Ah, she had astounded him. “Yes, I did not want Mama to come across them while I was gone. They take up very little room in one of my boxes. So, you see, I am fierce and able to endure privation.”

“A ladies’ academy would hardy let an earl’s daughter starve.”

“You cannot give me credit for anything! I want you to know I’ve learned to make candles in your absence and a very good custard, too.”

“We won’t have the makings for custard or candles on the river. You should stay behind and enhance your domesticity with Naomi while we are gone.”

“Practice being a housewife while the men have all the fun sailing along, hunting, fishing, and probably whoring when you get the chance!”

Up ahead, Naomi clapped her hands over Dorcas’ ears. Pearce let out a single deep, “Ha,” and she stormed ahead of him to join the women.

Back at the mounds, Caleb laid out the bodies in the wagon bed and wiped down Pearce’s horse and saddle of blood and water with the quilt. He waited patiently while the others figured out how to get everyone home again.

“Here, the girls can ride before and behind me on Black Jack. Naomi, allow me to help you up beside your driver.” Pearce Longleigh ordered everyone about again.

“And where shall I sit, Laughlin?” Flora asked with an edge to her voice.

“Why, with the dead, Lady Flora, since you are fearless. First, put on my coat.”

“No thank you. I am drying out quite well.”

“Have you any idea how you appear?”

“I suppose my hair has frizzled to twice its normal size and of course, I have no hat.” She regarded the misshapen felt in her hands. “I might be able to save the veil by stitching it together with an ornamental pattern.”

“Not your hair or hat. Your gown.” Again, he looked her up and down.

Her wet skirt and petticoats still clung to her legs. She fluffed her skirts, turned back toward the dead and attempted to pull up her bodice. The gauze scarf she’d used to cover her bosom had drifted away during the fray. She stood within a half inch of exposure. The damp material refused to budge. She tugged harder and heard a small ripping sound. Longleigh’s heavy hunting jacket settled on her shoulders. Giving up, she poked her arms into its long sleeves and drew it around her. It held his warmth, his scent of good soap, and the smell of new leather.

“Will you set me into the wagon, Laughlin?”

“My pleasure, Lady Flora.”

He lifted her with ease over the side and placed her in a corner out of contact with the bodies already beginning to draw flies. She acknowledged his help with a nod and went to work plumping her hat, sitting it on her head, and lowering its tattered veil to keep the insects off.

Pearce mounted his horse and settled Dorcas to the front of him and Ruth to the rear. Both Quaker girls seemed immensely pleased with their transportation—as they should be. They rested against Longleigh’s broad chest and back, with Dorcas between those strong arms that had raised her up as if she were an autumn leaf in the breeze. They did not have to swat flies all the way home.

That long rifle of his rested in a sling across his back and kept knocking against Ruth, who was nearly of marriageable age, probably already was, out here on the frontier. For all his pride in the weapon and the bedazzled look on Ruth’s face, he might as well have been wearing it between his legs.

For shame, Flora Everton, to be jealous of young girls, Quakers at that, she chided herself. Only one small detail gave her pleasure and hope. She’d noted the shirt he wore beneath the hunting jacket had fine pleats down the back created by her own hands. He hadn’t traded it away. But perhaps, no one wanted a mended shirt.
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Flora sat as near to the open window as she could decently get and pretended to enjoy the slight breeze and employ the last of the summer evening light. Eavesdropping again, her mother would say. The Quaker women knitted socks tonight after one of Naomi’s hearty suppers. She mended her veil with a pretty chain stitch done in black thread that Dorcas begged to learn, but her mother said the girl had no need of it to live a plain and simple life. Flora strained to hear the men talking out on the porch.

If only more words would drift her way, like the sweet smell of their pipe tobacco and the scent of whiskey passed round in a stout jug. She observed that even Friend Franklin took his turn when the brown vessel came round, and handed it in turn to Caleb Moore, who drank and offered the jug to Pearce. He took it without hesitation. Her father wiped the mouth clean on his cuff before imbibing. Hans Jungblut took two great gulps and set the whiskey aside. They returned to drawing on their long, clay pipes. Would they ever say anything of importance?

Pearce broke the brotherly silence. “We should leave Lady Flora here for her own good.”

“After today, I’d hardly call Brownsville a safe place. Besides, you are the one who said the presence of a woman would indicate to the savages that we come in peace,” her father answered in his high, thin voice.

“I’ve changed my mind. The Ohio Territory is too dangerous, and a single young woman on a keelboat full of rough men is inadvisable.”

“Come now, we will be there to protect her. I did promise her an adventure before she settles down to marriage again. Francis was not a good match for her. Flora has too much spirit. Yet, she married the man I chose to help our finances, God bless her family loyalty. Pity she is my daughter and not my son, as I’ve often said.”

Jungblut spoke up. “She could return to Baltimore mit me and stay by meine Frau in Baltimore. I haf a lucky trip. The township will take mein offer for Toller’s team und wagon. I go back mit two loads of hides, whiskey, Friend Franklin’s beeswax candles and honey, and still I haf the McDonalds’ rig on my way to take in Cumberland. Caleb, you think I can hire on some free Negers as drivers?”

“Mos’ likely. Once you free, no one wants to hire you ‘cept the Quakers. They good people.”

“Gut. My business grows. Soon I will haf my farm in the Oley Valley.”

Flora leaned closer to the open window. No, no, no! Do not talk about trade and freedmen. She was their subject. By the tightness of Longleigh’s shoulders, she did not think he wanted her to go with Hans.

“The return trip is long and arduous. She would be better left here in this godly community,” he said in his deep voice, as if he were the family patriarch instead of her father.

Then Naomi had to pipe up. “Friend Flora, thy head is almost out the window. If thee is stifling, we could sit on the back porch.”

“I am fine. And please call me Flora. I should have said so earlier. I owe you a great deal.”

“Yet thee deny the same address to Pearce to whom thee owes thy life. Thee are like steel and flint drawing sparks and would make a wonderfully warm fire together.”

“Mama!” Ruth exclaimed.

“The day will come when thee will know the joy of a true match, daughter, and it is better warm than cold.”

“Explain to us, Mama,” Dorcas said as she finished a perfectly knit sock and dropped it into a basket.

“When thee are older.”

“Thee always says that!”

Flora hurried to turn the conversation. “Naomi, I want to give Dorcas my little mare for helping to save...” Again that slight shake of the head from the child. “Because I want the animal to have a good home. She has served me well, and I suspect Quakers neither beat their animals nor their children.”

“’Tis true. We do not believe in violence of any kind—though in some circumstances if thy Inner Light tells one to act, one must, perhaps to save a life. We will see your horse has a good home.”

Absolved of her guilt for the head butt, Dorcas brightened. “What is your mare’s name?”

“I call her Lady Stockings.”

“On a Quaker farm, she must lose her title, I fear, and become simply Stockings.”

They laughed at Naomi’s gentle humor. Their needles began to clack again. These women had a great capacity for silence, thank heaven. Flora made sure her head did not hang over the sill and strained to hear the conversation on the porch again.

“A deal, Jungblut. Black Jack is a stolid animal and spooks at nothing. He would make a good lead in a team. I took my temper out on him a time or two, yet he never sought to throw me. I’ve seen the way you treat your horses and know he will live a long and useful life in your hands.”

Oh, Pearce had named his short term mount as well and sold him to Hans. Something they had in common, a love of animals.

“Any of you interested in my gelding?” her father said. “We have no use for him once we get on the keelboat.”

“If’n I can meet your price, I might be tempted,” Caleb Moore answered.

They were horse trading! What about her? Caleb and her father clinched the deal after a bit of dickering.

“We embark in seven days, and I must have the use of the animal until then. I say, I had more trouble obtaining a boat and crew than I figured. The water is too low in summer, they say. We will have to tow the vessel over the sandbars. The crops aren’t ripe, and the pigs not ready to slaughter for salt pork and lard. If they cannot transport whiskey to make the trip worth their while, they are not interested,” the earl continued.

“No whiskey!” Longleigh boomed out. “The trip is dangerous enough without tempting the tribes. Nothing but personal weapons and guns needed to hunt and just enough spirits for the use of the crew.”

“So I told them. They balked at putting up a partition in the cabin for the sake of Flora’s modesty, but I insisted. You and I shall have the bunks right next to it. When reason did not work with them, your father’s coin did. They rarely see hard cash on the frontier. All will be well, Laughlin. You shall see.”

Flora sank back in her chair. She’d heard all she needed to for the moment. She was going to have her adventure, thanks to her father, and not at all to Pearce Longleigh.

~ * ~
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CALEB AND THE FRANKLIN family came to see the expedition off. Hans Jungblut stayed long enough to watch the keelboat being pushed into the current of the Monongahela, then waved to his former passengers and turned his wagon back toward Cumberland. Toller’s rig, guided by two freed black men, followed. Flora stood in the stern near the tillerman’s high perch and waved her lacy handkerchief until her friends fell out of sight. Then, she went to sit in the bow near the British flag her father insisted upon to show the Indians their allies manned the boat. He’d had to add a bribe for this to be acceptable to the American boatmen.

The keelboat’s poles were put away and the oars taken up. By noon, their craft came upon Fort Pitt, where the Allegheny rushed from the north to form the large and lazy Ohio River. The added volume of green water shot their craft forward with an explosion of spray and for a while their group made excellent progress. Well shaded by her straw hat and veils, Flora sat with the two men who would be her company at least as far as the settlement of Louisville, where the boat would shoot the rapids and the English would start home overland.

Geoffrey Webster, the surveyor, proved to be a jolly man who nipped at a private flask with great frequency. Tippling created his rosy cheeks and red nose, and probably contributed to his distended belly. He dressed as a gentleman, no buckskins for him. Rather than lodge with the Quakers, he’d stayed at a large tavern with beds to let on the second floor and drams of liquor, cards, and dice for amusements on the first.

There he met the Reverend Ewell Paulsen, a Methodist preacher, who tried to convince him of the evils of drink, but eventually accepted a mug of cider and begged for a space on the keelboat so he might spread the word of the Lord to the Ohio savages. The reverend dressed all in black save for a plain, white neckcloth. He wore a flat hat much like the Quakers, but beneath its brim burned the deepset, glowing eyes of a fanatic. He had no spare flesh on his frame, as if zeal for the Lord had melted off all his fat to make candles for the Light.

Saying the man would only aggravate the natives, Longleigh hadn’t wanted to take the minister along on the voyage. Her father intervened. “How can you deny a man of the cloth, Laughlin? He will provide us with Sunday worship and make proper company for Flora.” Truthfully, of her two educated companions, she preferred the jovial drunkard.

As for the crew, they seemed one of a kind, with their arms made brawny by poling and paddling and their teeth browned by chewing tobacco, easily spit over the side as they worked. They grinned out of nests of bushy beard and wore bright calico shirts and limp felt hats that shaded their faces. Each and every one of them treated her with scrupulous courtesy and addressed her as Lady Flora. She suspected Longleigh had been at them, since a few sported fresh bruises and cuts, and he wore gloves over possibly bruised knuckles. She did not inquire.

The voyage was as pleasant as a punt down the Avon until they hit the first sand bar with a jolt. Until then, she’d been gazing over the side into the clear waters where strange fishes, pike and bass, sturgeon and enormous catfish, swam. Mr. Webster identified them for her until her father and he dozed off, put to sleep by the drone of Reverend Paulsen reading the Bible aloud.

The set poles failed to move their craft, and the hawsers were broken out to set up a towline. The boatmen began to strip off their shirts in preparation for heavy labor in the late afternoon heat. Pearce Longleigh, evading the Bible lessons by lounging in the stern, jumped over the side and prepared to do the same. Her father and the preacher shooed her into the cabin.

“Lest the sight of so much manly flesh enflame your unclean thoughts,” Reverend Paulsen intoned.

Her father took exception. “My daughter is pure, almost nearly virginal, and simply should not be exposed to such sights.”

Flora soon found a knothole just the right size for her eye. The reverend had gotten closer to the truth. She watched Longleigh strain at the ropes along with the rest of the crew. All of them were burned brown to the waist. She preferred the viscount’s burnished red skin. A sheen of sweat made it all the more attractive. Muscles bunched, he strained at the rope like one of Herr Jungblut’s Percheron horses. Who knew where her thoughts might have gone next if the keelboat had not jerked free, sending her sprawling against the cargo with a thud.

“Are you all right in there, Flora?” her father called.

“Yes, Papa. The sudden motion unseated me. May I come out now? It’s very close in here.”

“Umm, not yet. The men have decided to wash off after their exertions.”

She flew to the knothole again. They’d tethered the boat to the shore and thrown their trousers over the side. Too bad the side of the ship blocked most of her view. She caught a glimpse of white buttock, not Pearce. Then, taller and broader than the rest, he came into view, or at least his backside did. As shapely and well muscled as Michelangelo’s David, she thought, but with none of the pretty boy about him. Turn round, turn round. Let me see more. And briefly, she did, before he waded in deeper and went from view.

Her heart pounded almost as hard as it had when Toller attacked her. Who would have thought there could be so much difference among mens’ organs? Francis had possessed a slim white stalk never aroused, but the viscount’s manhood grew as long and thick and beautifully colored as the rest of him. Dear heart, she must sit down and fan herself. She perched on a small keg of gunpowder and hoped she wouldn’t set it afire with the heat of her body.

“You may come out now, child. All are decently clothed again. It seems they mean to spend the night here after their mighty labor.”

Flora, fanning briskly, returned to their company. Reverend Paulsen set his fanatical eyes upon her and proclaimed, “Heed the story of Susannah and the Elders.”

Had he noticed the light of her eye at the knothole? She gave him a very pleasant smile as best as she could manage and said, “I believe the Elders were watching Susannah bathe and not the other way around.”

“True, entirely true, my dear lady,” Mr. Webster agreed, awakened by the bump of the boat coming free. “But what a story it would have made had it been the other way away.”

“Blasphemy!” Paulsen said with a little hiss in his voice.

Had both noticed her spying on the naked men? Thank heaven her father had been seated with his back to her peep hole. He knew her habits only too well.

~ * ~
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THUS ENDED THEIR FIRST day on the river. Pearce lay in his bunk, his head resting against the partition that closeted Lady Flora. He swore he could hear her light breathing, though he had personally inspected the inner wall to make certain all chinks and knotholes were caulked. Still, they had left a few inches open at the very top for ventilation. Her father had cushioned her bower and placed a veil of insect netting hung from a ring on the ceiling for her comfort. A lidded porcelain chamber pot adorned with a pattern of chrysanthemums sat in one corner for her exclusive use. He wondered if Flora would empty it herself or ask one of the men to do it for her.

To give the little woman credit, she had offered to fetch water and gather wood as the boatmen set up camp. But, he’d played the bully again and insisted she sit on a deer hide tossed over a log and let the hired help do the work.

“Venomous serpents hide in the woodpiles. If you should wander off, a lurking Indian could seize you without making a sound and have you downriver in a canoe before any of us noticed.”

“I am sure you would rescue me,” she’d answered, her gray eyes so large and trusting, damn them.

“Stay here in the light of the fire. If you must answer the call of nature, use the pot within your chamber.”

That last statement had brought a little color to her cheeks. She’d folded her arms across that attractive full bosom and proclaimed, “Tomorrow morning, I shall make breakfast from the stores on the boat. I can, you know. I will not be a burden.”

“You already are.” He’d turned away from her hurt expression.

At least, the boatmen had given no trouble. The night before their departure, he had gone into town to make sure the crew knew the protocol. They were to address her as Lady Flora and serve her with scrupulous courtesy. He bested their captain, Big Red Nulty, in a wrestling match brought on by an inference that Flora was the same below the waist as most women and should do her part to keep the crew happy. After that, he’d used his sword to disarm two of the keelboat men in a knife fight because they had objections to working for a Red Englishman. In the end, he paid for several rounds of drinks and all was well.

Tonight, they had presented Flora her stew and bread as if she were a royal princess, all the while keeping one eye on him. All that effort and she’d undone it by asking each their names, if they had wives and children, and promising them a hot meal in the morning before their journey continued. What was he to do with her?

He tossed in his bed and tried to attribute his restlessness to the mosquitoes buzzing around his netting. They’d lit two smudge fires to keep the bloodsuckers off, but still the insects swarmed. The boatmen with skin as tough as buffalo hide slept out on the cooler deck. The heat kept him up of course, and the worry.

Rushmore insisted on camping on the Ohio side of the river where he wanted to situate his port and settlement before the final treaty was signed and other settlers flocked to the region. The smoke of their fires would alert any Indian hunting parties in the area. They’d set guards, naturally, and he’d made sure to announce at Fort Pitt their boat carried no extra firearms or whiskey. He left it to the Indian grapevine to spread the word. If they moved along each day, their group should be secure. When Rushmore settled on a site and Mr. Webster began measuring, then he expected trouble.

Trouble. Double damn it. They carried a greater prize than all the rest, the golden curls of Flora Everton Hyde-Smythe. He should have relieved himself at the fort, but the Delaware squaws who spread their legs for whiskey and trinkets appeared so diseased and defeated he’d had no taste for them. What Moll and Tilly offered was not much better, and so he’d abstained.

Across from him, Rushmore emitted a high, nasal whine at each breath. The preacher murmured prayers even in his dreams while the surveyor slept heavily like most tipplers. He should take himself in hand and be done with it—but what if Flora heard? Would she recognize the groan of a man gaining his release? Had she ever taken a man’s privates in her pretty, white hands, kissed the heavy head with her pink lips? Of course not. He had no choice but to roll over on his erection and smother it like an unwanted baby.
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Flora gave the mush another stir with her long wooden spoon. She’d sifted the corn meal and flour through her fingers into the boiling water to prevent lumps, just as Judith had shown her, and added a liberal pinch of salt to make the bland dish more savory. When she filled the bowls, she planned to offer a dollop of honey from the crock given to her by Naomi Franklin. The pones sizzled in the grease left over from the rashers of bacon set to one side in two enormous iron skillets. Carefully, she turned them over.

If only Pearce Longleigh had stayed long enough to see her expertise. But no, he’d skulked off in a dark mood with his long rifle to seek game before she’d even begun her preparations. The mosquitoes had kept him awake, no doubt. He’d tossed, his big body banging against the partition that kept them apart and awakened her more than once. For all that he was a native, he’d slept in featherbedded comfort for many a year. That would account for his temper.

Despite Longleigh’s warnings, she had no trouble with the boatmen. They were darlings who competed to bring her water and build the fire. One had made coffee in a large kettle, and she would have her tea brewed in her round, brown pot. A light breeze kept the insects off and made for a very pleasant summer morning. A flock of mallards who had roosted on the sand bar for the night paddled and dabbled in the river, their curly tail feathers raised in the air, a charming sight altogether. She wondered if she could lure them closer with bits of pone.

Wrapping the handle in a rag, she started to lift the heavy skillet aside to see if the cornbread was done. One of the crew raced forward to assist her. She gave him a brilliant smile for his help and offered him the first loaf. He batted it from hand to hand until it cooled enough to eat, bit in, and pronounced it “good as my woman makes.” She forked one into the rag and wandered down to the river to feed the ducks. Off in the distance, a shot fired disturbed the flock for a moment. She wondered if Pearce had killed his quarry.

Flora broke the pone and watched the steam rise from its center. Suddenly hungering, she nibbled one half of her bread and crumbled the rest to cast unto the waters. Curious, a few ducks swam nearer and ate the crumbs. More joined them, competing noisily for the food. She smiled at their eagerness.

An explosion rocked her back on her heels. From the bow of the keelboat, Big Red Nulty rushed to load his musket with shot again before the flock flew out of range. Other boatmen waded into the water to gather the dead birds and wring the necks of the wounded before they drifted away. Another blast brought more fowl raining from the sky.

“Good job, Lady Flora, bringing the ducks in that a way,” Nulty called to her. “You can pluck ‘em this afternoon, and we’ll roast duck for our supper.”

She was no stranger to dead ducks, her parents had them hanging in the larder all the time. She watched as the men piled the game at her feet right on top of the pone she’d dropped at the first shot. To think she had been feeding those birds just before their slaughter. Dismayed, she backed away, turned, and saw her porridge pot smoldering.

Flora raced to save the mush now so thick she could barely move the spoon. Kind hands lifted the cauldron from the fire for her. Without saying a word, the men lined up with their bowls and accepted what she dished out. When all had their portion, she offered the honey crock. The diners accepted gratefully. As they raised their spoons, a huge creature breathing hard as a wild bull crashed through the brush edging the camp. The men dropped their bowls and went for their weapons, but ‘twas only Pearce Longleigh with his rifle in one hand, and a large knife Flora recognized as Sammy’s, in the other.

“I heard two shots and thought you were under attack.”

“Ach, no. Lady Flora baited some ducks for us, and we’ll roast the lot this evening,” Red Nulty said. “Sit and have some breakfast, man.”

“I left a buck behind without hanging it. The beasts will be at it if I do not return at once.”

“See, the men have saved some rashers and bread for you, and the pot still has a bit of mush.” Flora pointed to a skillet where one corn pone and a bit of bacon lay in congealing grease. She scraped the cauldron and brought up black bits with the gruel. Covering the mess liberally with honey, she offered Peace the food cooked by her own hands.

“No, thank you. I must be going.”

Flora placed one hand on her hip and thrust the wooden bowl into his hand. “Eat it! The honey might sweeten your mood.”

Pearce squatted down in his buckskins, took up a spoon dropped by another man and finished off the dish in half a dozen large gulps. Not bothering to draw out a handkerchief, he licked the honey from his lips as she watched.

“Satisfied?” He stood up gracefully and poked the empty bowl her way.

Watching his fluid rise, his lips still moist and most likely tasting of honey, she answered, “No. I mean you have not eaten your cornbread and rashers yet.”

“Save them for the reverend. I see he is a late riser.”

The tall, black scarecrow of the man, his flat hat firmly in place, lowered himself over the side of the keelboat. “Not at all, sir. I spend my first wakeful hour at prayer. I break my fast with only a morsel of bread and clear water least I give way to gluttony.” He placed the last pone between his hands, murmured a blessing over it, and ate.

“Then, I shall have the last of the bacon, if none other wants it.” Jolly Mr. Webster cleaned the pan.

“A delicious repast, my dear,” Lord Rushmore assured his daughter.

When Flora turned around, Pearce Longleigh had gone back into the woods, moving as silently as the serpents he had warned her about the previous evening. The boatmen broke camp and hurried the passengers aboard. With a dozen dead mallards piled at her feet, Flora took her seat in the bow. The minister resumed reading aloud from his Bible. Mr. Webster had a wee nip from his flask, and her father gazed into the distance, forever searching for the site of his river port. Minus the dead ducks, this set the pattern for the coming weeks.

Longleigh waited around a bend with the hung deer already dressed out and ready to take aboard. He spread the fresh hide and nailed it to the side of the cabin to dry. Now they had both flies and mosquitoes to contend with, thank you very much. He might mock her veils, but they were proving very handy in keeping off the insects as well as the sun.

Flora began plucking. The men had cut off the wings and feet of the ducks but left the heads so she might have better purchase for pulling off the feathers. Thinking she might make some use of them to trim a hat, she saved the best of the wings and most ornamental of the feathers in a sack at her feet. The rest she tossed overboard by the handfuls and watched them drift away.

Longleigh must have thought his work done once he’d brought in some meat. He slouched down against a railing, pulled that wretched coonskin cap over his eyes, and slept with one arm embracing his long rifle. Oh, that gun was a beauty with its lean, clean lines and stock of curly maple, its engraved acanthus leaves decorating the metal surfaces, its cunning built in patch box. How he cradled it.

Flora knew the man had slept poorly the previous night and deserved some rest, but a tiny prick of jealousy made her alter the path of the plucked feathers. She tested the current of air made by the forward motion of the boat with a piece of the fluff. A little more to the right, she thought, and released another handful of feathers. They caught in Longleigh’s cap. She adjusted her sights like any good marksman. The next few brushed his cheek. He batted them away. One particularly well-aimed clump tickled his nose. He sneezed. She giggled.

“Idle hands are the Devil’s playthings!” Reverend Paulsen intoned, staring at her over the rim of the holy book.

“My hands are not idle. As you can see, I am plucking this duck. Would you care to help instead of reading?”

“Flora, do not goad the man,” her father warned mildly.

She wasn’t sure if he referred to the man of the cloth or the man of the woods. Still, Pearce did look comical with duck feathers covering his cap and resting in the crevice where he held his rifle. Another bunch came free of the carcass, and Flora cast them into the wind with a slight change of direction. They stuck to the parson’s black broadcloth like burrs.

“I am so sorry, Reverend. Allow me to brush them off.” Flora leaned forward. The preacher’s eyes glared at her bosom.

“Do not touch me lest you tempt me!”

“Oh, come now, the lady is having a bit of fun to pass this tedious journey while she does an onerous task. Here then, I will pluck them off.” Mr. Webster pulled the feathers and sent them into the breeze. “I pluck you as she plucks a duck. Very humorous, very amusing.”

By his scowl, Flora knew Rev. Paulsen did not agree—and still three ducks to go. They came to shallow water and the oarsmen switched to metal-tipped set poles and marched along the cleated footway on either side of the boat to propel it forward. Longleigh awoke and spelled the men one after another. His only reaction to the feathers in his cap and scattered over his chest was to shake them off overboard and show Flora the slightest of tight-lipped smiles. He wasn’t angry with her, then. Sleep had improved his humor.

Eventually they took up the oars again and came safely to rest that evening eleven miles from the Pennsylvania border at the settlement of Zaneburg near Fort Henry. Flora marveled that they made less distance per day than the heavy Conestoga wagons and wished ardently for deeper water. Having their town burned out once by Indians during revolution and besieged only a year ago by Shawnee and British troops, the pioneers remained on alert.

Longleigh traded tobacco and finely woven English cloth for eggs and summer vegetables and fresh bread purchased from the heroine of battle herself, Betty Zane. They heard her story from her kin: how Betty had left the fort when gun powder ran low and dashed to her cabin to bring more, hauled in a tablecloth while she dodged bullets and endured the taunts of the redcoats and Indians all the way there and back again. Her daring run allowed the fort to hold out until reinforcements came. Pearce allowed his admiration for this feat to show.

“You have my esteem, Madam,” he said.

Betty did not warm to him though. “Sorry, you look and sound too much like the ones who laughed at me and tried to take my scalp. Not your fault, but I’d be feeling better if you slept aboard your boat. I thank you kindly for the pipe tobacco and the prettiest piece of dry goods I’ve seen in some time, but you got to understand why I’m not offering you a meal and a place to lay your head tonight.”

“I understand completely and take my hat off to you.” Longleigh doffed the coonskin cap and bowed low.

The sturdy frontier woman laughed. “But you are a one with the ladies, I can tell.”

Flora wondered why he was never so playful with her. Was she not admirable, going on this journey, enduring danger and hardships without complaint? Not a heroine, of course, but surely a tiny bit worthy of his esteem.

She carried the basket of eggs carefully back to the keelboat. She would make them for breakfast, an easy meal. As for tonight’s duck dinner, the plucked fowl still looked a little fuzzy.

Nulty had two cauldrons of water ready, one boiling, one cold. He threw a dollop of Naomi’s beeswax into the hot water and let it melt. Then, he grasped her ducks by the neck and immersed them one by one, first in the hot water, then in the cold. The last of the fluff came peeling off with the newly hardened beeswax.

Making an incision in each mallard’s backside, he drew out the entrails, setting aside the liver and heart of each one because they were “tasty, mighty tasty, when cooked.” Spitting the fowl, he assigned the youngest boatman to turn them over the fire until crackling brown and dripping fat into the flames. The leaner venison haunches roasted nearby. With fresh beans straight from the garden and new bread, they had a feast, ending with the men receiving their allotted dram of whiskey and Flora brewing her tea. In the end, the vicious mosquitoes drove them to bed.

Pearce Longleigh suffered another restless night. Flora heard him hitting against the barrier that separated them as he tossed. She’d seen his bunk, narrow for such a big man. He must be very uncomfortable, but what did she care? No effort of hers could please him. She sighed.

The Reverend Paulsen might be right when he implied she was guilty of lust and devilment. As a child, she’d seen that Indian boy as a figure of high romance and woven wonderful tales around him. As a young widow, never claimed by her husband, she knew her inflamed imagination roved in another direction. Still, all the boatmen were stalwart, brawny men, most of them young. Why not dwell on one of them?

Pearce did bathe more often than the others. He arose early and washed in the river daily, an odd habit for a man and sure to sicken someone less hardy. The creak and shift of the boat woke her when he left his rest, and she watched him from the tiny slit of a window in her bower. He used the brown soap of the settlers sliding it over his bronze skin—and saving the finer stuff for her? Despite his light beard, he shaved each day. She’d come across him doing this several times on the road and once again yesterday. The act was so strangely intimate, she thought she could watch that man shave for the rest of her life. Yes, this obsession with Pearce Longleigh, surely only lust. That’s what was said of widows. They were lusty. She admitted she’d become one of them. Flora sighed deeply.

~ * ~
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SHE DID NOT SLEEP YET. He’d become so attuned to her every sound, Pearce could hear her sighs over the noise of snoring men. What a fool he’d been today, rushing rashly into the campsite with a cocked rifle and a large knife before assessing the situation. Those musket blasts had set him off running like a racehorse, his only thought that Indians had killed the crew and made off with their goods and Flora, mostly Flora. He’d suffered from similar nightmares ever since their landing in America. A lot of good he would have done her if he’d been killed with an arrow in his breast.

He needed to put her out of his mind. As soon as he thought that, he pictured her offering up her burnt porridge and giving him extra honey, waiting for a pat of approval like a curly-headed lap dog, and then taking a nip at him when he scorned her efforts. Flora, always doing the unexpected, like the evening she’d sung an aria for an audience of teamsters and simple pioneer women. She never bored him.

Having experienced lust many times in his life, he finally admitted he felt more than that for Lady Flora. He must confess to himself, when she’d teased him with the feathers this afternoon, he’d kept his eyes closed and fantasized what he would do if the two of them drifted alone down the river. He would wait and when she tiptoed near enough to tickle him with a duck’s wing, he’d take her down and make love to her among the scattered feathers. Thank God in heaven and the Great Spirit above, the boat had come to shallow water and needed strenuous poling. In for another bad night, he turned to the wall and groaned.
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On the day the river bent toward the north, Lord Rushmore came down with the ague. Flora sat beside him bathing his brow and bald head when he burned with fever and tucking in the blanket when his aged bones clattered with the chills. The boatmen shrugged and said most folks who lived on or worked the river suffered from the illness. Brought on by the miasma of low-lying areas, it came and went. They had a goodly supply of Peruvian bark for its treatment. Pearce Longleigh stewed the remedy on a small charcoal brazier and brought the cup to her father’s bedside. He raised Rushmore’s shaking shoulders and steadied him while the old man drank.

“Thank you, Laughlin. I should have done the preparations but feared to leave his side,” Flora said.

“He will feel better soon. I brewed enough for a second dose.”

“Why is he ill, and not you nor I? We breathe the same air.”

Pearce moved his big shoulders. “The elderly sicken more easily. As for myself, my people have lived in this land for a long time and grown used to it, I suppose.”

“Your people are the English just as mine are.”

“Do you really think so?”

Rushmore raised a weak hand. “Flora, go outside and get some fresh air. Flush the contagion from your lungs. Have Reverend Paulsen say a prayer for my recovery. Laughlin will attend me for a while.”

“If you are sure, Papa.” Flora tied on her hat and veils, stooped thorough the cabin door and into the sunshine.

Knowing Flora’s proclivities, the earl waited until the door shut firmly behind her. “Now we are free to discuss the future, Laughlin. Before I die, I want to confess.”

“Then I will fetch the reverend, though I don’t believe he offers that particular service, being a Methodist. I never considered you might be a secret Papist.”

“I am not! God forbid. The Evertons have been good Anglicans since great Henry ruled, same as the Longleighs—except for that short period when Charles came to the throne. But I digress. I will take some more of that medicine now. My chills are passing.”

Rushmore drank and continued. “I meant to tell you I regret my reserve about your courting Flora. She needs a strong hand on the tiller, a man who can protect her from her own follies. Francis Hyde-Smythe was never the husband to do that. Even as a child, her fierceness shook him. I meant to cry off on the betrothal, but when the time came, I needed his family’s backing to hold onto my estate with Roddy gambling away more each evening. I sacrificed my favorite child’s happiness for my only son. I tried to make it up to her with this venture but fear I won’t last to see it through. I should have said all this at the Quakers’ place after you saved her life.”

“The ague will pass, never fear.”

“I am too old to ramble about the wilderness. It will be the death of me. I want you to promise that if I pass away, you will take care of Flora, see her safely home, and marry her.”

“You ask a great deal.” Pearce put on his Indian face, the one that did not allow anyone to see inside his heart.

“Do I? I may be an old fool, but I’m not a blind one. When you dashed into our camp thinking the Indians had attacked, it was not me your eyes sought. You smoothed her way with the teamsters and boatmen, saved her very life at Redstone Old Forts because you went to be with her. Don’t deny it. I see you would follow Flora and protect her, giving up your own soul if need be.”

“I have other paths to travel. I want to seek my mother’s people and live among them for a while.”

“Then take Flora with you. She would relish the adventure. But the reverend must marry you beforehand.”

“The color of my skin no longer bothers you?”

“I see the man beneath its surface.”

“I will consider your proposition, but it may not be to Lady Flora’s taste.”

“Oh, I believe my daughter would love to taste you.”

Longleigh’s brows shot up.

“Old and foolish, but not blind,” the earl repeated. “Go and court her, boy. You have my blessing. Now let me rest.”

Without his usual large man’s grace, Pearce stumbled to the doorway and ducked into the light. Flora immediately broke off her conversation with Mr. Webster and stood to return to her father’s side.

“He wants to sleep.”

“Still, I should watch over him.”

“No need. The bark will do its work.” He folded himself Indian style and sat at her feet instead of going to his usual place near the tiller.

Puzzled, Flora gazed down at him. “What, no urge to jump ship and go hunting as you have done nearly every day without rain?”

“We have enough meat for now.”

How to court the woman he desired? In England, he would be expected to call with a box of bonbons and a bouquet of violets in hand. In a Shawnee village, he might have picked wild strawberries for her pleasure and played a song on a bone flute. Both violets and strawberries were out of season, no bonbons to be had, and he possessed no musical talent whatsoever. How had Viscount Laughlin, the mighty Bear Hug, leader of The Tribe, scourge of society, arrived at this pass? Despite his fantasies of feathers, he doubted if Lady Flora would want more ducks to pluck.

“Excuse me,” she said. “But you are sitting on my toes, and they are becoming quite numb.”

“So sorry.” He jumped up, his plans and his resolve to stay away from her in disarray. For the moment, his only recourse seemed to be taking his usual place close by the tiller.

~ * ~
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SHE’D SCARED HIM OFF simply because she had no practice at flirtation. Now, it occurred to her she should have wiggled her toes instead of speaking out. He might have slid aside and massaged her feet through the thin soles of her slippers, his action hidden by her petticoats and taking place beneath the notice of Reverend Paulsen. How delicious that would have been. No, she’d ruined the moment. Now, Pearce Longleigh stared off into the impenetrable green wilderness crowding the right bank as if he would never look her way again.

~ * ~
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FIRST, A LATE AFTERNOON thunderstorm caused them to put into shore early and eat a cold supper. Then, the rain continued to fall into the night. Flora fumed in her chamber. The scent of pipe tobacco and whiskey fumes wafted over the barrier between her and the men. Dice clacked. Cards were thrown down. Curse words spewed forth as if she did not exist. She might have enjoyed a game of cards to pass the time, but instead she sat on her cot on the other side of the partition mending shirts for the crew by lamplight. Someone played a tune on a tin whistle. Her foot tapped. A dance would be lovely, but the quarters were too close to allow for it.

Trade goods for the Indians and cargo being taken downriver consumed most of the fifty foot length of the keelboat. Her special compartment discommoded everyone as she used the door near the tiller for a private entrance barred at night. Then, her father and Laughlin had insisted on having their sleeping quarters just on the other side of the barrier, necessitating a narrow corridor be left through the piles of barrels and bales of wares. Their room being the most spacious, the crew gathered here on this nasty night. Whatever could they be doing that wasn’t fit for her to see?

Longleigh had ordered her to her bower early in the evening right after the meal and bid her bar her door. Lately, he’d been very imperious. Worst of all, since that attack of the ague, her papa failed to take her part. “Listen to Laughlin, Flora.” “The man knows best, Flora.” You would think her father had given her away at the altar and bid her to obey her husband.

In other ways though, Pearce had become more attentive. He no longer walked away when she pestered him to teach her the Shawnee language. In the past, he’d always said it was too difficult, or she had no need to learn it. Now he answered: bear—mkwa; water—nepi; man—hileni; woman—kweewa. Her favorite word was nitooni for mouth. Saying it puckered her lips and his as if they practiced for a kiss. She’d made him say it over and over again to get it right, she claimed. Then gathering her courage, she asked the word for “kiss.” The Reverend Paulsen had covered his ears and gone off in a snit.

Pearce smiled ever so slightly and said, “The Shawnee do not kiss and so have no word for it.”

“What a shame,” she answered in all sincerity, sure that Longleigh’s kisses would be far more passionate than her late husband’s tepid pecks on the cheek.

“I’ll bet on my own over all the rest,” Big Red Nulty boomed out.

Laughter and wagers being placed sounded beyond the barrier. Flora set her sewing aside. Her trunks were stacked along the wall. If she nudged each one a bit she could make a staircase to the space at the top and peer over. Easily done. She balanced on the third box and looked down through the haze of smoke.

Good heavens! The men measured their erect penises, competing against one another. Thank God, her father declined to participate, saying, “I am too old and withered for this match.”

Nulty had defeated his crew by a mile, or at least an inch. His stood up red and stuffed as a sausage. “Come now, have any of you something better to show? Mr. Webster, Reverend?”

“Not mine,” the surveyor said. “But I’ll throw a coin in the pot to see the cleric’s organ.”

Reverend Paulsen leapt from his bunk where he had been buried in his Bible and made for the corridor. “Get thee behind me, Satan!”

The men howled and called for more whiskey. The jug went round.

“Looongleigh, won’t you defend your name? I’ve seen you in the river, and we are a close match, but I swear mine is still the greater when aroused. Come now, place a bet. I need to take a piss and don’t want to lose my advantage.”

Pearce stood. If she’d had a coin, Flora would have tossed it down in his favor. He dropped his leather breeches and stroked himself lightly, eyes closed. As she watched his shaft stiffen and rise, she wondered who he thought of. Oh yes, the wide bronze shaft almost purple at the tip was a good inch longer than Nulty’s pride and joy.

“He wins by a head!” one of the boatmen shouted.

“I admit defeat! This pot is yours. Now hand me the one to pee in.”

The jeers of the men and the splash of urine covered her scrambling retreat down the boxes and back to her cot. She knew Pearce would win. My, she felt dizzy—from the close confinement and the pipe smoke. The crew launched into a bawdy ditty, paying her presence no mind.

Flora lifted the bar from her door and stepped outside for a breath of fresh air. The rain had stopped, only to be replaced by a heavy mist that would without doubt prevent their moving on in the early morning as it had so many times on this trip. They’d been several weeks on the river. Would her father never find a satisfactory spot?

The black form looming in the mist startled her. It proved only to be the reverend, rocking back and forth and muttering to himself, stirring the fog like a whisk in a bowl of egg whites. He did not acknowledge her, and Flora did not desire his notice. She took herself to the other side of the boat and hoped the guard would not shoot before he challenged her. Her head cleared gradually. In the river, a very large fish splashed. She bent forward trying to make it out and came face to face with her first Indian, his hands gripping the rail.

And what did she do? Offer a greeting? Use her Shawnee words? No, to her great shame, she screamed and screamed again while stumbling backwards. The Indian’s narrow black eyes fixed on her. The nostrils of his hatchet nose flared. Droplets of moisture bedewed his shaven head and gathered on a scalp lock hung with a crow’s feather. His lips were thin and quirked cruelly at the sight of her. Then, he vanished, dissolving into the fog like a wraith.

~ * ~
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INSIDE THE CABIN, PEARCE heard Flora’s screams. Without hesitation, he put his mighty shoulder to the flimsy wall and broke it in. Tumbling the chests in his way, he leapt over the last, and drawing his knife from its sheath, charged out her open door. Flora raced into his arms for the very first time. He would have held her close if there hadn’t been a need for free hands and good sense.

“Get inside!” Pearce thrust her away.

“I saw an Indian. He was coming aboard. Right there!”

He approached the side of the boat with caution. “It seems your shrieks have warned him off. Either scouting or curious. Attacks rarely come at night, but we must beware the dawn. Where is the guard?”

“Asleep. I passed him on my way,” Reverend Paulsen said.

“You did not wake him?”

“I desired to be alone.”

“Idiot!”

The crew gathered around Flora. All had trooped through her boudoir except the shamefaced guard. Big Red Nulty, now well tucked in, turned on the man.

“Fifty lashes with the knotted rope tomorrow morn, O’Grady. You deserve much more, but I won’t have you sicken on me. Should never have trusted an Irishman.”

“It’s her that draws them to us. She is a temptation to all men. How will the savages hear the word of God when she parades before them like Jezebel, like Salome? She should be cast out!” The Reverend pointed his bony finger at Flora. The crew formed up around her in a protective knot.

“I regret I brought you along, sir,” Rushmore said. “If you want to preach to the Indians, you may get off at the next stop and make your own way into the wilderness.”

“We’ll settle this in the morning. You, you, and you, stand the watch, and keep a good eye on O’Grady, too. Everyone else inside. Keep your weapons close.”

They passed through Flora’s chamber once more. Pearce came last and barred her door, heaved her boxes into a stack, and climbed through the hole he’d made in the wall.

“I’ll hang up a blanket. We can replace the wall at our next stop. Try to sleep.”

“Not likely.” Flora knew she could find rest only in the safety of his arms, the same arms that had just pushed her away.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Fourteen


[image: image]


By the time the fog burned off in the morning, O’Grady had gone missing and no sign of the Indian could be found. Longleigh searched the shore for both and concluded the two of them had floated across to the Kentucky shore on drift logs. The boatman would save his hide and lie low in some small settlement, then sign on with another crew. The Indian might have been hunting, seen the vessel tied up, and taken advantage of the foul weather to sneak aboard and pilfer whatever he could.

After the storm, the river water ran high. The broad oars dipped, propelling them far faster than the poles or ropes could do, perhaps making twenty miles today. Regardless, Longleigh planned to stay on the boat with his rifle ready. He said as much to the earl.

“Excellent idea, Laughlin,” Lord Rushmore said. “I am sure Flora would enjoy having your company and learning more Shawnee words.”

The earl lowered his voice, “How goes the courtship? It seems you spend even less time with my daughter than before I gave you my blessing.”

What to say—that he had no idea how to win her esteem? Every day possible, he went hunting. He brought back many deer, an elk, a wood bison, a small bear, and several fat turkeys. He offered her the feathers to trim her hats and stretched so many hides on the sides of the keelboat it seemed to be growing fur. Among the Shawnee, the older women would nod and say, “Bear Hug is a good provider. He will have many pelts to sell. Daughter, you should look his way.”

Flora appeared more distressed by the abundance of food and furs than impressed. She had no idea how to prepare bear or bison and disliked the flies the raw hides drew. The boatmen had no trouble gobbling down the meat, however. Pearce had even stooped to the womanish task of berry picking, bringing her the ripest fruit and a few early wild plums. Tired of the daily ration of raisins, she did enjoy this gift and ate a few fresh from the bush, passing them around to the others as if they were the finest glaceed pineapple. The remainder she made into a cobbler for all aboard, certainly unaware this offering was intended only for her.

In countries of India and Arabia, women bent themselves to the man’s will. He’d had no need of pretty words or gracious compliments. In London, he had adopted disdain and an icy demeanor toward the young ladies whose parents feared he might court them. If an adventurous widow wanted his attention, she had only to send a note naming a time and place. This widow did no such thing. The fault might not be his alone. Flora had never been courted, and like that rusty first dance after her husband’s demise, she did not know the steps. As the man, he must lead her—but how?

“Time for my confession. I do not know how to go about it.”

“What, boy! You bring her flowers and spout pretty speeches. You write an ode to her ear lobe or tiny feet. What is this world coming to when a man doesn’t know how to court a young lady?” Rushmore shook his head in disbelief.

“You might have noticed we are not in London. There are no books of poetry lying about, only Paulsen’s blasted Bible. For elocution, we were required to memorize from Mr. Shakespeare, but I doubt Flora would want to hear me declaim Antony’s speech over Caesar’s corpse. As for poetry, I have never written a verse and never shall!”

“She loves animals and tales of adventure far better than flowers or poetry. You are the woodsman. Capture some sort of pet for her. Tell her of your time in the Middle East, expurgated of course.”

Pearce raised his brows.

“Oh, come now. I did a Grand Tour. I realize monuments aren’t the only things a young man seeks out when traveling. I could tell you some tales of Venice unfit for my daughter’s pretty ears.”

Chuckling over the memories of his youth, the old man leaned his arms on the railing and scanned the shore. The keelboat swung into a broad curve of the river. On the right bank, a stream joined the Ohio. On the left, a bigger river added to its flow. A large, deserted curved plain carved out by the water over eons lay beneath a thickly wooded bluff.

“Stop rowing! Take us ashore. This is the place where the great port of Bellevue will rise from the wilderness,” Rushmore cried.

~ * ~
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FROM HER PLACE IN THE bow, Flora watched her father waving his arms and shouting. Pearce added his loud bellow to the mix, making sure the tiller man heard and turned the keelboat to shore. So, they had found a desirable place at last. Longleigh clapped the earl on his back and almost sent the frail man into the water. Both laughed. Somehow, those two had grown closer in the last few weeks, but the viscount avoided her even more. Probably, he was disgusted by her cowardice when she saw the Indian. She’d shrieked even louder than Chanel in a storm, and she knew he despised the maid for her week knees and her conniving. Well, Lady Flora Everton Hyde-Smythe did not seek to trap him, not anymore.

At least, the man brought in slabs of meat to feed the always hungry oarsmen. The berries he picked were a welcome change in the diet and made a nice cobbler, but she’d had to pluck those disgusting, red-necked turkeys with their worm-like appendages. Some of the feathers were attractive, but not worth the effort, really.

If eyes could bore into flesh, Pearce Longleigh would feel her stare now right between his buckskin covered shoulder blades. He no longer clubbed his hair but simply tied it back with a black ribbon. It fell thick as horse’s tail over the spot where she looked. She wanted to go over there, yank it, and say, “I am not a burden. I do my share. I am not a coward. The Indian merely startled me.”

The oarsmen ran the boat against the shore. Longleigh vaulted over the side and helped her father down. The two of them ran through the shallows, forgetting all about her since arriving at the Promised Land. She would have to wait for a plank or go with wet skirts all day. Mr. Webster went to gather his surveying tools. The reverend said a prayer in honor of their safe arrival. Everyone had a task, and she supposed hers was to conjure up some dinner. Since Longleigh had not gone hunting, she would break open a pork barrel and make a large stew served with some of the fermented cabbage Herr Jungblut insisted they stock. He claimed the German navy took this sauerkraut aboard their ships to ward off scurvy in the sailors. Having no desire to lose her teeth, she dutifully ate a serving whenever the crock was opened. Pearce ate it with relish, but some of the men turned up their noses at the smell like squeamish little girls.

Thinking of odors, if they were going to remain here for some time, she would order up kettles of boiling water and wash the men’s shirts and her own soiled garments with the dreadful, brown lye soap. Of course, she would have to rinse out her unmentionables in her compartment and hang them there to dry. The rest could be laid out on bushes. Her head full of ideas to show her usefulness, Flora stepped down the plank onto the land her father planned to claim.

~ * ~
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THEY LINGERED BY THE fire that evening, loathe to return to the confines of the keelboat. A pleasant breeze kept off the biting insects. Crickets chirped and owls hooted softly on the wooded ridge as a large summer moon rose and lit the water of the Ohio, turning it to a stream of silver. Such an idyllic night, and all the men could talk of was plans and profit. As Flora looked at the uncountable stars above, unobscured by the smoke of coal fires as they were in London, she thought that a pure pity. She longed for song and dance and witty conversation to perfect this eventide.

The rowers looked forward to several days of rest while Mr. Webster surveyed plats of land to be claimed and then sold off at an immense profit by the Ohio Territory Land Company, as Lord Rushmore called the venture. If the Indians showed themselves, he would offer them the trade goods in return for the land. If the natives did not appear, the merchandise could be sold when they reached the rapids at Louisville. The keelboat would continue on to New Orleans loaded with Kentucky pelts and Pennsylvania produce, while their party obtained horses and returned by land to Fort Pitt to file the claims while the fledgling government of the new country was still in disarray.

“What say you, Mr. Webster? Should we mark off a thousand acres, eighteen thousand or simply run our line all the way to Lake Erie?” her father said.

The firelight made the hollows of his face clearly evident. Though the ague had passed, his health had not rebounded. Only his enthusiasm for his project brought a feverish color to the earl’s cheeks. Flora worried about him. What did the land matter if it cost him his life?

“I believe we are too far west to intersect the lake, and it doesn’t do to be too greedy. The days of the great land grants are over. I believe eighteen thousand acres would be sufficient. You will not be able to hold it all, of course, but we can blaze off the first thousand easily enough.”

The reverend interrupted their dream of wealth. “As for myself, I have decided leave you shortly and go forth into the wilderness to bring the word of the Lord to the savages.”

“Good for you, preacher. Don’t let the redskins off the liturgical hook. They deserve to burn in hell like the rest of us,” Big Red Nulty said.

Flora knew the crew would be glad to be rid of the minister. He had long ago lost his amusement value and made them uncomfortable about enjoying their drams, their dice, and their bawdy stories. She would not miss him either, with his constant admonitions thrown in her direction. Women, she gathered, were meant to stay home, bear babies and pray, not traipse about in the wilderness tempting keelboat men, and possibly, men of the cloth.

Longleigh, who had marched off into the wilderness with his beloved rifle soon after their arrival, not pausing for pork and sauerkraut,  seemed uneasy. He’d brought back no game. He shifted restlessly and cleared his throat several times. Ill perhaps? She was about to offer a brew of cherry bark to clear his phlegm when he spoke.

“Lady Flora, might you favor us with a song? You possess a voice like a lark on a summer’s day.”

“What? I thought I scared off game and attracted Indians.”

“Only a jest and of no matter now. But a popular ditty might be more appropriate for the setting rather than opera.”

Flora searched his dark face, looking for the merest hint of mockery. She found none and so launched into a long sentimental tune, “The Children in the Woods,” and soon had a boatman or two dabbing at misty eyes. Her audience called out for “Yankee Doodle.” She’d heard it often enough along the road and sung in the taverns as she sat by her fire. Goodnaturedly, she obliged them and motioned the crew to join in the chorus. Longleigh did not sing very well, but certainly could have taken the prize for the loudest with that deep voice of his.

At the conclusion, he applauded and suggested, “Now for some verse. Reverend, if I might borrow your Bible?”

In his huge hands, the Good Book did look small as a slim volume of poetry. Clearly not familiar with the holy text, he thumbed back and forth for some time, skimming the pages.

“Ah here, this should do. Song of Solomon, Chapter 2, Verse 10 and so forth:


My beloved spake, and said unto me, Rise up, my love, my fair one, and come away.

For, lo, the winter is past, and the rain is over and gone.

The flowers appear on the earth; the time of the singing of birds is come, and the voice of the turtle is heard in our land;

The fig tree putteth forth her green figs, and the vines with tender grape give a good smell. Arise, my love, my fair one, and come away.

Oh my dove, that art in the clefts of the rock, in the secret places of the stairs, let me see thy contenance, let me hear thy voice; for sweet is thy voice, and thy contenance is comely.”



At the end of each verse, Pearce raised his smoldering dark eyes and gazed into hers. Flora hadn’t the faintest idea how to respond, though she knew her cheeks grew rosy and not from the heat of the fire or the balmy night. She fanned herself vigorously and peeped at him over the gilded edge of the pleated paper. Was this courtship?

Revered Paulsen snatched his Bible from Longleigh’s hands. “That verse applies to the mutual love of Christ and his church. Do not dare to think otherwise!”

The boatmen smirked into their beards, and Big Red Nulty elbowed Pearce in the side.

But something else arose beneath Longleigh’s buckskin tunic. Flora’s eyes followed the small lump back and forth. Could it be...?

Pearce laughed. “I nearly forgot, the beast was so quiet. We’ve awakened him.”

“The beast,” she repeated after him.

He fished inside his coat and drew out a ball of grayish-brown fur. The ball unrolled into a small squirrel with huge, black eyes.

“I came across this creature in my wanderings. A flying squirrel. I had one when I was a young boy. I thought you might enjoy it, Lady Flora. They sleep most of the day but become active at dark. They eat nuts, seeds, and berries, like most of their kind.”

“Does it really fly?” Flora dropped her fan and held out her cupped hands to receive the gift.

“More like gliding among the trees.”

He stretched out the tiny arms of the squirrel and revealed white flaps of skin. Then, he lowered it into her hands. Flora stroked it gently with a finger, but Pearce shook slightly, not the animal. It looked around at the gathering of men and the bright light of the fire, bounded up her arm and into the first hidey-hole it could find, the cleavage of her breasts. The men roared. A few fell over backwards from their log seats and pounded the earth with their fists, so amused were they.

“Oh my! I believe I must take it to my cabin and find it a proper nest.”

“Let me walk with you. The owls are too active tonight, and it is not mating season for their kind.”

“Meaning?”

“Besides the flying squirrel, I saw Indian signs today. Nulty, be sure to set extra guards tonight. You can be certain we are watched. They might approach tomorrow and offer to trade.”

Rushmore called out as Pearce followed Flora, “Good work, son, good work.”

“Only had to explore several dozen woodpecker holes to find a pet,” Pearce mumbled under his breath.

He’d done that for her? Spent his entire afternoon finding this naughty little creature resting in her bosom. At last, he esteemed her. She inhaled deeply. Squeezed, the squirrel stirred. They paused at the door to her bower.

“Shall I remove the animal for you?” Both amused and in earnest, he gazed down at her.

“I believe it is happy where it is.”

“As I would be.”

“Truly?”

“Truly.”

Her lips parted. Her heart beat hard enough to rout the squirrel which leapt across the small space between them and scampered up Longleigh’s arm to disappear into the depths of the coonskin cap. She reached up to remove the pet, but Pearce spoke.

“Leave it for now.”

Her arms fell to his shoulders. She raised on her tiptoes half expecting him to rebuff her and walk away, but he bent and placed his lips on hers. This was the kiss of her lusty widow dreams. He possessed her firmly, the pressure growing until she opened her mouth for him and allowed him access. His warm tongue probed, and she dared to tickle it with her own, then thrust back more boldly. She stood atop his feet to get closer, and he raised her up in his arms without breaking the kiss. She felt his desire, long and hard against her cleft, her secret place. If the squirrel had not chosen that moment to sail from the hat into the dark recess of her cabin, they might have tumbled through the doorway, set the bar, and done much more. Drat it.

Longleigh drew back. “Lock yourself inside tonight.”

“I will, but only a blanket separates us now the wall is down.”

“Patience, Little Yellow Flower. This is not the night.”

“Why not?” she wanted to say. But he had gone, calling out to the men, “I will share first watch. I am in no mood for sleep.”
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Fried mush, bacon and coffee, then off to work surveying the broad crescent to become the port of Bellevue. The Reverend Paulsen announced after breaking his fast that if Indians were near, he would find them, follow them to their village and begin their conversion to Christ. He strode into the woods bearing nothing but a small knapsack and his Bible. Fanatics cannot be reasoned with, and so they let him follow his own path.

Pearce stayed close all day. He set out nets to catch a fish dinner and caught enough to satisfy once they were scaled, gutted, and ready to be rolled in cornmeal and fried in lard. The task kept him busy and near Flora, who toiled over a wash in kettles of boiling water.

On his advice, Rushmore set out the wares: mounds of beads, bolts of cloth both red and blue, twists of tobacco, casks of vermilion, iron pots and hoes, scissors and awls. The sun glinted off small mirrors, bright brass buttons, and the blades of pipe tomahawks. Still, the Indians did not show themselves.

Not wanting to alarm their party, Pearce hadn’t elaborated on yesterday’s Indian signs. He’d been far afield and up in an oak, examining a crevice for flying squirrels, when a group of two dozen mostly young Shawnee braves filed past below. Flattening himself against the trunk and using the leaves for cover, he blended dressed in his buckskins.

The group, well armed with British rifles, bows, arrows, and war clubs, had painted and prepared for war. Each freshly plucked head sported a single topknot decorated with ribbons and feathers and small medals. They wore nothing but loincloths and their invincible confidence. Possibly, they were headed to Kentucky to raid the settlements despite the supposed peace. Or they might be seeking revenge on a native village whose warriors had raided their own.

Counting himself lucky, he’d stayed in the oak until the Indians were long gone, which gave him plenty of time to examine the crevice and come up with a pet for Flora. He’d climbed down and circled wide around their path to return to the keelboat. The owls hooting on the ridge last night told him the war party had discovered their camp. Flora’s voice lifted in song told the braves their group had not come to fight. The trade goods did not lure them, however. Not a good sign.

Why had he felt compelled to court Lady Flora last evening? Her singing had a purpose, and he did have a squirrel to dispose of quickly, but why had he carried it further with verse and that kiss? She was such an eager learner...he’d considered going inside her chamber and to hell with what the men around the campfire thought. The Indian threat stopped him, brought back his good sense. He must keep his mind on their safety. But if they were to die, killed by his own people, at least Flora would know he had cared for her.

If the Shawnee band ignored the white men and went away, what then? He’d shown his cards to Flora, so to speak. He could no longer disguise his emotions with bullying and insults or the taciturn façade of a woodsman. If he crooked his finger, she would follow him fearlessly and with perfect trust into the wilderness. He’d known that since she crossed the room and braved The Tribe at Bath to become reacquainted with the savage boy she’d found so fascinating at age ten. Flora had a taste for adventure she’d never been allowed to indulge until then.

As he scaled the fish, he watched her transfer the shirts on the end of a pointed stick into a tub of cold water. He wasn’t sure if that was how laundry got done, but she gave it her all. At least, he knew his outdoor skills learned from his Shawnee uncle and his English father. The duke had shared his enthusiasm for hunting and fishing. Off they would go on a rare holiday to crumbling Castle Laughlin, wrested from the Scots and now his holding as Viscount Laughlin. Free of his studies and his stepmother, he’d rambled with his father hunting red deer and hooking salmon during the run. Suddenly, he wished the old man had come along, that he hadn’t left him so coldly. Pearce looked at Flora again as she fished a shirt from the rinse water, wrung it out and spread it on a bush to dry. Once a man let tenderness invade his heart, it seemed to crack wide open.

The dinner hour arrived. He could see Flora’s exhaustion in the shadows under her gray eyes and offered to help prepare the meal, regardless of smirks from the boatmen. Rolling the fish in flour, cornmeal, salt and pepper, he handed them one by one to Flora. She dropped them into the huge frying pan and jumped back from the spitting hot lard. Cornbread baked in the Dutch oven. The smell of cooking drew the crew to the campfire from their tasks of renewing the boat’s caulking with pine pitch and cutting stakes for Mr. Webster. Everyone, even Flora, sucked the greasy fish right from the bones and tossed the skeletons aside. He would bury their garbage later to keep off the raccoons and bears.

The meal behind them, the boatmen determined to rest after having a round from the jug. The summer sun beat hard and hot on their heads. Enough work for today. Mr. Webster did not agree. Several good hours of daylight remained. He wanted to climb the ridge and shoot some lines to the north. The youngest crewman and Pearce offered to go along, one to hold the stick, the other to blaze the trees and provide protection. As they climbed the ridge, Pearce looked down on Flora tidying the camp, the earl laboring over his plats at a portable writing desk, and the crew stretching out for naps in various patches of shade and aboard the boat. With a musket across his knees, Big Red Nulty kept watch.

Surveying heavily forested land proved to be a difficult task, requiring many nips from Mr. Webster’s flask. Pearce waved away an offer to share. Slowly, they distanced themselves from camp. Never much of a mathematician, he could only wonder at the numbers the surveyor recorded on an ivory tablet, and take a chunk out of a tree with his hatchet when bidden. But he did know the far too quiet woods. The Shawnee watched.

When the attack came, he dodged behind the blazed tree and got off a shot in the direction of the flying arrows, a silent and deadly first volley. Two pierced Mr. Webster as he bent over his theodolite, never knowing he’d gone to his death. The young crewman many feet away fell to a well-aimed bullet in the breast. Pearce rammed another patch and ball into his rifle, poured his powder, and shot again at some movement across the small glade past Webster’s body. He heard a faint yelp. Still, an arrow thudded into the bark very near his head. As he well knew, a good warrior could launch three feathered missiles to each of his own single shots

Shoving the dropped hatchet into his belt, he loaded again, and then retreated farther into the forest. A handy brown boulder, one of many pushing through the earth, allowed him to swing up onto the limb of a tree and climb higher before the Indians showed themselves—only two, one wounded. He dispatched the more ablebodied man with his weapon and jumped, rifle butt forward and knife drawn, breaking off small branches as he fell on the second. Only his size and the ball lodged in his enemy’s arm allowed him to dispatch the warrior with ease, one quick, deep stab to the throat. He had no time to dally. This ambush had come silently. In the distance, he heard the war cries signaling the attack on their camp.

He raced toward Flora but as he neared, he slowed and picked a vantage point. By then, arrows and guns were useless. A hand-to-hand melee ensued. No sign of Flora. He picked off two warriors before the leader, the one wearing a crow’s feather in his scalp lock, called out to send a brave his way. Pearce emerged from his hiding place, his drawn knife red with blood, and the barrel of his gun still smoking. He smacked the hot metal of the rifle across the charging Indian’s face, branding the skin and breaking bone, before catching him low in the gut with his blade.

Big Red Nulty was making a stand on the keelboat with a few of the boatmen. Pearce fought his way there, splashed through the shallow water, and rolled over the side.

“Flora?” he asked.

“Barred in, both front and back.” Nulty scattered shot into a charging warrior.

“The earl?”

“Fell in the first volley. I dragged the lady aboard.”

“My thanks.” Pearce took careful aim and slew another enemy. “We should push the boat off.”

“Still have men on shore.”

“I understand.”

Only three of the stout keelboat men remained on the beach. Good with fists and knives, they fought well, but against the odds. One by one they succumbed to hatchets and war clubs. The black-feathered warrior cried out again.

“They’re going to charge the boat!” Pearce warned.

“Push off if you can, boys!” Nulty hollered, but those who tried were brought down by arrows and shot.

The Indians swarmed the deck. Pearce and Nulty mounted the slanted roof of the keelboat and wielded their weapons mightily from above. Below by the tiller, the war leader bashed at Flora’s door with his club. Pearce leapt down, knife in hand, but the man was cat quick. He raised the war club studded with blades and swung. Pearce blocked the blow with his rifle and ducked low. The lean warrior arched his body away from his enemy’s knife and returned with a swipe of his own that backed Pearce off-balance against the rail. The balled head of the war club came down again, catching him with a glancing blow that sent him over the side and into deeper water. Stunned, he floundered for footing. A second Indian with a ready rifle took aim. Longleigh splashed backwards, his big body carried away by the waters of the Ohio.
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Inside the cabin, Flora ransacked her boxes looking for her box of childish “scalps.” She’d stored the knife she had purloined from her father’s hunting gear so many years ago among the braids. Found it. Many accounts of Indian abductions made their way across the sea to be read in the warm, safe parlors of England. All hinted a woman should take her own life rather than submit to the savages. She had no intention of doing so. Flora Everton Hyde-Smythe would fight to her death.

This time, Pearce Longleigh had not come to save her. Most likely, he lay dead up on the ridge. For a moment, she imagined she heard his voice, but among the whoops, hollers, and screams, she could not distinguish it. Wishful thinking on her part. Mr. Nulty said Papa was dead when he’d pulled her away. She must defend herself.

Splinters shot from the door like shrapnel. She faced it and braced herself, knife in hand. For a moment the onslaught ceased. Were the boatmen victorious? No, the fighting continued. She heard the grunts of men in combat, then a shot. The assault on her cabin resumed. Chunks flew from the wood and left a large gap. A sinewy bronze arm reached through to raise the bar. She stabbed and drew blood, but the arm still flung the bar aside and threw open the door.

Flora crouched and held her weapon out. The Indian she’d seen that other night advanced with war club held high. She charged. Without moving from her path, he shot out his other hand, grabbing her wrist and twisting the knife from her grasp. She raked the nails of her free hand through the war paint on his face. He threw down his club to gather her wrists in a bruising, one-handed grip. Flora continued to struggle like a fish on a line.

Drawing a rawhide strip from a small pouch hanging round his neck, the warrior forced her back onto the bed, pushed her down, and held her with a knee as he bound her hands. It was to be rape, then. She should have used the knife on herself. But, no. Easily dodging her kick at his privates, he bound her feet as well and placed a band with a sinuous pattern around her neck. Then he left her, uncaring if she screamed for help. None came. The sounds of battle died.

The Indians returned to strip the boat of its goods, leaving no doubt who had won. Flora watched her gowns being torn to shreds. Some of the bonnets amused them. They tried them on and laughed. No one touched her or paid her any mind until her captor came, sliced the bonds on her wrists and ankles, and jerked her up by her hair. His knife prodded her forward into a scene belonging in Hades.

Warriors mutilated bodies, hacking off limbs and genitals. Nulty’s red hair swung from a belt. His corpse wearing a mask of blood straddled the roof the keelboat. Her father lay face upward, his open gray eyes devoid of affection for her or the excitement of his adventure. A young savage with a tattoo of a bird on his chest lifted off the white wig and finding no hair on the bald head, bashed in the skull. He grasped the hairpiece by its beribboned tail and added it to the rest of his collection. She could have wept, but would not give them the satisfaction of seeing her tears.

Flora, weaving through the carnage, joined two other captives—O’Grady and the Reverend Paulsen. The deserter wore a band similar to her own, the minister a different pattern. They were left to stand in a huddle while the war party hauled their loot up the ridge and dug a pit for their dead. After salting the grave liberally with stolen tobacco to appease the spirits, they closed it in, leaving the white men to rot above ground, and filed up onto the ridge with their prisoners marching in the center of the group.

Flora whispered to her fellow captives, “Do you know the fate of Longleigh?”

The war leader growled, “No talk” in English. The two men shook their heads and trudged on past a small cave where the savages concealed a cache of the heaviest booty with branches. The Indians carried what they most desired: the keg of gun powder; the small barrel of whiskey belonging to the crew; the muskets and rifles of the dead; and knapsacks of lightweight frippery. Flora did not see Pearce’s magnificent gun among them. She dared to hope.

Their group marched through unmarked forest until they came to a path beaten hard by many moccasins and followed it north. At dusk, they camped directly on the road with guards posted before and behind. Her captor shoved a cake of pemmican into Flora’s hands. She regarded the lump of grease and dried meat studded with berries and considered smearing it across his face.

Perhaps her intention showed because Patrick O’Grady said quickly in his Irish lilt, “If ye won’t be eatin’ it, I’ll have it. Who knows when they will feed us again?” The reverend prayed over his portion and put it to his lips.

The warriors settled themselves for the night face up on headrests made of branches. Their armaments lay close by their sides. Bound again, the prisoners made themselves as comfortable as they could on the ground. Flora did not rest. When she closed her eyes, she saw her father’s crushed skull, the bloody head of Big Red Nulty, the dismembered bodies of the crew. Did Pearce Longleigh rot in the forest, too?

~ * ~
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PEARCE CRAWLED ON HIS belly through the brush and past the guard, but damnation, he was out of practice and large to boot. He stirred the bushes, and the warrior turned his way, peering into the darkness. The coonskin cap Flora so despised had saved him once, cushioning the blow to the head and blunting the blade. Now it might save him again. Bedraggled after his soaking in the Ohio, the fur had fluffed out again in the afternoon heat. He shaped in over his fist and let the ringed tail hang out of his hiding place. He churred like the animal defending its young. The Indian settled back into place. Pearce moved on until he came near enough to see the prisoners.

Flora did not sleep. She gazed up at the sky, thinking what, after such a day? Nearby, the war leader rested. He wondered if the score marks from her nails on his cheeks caused him pain. He did hope so. Evidently, Flora had not been captured easily, and so made a greater prize. The Indian had a familiar look about him. Could he be a childhood friend? Had he killed any of his Shawnee playmates today?

Enough conjecture. He wanted only to be sure Flora was safe. She’d not been among the dead when he returned to the camp. The river had carried him much farther than he expected as he floated downstream on his back trying to keep his rifle and powder dry on his chest. All the while, he’d told himself that charging into a rifle blast would have done Flora no good. Feigning death by crashing back into the water had fooled the enemy but taken him far from the fray.

When he crawled ashore, his head throbbed and his hat clung soddenly to his hair. He washed the shallow but copiously bleeding cut in his scalp with river water and bound it with a handkerchief embroidered with the Bellevue coat of arms. What irony. He’d gone on this venture to find his people and ended up taking the white man’s side.

Feeling dizzy and nauseated, he made his way back to camp by following the bends of the river, not trusting himself to go overland in his present condition. Never having been in battle, he wanted to wretch when he saw the carnage, but that would do the dead no good. Swallowing his gorge, Pearce got down to the business at hand.

The Indians were gone, taking Flora and the trade goods with them. He examined the ground and found her small footprints next to some boot imprints. So, they’d taken other prisoners. He did not envy those men. His memories of how the Shawnee tortured their enemies remained fresh in mind.

He carried Rushmore to the boat and laid him out in his bunk and did the same for Big Red Nulty. Gathering up what he could stomach of the rest of the crew, he put them aboard and shoved the keelboat into the river, a Viking funeral of sorts. He had not the time nor the strength in his present condition to dig a burial pit. Better settlers downstream find them and report the attack.

Gathering the gunpowder he’d spread out on a flat rock to dry, and losing some in the process, Longleigh headed up the ridge. He came across the cache and pulled the evergreen branches aside. He raided it for cornmeal and raisins and the meat he’d dried for the crew. No powder or shot remained, and iron kettles and bolts of cloth would hardly be of use in his pursuit. The war party hadn’t taken pains to hide their trail. Despite their casualties, they were a large group and unafraid. Once he intersected the Indian trail, he made good progress. His Shawnee kin were burdened with captives and loot. He would overtake them and then what?

Although the band of braves moved quietly, they were still many, and he heard the noise of their passage before he came upon the rear guard. Swinging out around them, he pulled ahead and hid beside the path. Fourteen warriors with Flora, the Reverend Paulsen, and O’Grady in their midst passed by him. Even if he could extricate Flora with a surprise attack, his adversaries would hunt the two of them down with ease. Best that he follow and act only if she were threatened.

He figured they headed for Old Chillicothe where the Shawnee spent their summers growing corn. Once there, he might show himself and call out in their language that he sought his uncle and aunt, Big Paw and Doe Eyes. With their help, he could make an offer for Flora or convince the tribe she would bring a large ransom and so assure her safety. Did his relatives still live, or did he pin his hopes upon the dead? Pearce backed away and walked until he found a hollow oak to provide a hiding place and shelter for the night.
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Two weeks on the trail. Flora flagged. Her thin-soled shoes, never meant for hiking, wore through. Her captor shoved a spare pair of moccasins at her. She was grateful and murmured a thank you, but avoided looking into his vicious, dark eyes. Even the black feather hanging from his topknot seemed ominous. He fingered the shallow wounds she had given him on his cheek. Where his war paint had worn away, other red lines stood out, facial tattoos that made him appear permanently fierce. She did not want to know what he thought of her, what he might do to her. Her gown hung loose from all the exertion. Her hair felt gritty with dirt and lank with sweat. Certainly, she was no temptation to any man. The one thing that could be said for total exhaustion, it overwhelmed her fears and nightmares, allowing her to sleep.

The two male captives with their stout boots fared better, though Reverend Paulsen had been warned to cease preaching in the evening. The leader spoke English. Maybe the others did as well, but they tended to make their wishes known with grunting and prodding. Mostly, they ignored the minister’s exhortations to lay down their arms, embrace him as a brother, and accept Christ. One night, fortified by a hot meal of venison, Paulsen rose up and threatened the Indians with hellfire and damnation if they did not heed his words.

The leader, whom she thought of as Snake because of the long tattoo of the reptile on his forearm, brandished his war club, and threatened the preacher with death if he did not stop crying in the wilderness. Snake spoke. “We have our god, Waashea Monetoo. Do you want to know of him and the Grandmother who watches over us? No? It is best the white man keeps to his god, and we keep to ours. Be silent or die.”

For a moment, Flora feared that the reverend would continue to rant. He seemed to relish the idea of martyrdom for his faith, pressing his lips against it and sucking on it like a sugar tit.

O’Grady said, “Sit down, preacher man, before ye get us all killed.”

“Papist,” Reverend Paulsen retorted. “Heathen,” he spat at Snake. But he did sit, mouth shut. From then on, he contented himself with reading silently from his Bible.

They marched with the shadows growing long across the path. Like horses nearing the barn, the savages exuded a sense of excitement and urgency. Flora suspected they approached their village and had put in a longer day to shorten the distance. Contemplating what might lie ahead and totally exhausted, she failed to see the large root intruding on the path. She tripped and stumbled, but scrambled up immediately when Snake loomed over her, war club in hand.

“Get up or die.”

That appeared to be the war leader’s solution to every problem. She hobbled along, the pain in her ankle growing worse with every step. Thank heaven, Snake called a halt shortly, and his minions made camp for the night. She tore strips off her petticoat and bound her injury tightly before it could swell any further. A hunting party that had veered off earlier returned with the best parts of a bison calf wrapped in its hide. Snake offered her the still warm liver on the tip of his knife. She hesitated, then took a bite and managed to keep it down.

“Good,” he said. “No one will want a weak slave, and then we must kill you. Eat more.”

She did, swallowing the soft, slimy meat and licking the blood from her lips and fingertips. So, slavery was to be her fate. Flora recalled the Negro woman toiling in the field. Now she would no longer be Lady Flora or Vicountess Barrow, but lower than a bond servant. Her head drooped for a moment until she remembered a conversation with Longleigh about the Shawnee. They respected strength and despised weakness. She raised her head and looked squarely at Snake.

“I am strong. I am worthy to be one of you.” She devoured the last of the liver and cleaned her mouth with her sleeve.

The tattooed warrior said, “Huh, we will see if you make a good Shawnee.” He left her alone for the rest of the evening, for which she was very grateful.

~ * ~
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EAT THE LIVER, FLORA. Eat it. Pearce lay in his hiding place watching every move in the camp. Raw bison liver was a highly regarded treat and besides, she would need all her remaining strength soon. Good, she ate it and remained uncowed.

The war party had not turned off for Old Chillicothe, their main village. He did, hoping to make contact with his relatives and gain some advantage in bargaining for the captives. Only charred logs and overgrown fields greeted him. The mighty Chillicothe of his childhood had vanished. He rushed back to the trail and pursued it north, not knowing the destination. In his haste, he nearly overlapped the members of the Panther Clan, who brought up the rear and guarded the prisoners.

A warrior called a halt to listen. Pearce dove into a thorny thicket of blackberries. He humped his back and growled low in his throat, doing his best bear imitation. As a child, he’d had a talent for animal mimicry, but that sort of thing was not encouraged at Eton. Now Great Spirit or Lord God Almighty, let them be fooled. Let them not be hunting for bear this afternoon. He rustled the canes and made his growl fiercer.

He strained to hear the brief discussion. No one wanted to go into the brambles to retrieve a dead bear, and to shoot it and waste the meat would be an offense the animal’s spirit. They marched on. Bleeding from many tiny scratches and drawing gnats, he waited. That night, he sucked the tiny thorns from his hands and made a new strategy.

In the future, he must circle round and meet them farther along the path as the time came near to camp. He could more easily hide within their protected area than cross it. Tonight, he chose the way of the panther and lay on a narrow ledge back from the trail, but high enough to see and not be seen. The liver made his mouth water. For days, he’d made corn cakes in the ashes of their warm fires after the Shawnee moved on, and eaten raw scraps from the carcasses of their kills when his dried meat ran out. He did not have the luxury of making a fire or shooting game as he traveled, lest they discover him.

Pearce had to admit he no longer possessed native conditioning. Once he had practiced fasting and running long distances, honed his skill with the silent bow and arrow, readying himself for his fifteenth year, when he would be permitted to go on the warpath and win great honors. He’d been considered a promising youth, especially after his dream quest and encounter with the young bear. That he had defeated such a creature on the fourth day of his fast imbued him with great power.

The other boy undergoing the same ordeal had been eclipsed. He recognized that childhood friend now in the war leader with the hatchet nose that had seemed too big for him at thirteen. Rattler had grown into that nose, which suited his narrow face and lean body. Clearly this man had practiced his prowess in the recent war and gained enough prestige to gather younger men around him when he called for a war party to attack along the Ohio. When Rattler pushed the raw liver at Flora, the muscles in his forearm tightened, making the snake tattoo of his clan come alive.

As for Pearce Longleigh—he laughed at himself. Though he had outdone his English comrades in riding, wrestling, boxing, sword play, shooting and fishing, he’d not missed a meal since his father claimed him from the wilderness. Eton could be cold and drafty to be sure, but his body soon grew accustomed to feather beds. As for all his physical accomplishments, though they pleased his father, these were games played by the idle rich to slake their boredom. The only son and single child of a duke would never be permitted to go to war lest the title be left dangling if he died. How had he ever thought himself worthy to live among the Shawnee again?

Cornbread, meat scraps, and berries did not sustain him. He’d sucked a pebble to quiet his stomach and watched Flora with concern as she wrapped her ankle. Reverend Paulsen turned his eyes away from the sight of her pale, bruised flesh and the delicate bones of her limb. Patrick O’Grady leered, and Rattler watched with slitted eyes. As for himself, he wished he could perform that task for her—hold her small foot in his hand and run his fingers lightly over her injury, pretending to search for broken bones.

And then the incident of the liver, both a gift and a jest committed by Rattler to see her reaction. The war leader wanted Flora as much as he did, but if she could not keep pace tomorrow, the Shawnee would kill her.
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Pearce Longleigh slept on the ledge, the long rifle his only companion on a rocky bed. The camp below stirred and so did he. Confident deep in their own territory, the warriors built a fire and prepared a simple meal. Rattler gave Flora her portion and allowed her to hobble behind a bush to answer the call of nature. Even if he could have snatched her away at that moment, obviously she could not run, and Pearce would be hard put to carry her and fire the rifle.

As the war party prepared to leave, Rattler thrust a long, forked stick at Flora. “Use to walk,” he muttered and turned away to take up his place farther ahead.

This day was crucial. Pearce could not go far afield and come near when they camped. If Flora did not keep up, her death was imminent. Today, he skirted their march, ghosting from tree to tree, bush to bush. The Panthers bringing up the rear must have caught some motion out of the corners of their eyes, because they stared uneasily into the dense forest. Still, he had to stay close to listen to their plans.

Flora’s slow pace made their line stretch out, until a gap formed between the rear party and the main body of warriors. The scar faced man in charge of the prisoners and addressed as Yellow Tail sent a youth ahead to summon Rattler. He complained to the war leader of the female captive being a burden, slowing them down, keeping them from reaching home with their riches, exposing them to other tribes who might be in the area. He questioned Rattler’s leadership and implied strongly that he had a weakness for the woman.

Rattler fingered his war club. “She is a gift for my grandmother, a slave to work in the fields and haul the water.”

At the mention of Rattler’s grandmother, the other warrior hesitated for a moment. “The woman is small and damaged. We will be three more suns on the trail at her pace when we could be in the village already celebrating our victories in less than two.”

Flora did not understand their words, but knew the argument concerned her. “I am doing the best I can. Really, I am very strong and heal quickly.”

Rattler replied in her own language. “I hear what you say, but we cannot take the chance. Kneel and show me your neck. You will feel no pain.”

He raised the bladed club high. Flora did not kneel. She continued to argue.

“Surely we will soon be at our destination. A day or two more or less cannot make much of a difference. Once my ankle is healed, I will make a very good slave.”

“You do not know how to obey. Kneel down!”

He gave the club a practice swing close to her head. Flora closed her eyes but neither knelt nor flinched. Rattler raised the weapon up again. The shot Pearce squeezed off knocked it from his hand. The warriors grabbed their weapons as a hulking form, furry-headed, rattled through the bushes and pushed forward into the sunlight on the path.

“Spirit bear,” one of them whispered and all held their fire.

Pearce kept his rifle out at his side and his hands away from the knife and hatchet sheathed in his belt. He spoke the traditional Shawnee greeting as if he had simply come for a pleasant visit. “I make my compliments to you. Where are you going on this fine day? While I do not mean to interfere in your business, to kill this woman would be a grave mistake. Her family across the Great Lake is very rich and will offer a large ransom for her return.”

“Spirit bear!” Rattler laughed. “What we have here is a man who speaks his Shawnee like a redcoat. I know him. His father came and took him away over the waters. Now he is red on the outside but white inside, an apple fallen from the tree. We should kill him, too. He rode on the boat with this woman and slew our warriors. He bears the mark of my club.”

“Killing me would be another mistake on your part because my father has even more wealth.”

The scarred warrior who had started the whole incident quickly reached into his pouch and brought out a colored band. “I claim this one as my captive.”

Pearce allowed the fellow to place the strap around his neck and take his weapons. For Flora’s benefit, he switched to English.

“Where will you take us?”

“To the new Chillicothe by the headwaters of the river the French call St. Mary’s. Big Knives from Kentucky burned the other two villages.”

“Are my uncle and aunt well?”

“They will not know you because you are a white man now.”

“I take it they still live.”

Rattler did not answer. He retrieved his beautifully carved and polished war club and examined the damage to the haft of the weapon he had made himself. “Better be big ransom.”

“Enormous, I swear. And now I shall solve your little problem. I will carry the woman to Chillicothe on my back. To me, her weight will be no more than that of a butterfly lighting on the shoulder of a bear. Come Lady Flora, mount me.” He knelt at her feet.

“I am strong enough to walk, thank you.” She folded her arms across her chest.

No time for her to be stubborn now. He must convince her. “You will need all your resolve and a good ankle for your next ordeal.”

“Next ordeal? As if this never ending walk in the woods is not enough!”

Impatient, Rattler shook his damaged club and said, “Up or die.”

“Since you put it that way—again.” Flora put her hands around Longleigh’s thick neck and looped her legs through his arms. He rose with little trouble and took his place among the other prisoners. The group moved on.

Flora whispered in his ear. “What is the next ordeal?”

“Prisoners are made to run the gauntlet. You must be swift and brave.”

“I am always brave and will try to be swift.”

“Good. Now if you please, I must preserve my breath for the long haul. No more chatter.”

“Only one thing more. Under the circumstances, I want you to call me Flora, and I shall call you Pearce.”

Oh, so now she granted him the honor when she rode him like a stud horse. “As you will.”

He plodded on with the reverend muttering his prayers behind and O’Grady marching ahead. That Irish bastard hadn’t offered to carry Flora, he noted, nor had the reverend.

“Watch out for that root!” she cautioned.

“I see it.”

“Wouldn’t do for both of us to be crippled. Surely you won’t have to run the gauntlet since you are one of them.”

“All captives are treated the same, except for small children who are adopted immediately. They wish to test your mettle.”

“I have mettle.”

“I am sure you do. Quiet please.”

Her curls tickled his cheeks and stuck to the sweat building on his neck. Her breath cooled him. Her soft breasts pressed against his back. He groaned ever so slightly.

“I am too much for you.”

“Not at all.”

“You could have gone free and been in Louisville by now. Why did you follow?”

“I promised your father I would take care of you if he should die.” Among other promises made, he thought.

“And a Longleigh never breaks his word?”

“Exactly.”

She shifted slightly and hugged him tighter. “Is that the only reason you came after me?”

“Flora, please be silent.”

“No talk!” Rattler ordered, and Pearce was grateful for the surly command.

Flora laid her head on his shoulder. Not long afterward, he swore she slept. They continued on until afternoon and paused for water and a meager meal. He let Flora slide from his back on to a cushion of old leaves. Still she dozed as if she hadn’t felt secure enough to sleep deeply since her capture. Rattler prodded her awake and handed her a portion of cold meat. Grudgingly, he thrust the same at Pearce and stalked away.

“Here.” She held out her dinner. “You have done all the work, and I can do without until tonight.”

“You need to keep your strength up, too.”

“I insist. If you refuse, I simply won’t eat it at all.”

O’Grady, finished with his meal already, said, “If ye are not wanting that, hand it over.”

Pearce took Flora’s portion, halved it, and gave part back to her. “There, more than fair.”

Satisfied, she ate, and after the break, climbed aboard his back without a word. She rested there until they stopped for the evening and again halved her food. The other captives dropped in their tracks after eating and soon snored all around her. No need to bind them now, so deep they were into Shawnee territory, so far from rescue.

As the night thickened, Flora moved close and lay down next to him. He’d watched her on other evenings. When she wasn’t gazing up at the stars, she slept curled tight on her side like a child afraid of the dark. Now, she moved back and back until her warm bum rested against his loins, a small ship coming to a safe harbor. If only she knew how glad he was of his total exhaustion.

She raised his arm and pulled it over her. “Pearce, I lost the squirrel you went to so much trouble to get for me.”

“No matter. I will find you another.”

“I doubt you will get the chance. I hope Lord Bushy Tail survived the massacre.”

“He did. He scampered out and away when I...went to check the boat.” Behind his closed lids he could see Lord Rushmore, waxen and lain out in his bunk, and Nulty across from him blanketed in dry, black blood.

“Did you bury my father?”

“I had not the time. I sent them all downriver to be found and hopefully be given a decent rest.”

“Thank you. Pearce?” she said as if loving to repeat his name.

“Yes, Flora.”

“My father might have told you. I am not a true widow since my marriage was never consummated. I do not want to die a virgin. I wish you had stayed in my cabin that night, the opinion of others be damned.”

“Little I can do about it now, but we might still have our chance.”

Giving way to tenderness, he raised her hair and kissed her nape. She sighed against him and attempted to turn in his arms.

“You are as restless at night as that flying squirrel. I need my sleep.”

“Of course, you are tired after carrying me all day. Might I bother you just once more?”

“What is it, Flora?’

“A kiss, I desire a kiss to help me settle.”

“A kiss settles nothing, believe me.”

“Only one brief kiss.”

Giving in, he allowed Flora to turn in his arms and brace herself on his chest. She lowered her lips. He kissed her gently. She grasped his head in her hands and plunged in, pressing and probing, all eagerness and inexperience. A disgusted grunt from the darkness stopped her.

“Someone is watching.”

“Naturally, there are always guards set. As I said, the Shawnee do not kiss.”

Flora pushed herself up on his chest. “Then I am very glad you are not totally Shawnee. There now, I am ready for rest.”

She did not turn over again but nestled in his arms, all bad dreams held at bay by his strength. If only he could do the same.
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Rattler did not kick them apart in the morning. Instead, that act was accomplished by Reverend Paulsen, who shouted and pointed at their entwined bodies, “Marry or burn! Marry or burn!” He flapped his Bible at them.

Flora sat up, blinked, and yawned. “Really, all we did was sleep together.”

She laughed slightly, realizing her faux pas. “I mean we merely kept each other warm.” Not much better.

Pearce stood up in his shabby and bloodied buckskins. “I will marry her this moment if the lady is willing.”

“Oh, I...” Flora found herself speechless for one of few times in her life. She looked down at her torn and dirt-stained gown and attempted to primp her hopelessly dirty and tangled hair. “Of course, I will.”

The reverend had already turned to the back of his Bible to find the appropriate service. “Dearly beloved,” he said, gazing around at the bemused Shawnee and rumbling on without a stop until he came to the vows.

“Do you promise to love, honor, and obey his man, your husband?” His burning eyes fixed on Flora. “Because you will burn in hell if you do not.”

“I am not so sure about obeying.”

“Flora, say ‘I do,’” Pearce prompted.

“I do.” Her words came out very small while his reply boomed for all to hear.

“I now pronounce you man and wife.”

Paulsen mentioned nothing about kissing the bride, but Flora turned her face up hopefully. Pearce brushed her lips quickly. Rattler spit into the dirt of the trail.

“We are man and wife now. Nothing can part us,” Flora asserted.

Rattler shrugged. “White man’s words have no meaning in Chillicothe. Eat and then pick up your burden, Bear Hug. We have far to go.”

After a meager breakfast, Flora mounted her husband’s broad back again, and they set forth on the trail.

She whispered in his ear, “I suppose I am a burden now.”

“You are my wife.”

“Heavier than a butterfly today?”

“After a long march on short rations, yes, but I will not give Rattler the satisfaction of knowing that. How is your ankle?”

“Somewhat better. So the leader’s name translates as Rattler. I thought of him as Snake for his tattoo.”

“He is Snake Clan and suited to his name. In his youth, he liked to brag loudly of his deeds, and was likely to sting any who offended him.”

“You?”

“I threw him to the ground many times. If you are a butterfly, he was a flea to me.”

“Does he bear you a grudge?”

“It would seem so.”

Flora stroked one hand through the thick tail of his hair and repeated to herself, “Lady Flora Longleigh, Viscountess Laughlin, Lady Laughlin, Mistress Pearce Longleigh in the States.”

“Bear Hug’s woman,” he grumbled. “Please stop petting me.”

“Why? I’ve wanted to do this ever so long. Now we are married, and I can pet you all I want.”

“With my permission.”

She nuzzled his neck. “With or without.”

“Flora, if you do not stop distracting me from my task, I shall dump you by the wayside.”

“And then what?”

“I cannot discuss this anymore. We had a scant wedding breakfast and will have no wedding night. Cease teasing me. We are in great danger.”

She sobered then. “It seems I am always cheated of a wedding night, but I will behave.”

Her head sank to his shoulder. He felt like a brute again. He had vowed to protect her, and he did so. He had sworn to marry her, and he so had. How could he possibly bring himself to return her untouched to England and the life she was meant to lead while he stayed behind with his true people? At the moment, he could only take one step forward and then another, trying to forget about the warm and yielding bundle on his back.

~ * ~
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THEY MARCHED LONG AND ate little. Flora slept in her husband’s arms again, free of bad dreams. But on the third morning, the atmosphere in the camp changed. Rattler was in no hurry to get on the trail again. He sent out a hunting party and a lone runner to go ahead of the group. They ate roasted meat and lingered, finally taking to the path again near noon.

Still carrying Flora, Pearce instructed her. “They have sent one of the Wolf Clan ahead to proclaim their victory and say prisoners and much booty have been taken. There will be shouting and guns going off, the gauntlet to run. Your ankle?”

“Not perfect but much improved.”

“Good.” He could in no way prepare her for all that would happen and saw no sense in scaring her.

Their path veered to the left and eventually opened into a cleared area. A log palisade not unlike a frontier fort stood before them. The returning warriors began to whoop and fire their weapons. One held up a pole bearing the scalps of the boatmen and the earl’s wig. At the very top, the red hair of Nulty hung in a place of honor. The stout gate opened and a gang of boys waving thick branches boiled out, raising the dust. Then, they stopped and came no farther. The adolescents gave way to a bent old crone leaning on a staff and a tall woman of middle age dressed in white doeskin.

The crone hobbled forward, calling out the same phrase over and over. The tall woman strode ahead of her. As she neared, her large, luminous dark eyes regarded the prisoners. Without hesitation, she went directly to Pearce and smeared his face with vermilion taken from her pouch. He pushed Flora forward, and the woman anointed her face with red.

But the hag had arrived, too. She smeared O’Grady’s face with black and placed her hands on the reverend’s face as if she meant to kiss him with her wrinkled lips painted the color of blood. He drew back, and she cackled. Instead, she left two dark handprints on his cheeks and repeated her chant.

“Pearce, what is she saying?” Flora asked.

“You don’t want to know.”

“I insist!”

“She says, ‘You bring me good meat’.”

“The Shawnee are cannibals? You never told me.”

The warriors prodded them forward. Pearce grasped her elbow to make sure she did not wrench her ankle again.

“The old woman is Pickaway, born of a people that sprung from the backbone of an animal. They have not the same morals as the Shawnee formed by the Creator. She will share her feast with three other hags.”

“And who will be the main course?”

“She has marked O’Grady and the reverend for death. We’ve been saved by the Peace Woman, my aunt.”

Time ran out for explanations. They approached the gaping maw of the village and inside, boys and older women bearing sticks lined up like sharp teeth ready to bite. O’Grady ran through the line as if all the devils of Hell chased him. Good at running away, he cried out from only a few heavy blows. The reverend cast his eyes up to God and stalked on his long legs down the row. If he felt the beatings, he gave no sign at all and received a slight murmur of approval.

Pearce went next. The tormentors seemed to redouble their efforts, thrusting out limbs to trip him and stabbing with their branches. He leapt over low barriers, tore a club from the hand of a vicious youth and used it to defend himself for the rest of the way. The women and boys drew back as he swung at them in a powerful arc. At the end, he turned to face them and threw the club to the ground with all the scorn he could muster. The favorable murmurs grew louder.

Flora half expected applause to greet his performance. She smiled tremulously at her husband, stepped out of the large, flapping moccasins Rattler had given her, and drew a deep breath. Before she could exhale, the woman at her end of the line shoved her into the fray. She started off on the weak leg and listed to one side, where a tall boy whipped her back with a slim stick. Protecting her head and neck with her hands, she steadied and ran straight down the middle as fast as she possibly could. Sheer terror leached the pain from her ankle. Her burst of speed caught many off guard, but as the end came in sight, a mean-mouthed squaw kicked out a foot and tripped her. She went down. Blows rained upon her back. Then, strong arms grasped her and a broad back sheltered her. Pearce pulled her to safety.

The tone of the mob changed to angry. Her valiant husband picked up the cudgel he had thrown aside.

“Get behind me, Flora. They feel cheated by my rescue and want to force you through again.

“I will do it if I must.”

“You won’t survive another beating. Get behind me.”

“No. If we are to die, I will stand by your side.”

“Flora, please...watch my back and see no one comes at me that way.”

“Oh! I see.” She assumed a ferocious fighting stance, hands held out in front like claws, and slipped behind her huge husband. Her sharp, little elbows poked into his back in her effort at self defense. They would die close together, back to back if not side by side.

Voices called out. Heads turned. The line of the gauntlet broke apart. A hunting party of older boys, led by a man with iron gray hair hanging about his shoulders, had returned home, bearing two tender spike bucks on poles.

“We will feast tonight,” the man called out. “Take the captives to the Council House so preparations might begin.”

“My uncle,” Pearce murmured to Flora. “He will help us.”

The warriors formed around them and marched the prisoners through the extensive village, where log cabins stood side by side with shelters made of bark. Dogs and chickens scattered. Small children gamboled after them. The Council House was as large and substantial a log building as any Flora had seen since leaving Virginia. A chief, presumably, listened to Rattler tell his tale and considered the spoils laid out and the captives. The headman of the village replied with measured words. The warrior’s face hardened.

Flora leaned close to her husband. “What are they saying? Rattler seems very discomfited.”

“As he should be. While the chief praised the riches, the many scalps, and the captives, he also asked why so many of his braves now lay buried by the Ohio. Rattler lost nearly half of the war party, most of them very young men restless after the war and eager to prove themselves. They will not follow him readily again.”

“And what of us?”

“The chief will dispose of us as he sees fit. Until then, we are safe—or should be. You might notice they have taken the whiskey keg to be opened.”

“They will be drunk as lords by evening.”

“Lords? Nothing is worse than a drunken Indian.”

They were led away to small lodges, the black-marked men to one place, Flora and Pearce to another. A celebration began and continued on into the night with the warriors shouting, dancing, striking a pole, and, according to Pearce, telling their tales of valor. The clamor easily penetrated their guarded bark hut. “They boast of slaying the mighty Red Nulty, among the last to fall.”

Flora shuddered against him. “Do they say anything about my father.”

Pearse stayed silent for a moment. She prodded him with an elbow. “Tell me!”

“Yes, a white man with not a scrap of scalp to take.”

“I’m glad he shaved his head to give his wig a better fit! Poor Papa, his sole adventure killed him.”

The Peace Woman brought the captives a stew of vegetables, murmured some reassurances to her nephew, but did not linger. Later, another woman offered meat. Flora looked at it doubtfully.

“It’s venison. Eat. We will need our strength,” Pearce urged her.

He placed an arm around her, and she winced. “Sorry. We should try to rest now. We do not know what tomorrow will bring for us.”

“And for the others?”

“Death.”

~ * ~
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OUT OF SHEER WEARINESS, Flora went to sleep to the sound of shrieks and drums. She woke to the screams of men being tortured. Pearce slept heavily by her side. She shook him awake.

“What are they doing to O’Grady and the Reverend?”

“I’d rather not tell you. Lie down and stop your ears.”

“Do not spare me, Pearce. If I am to live here for a while, I need to know Shawnee ways.”

“Very well, but you will think my people brutal. I wouldn’t have it so. Remember, not long ago, the British had men drawn and quartered, gutted alive and cut into pieces before a crowd. Before the Enlightenment, witches died by fire.”

Flora recognized the next high-pitched scream as belonging to O’Grady, who cried out to Jesus and Mother Mary. “Tell me.”

“According to custom, the other prisoners were stripped down and painted black. This morning, the villagers started a fire outside the gates and nearby set up two poles of springy, white oak and hung them with grapevines to tie their victims.”

“They burn them alive? Even witches were often strangled first.”

“No. Firebrands are applied to the skin. As the captive struggles and writhes, the vines and pole pull him upright again.”

“To be tormented some more?”

“Yes. The torture will continue until the prisoner dies, a half day, longer if I had been chosen because I would have shown them my valor by refusing to scream.”

She envisioned what might have happened to her husband, then turned her sympathies to the other men in jeopardy even though she didn’t care for either. “Dear God, help them! The reverend has not uttered a word, has he?”

“His courage will be admired.”

“What good will that do him? I did not like the man, but never wished this upon him.”

O’Grady screamed continuously now. Flora did stop her ears, but her imagination conjured up the sight behind her closed eyelids—the short but muscular Irishman covered with red welts and char like a badly cooked roast. Her lids opened wide.

“That hideous old woman will eat them afterwards?”

“Yes, along with the other crones.”

“Barbaric.”

Pearce explained no more. He drew her close and held her lightly because of her bruises.

At the time of day when no shadows are cast, the screams faded, to be replaced by the words of the Twenty-Third Psalm cried out as strongly as if the preacher stood in Canterbury Cathedral.

“Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me...”

“The preacher sings his death song. The Shawnee will approve,” Pearce said.

“Fat lot of good that will do him! And what about me? Will I be raped?”

“It is not our way.”

“Our way! You are an English gentleman. How can you feel at one with these savages?” Flora wanted to beat upon his chest. She did, small fists hammering.

Calmly, Pearce grasped her wrists. “Listen to me, Flora. Rattler and the others will go to the Council House now and spend four days purging themselves of war lust before they can rejoin society. They may separate us, but you will be safe. I will do all in my power to protect you.”

Flora huddled against his chest and cried for the dead.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Twenty


[image: image]


One day later, their guard took them to stand before the Council House early in the morning. The chief spoke briefly. A tall, dignified older couple stepped forward to claim Pearce Longleigh and lead him away. Flora recognized them as the hunter and the Peace Woman, his aunt and uncle.

“Never fear,” her husband whispered as he went.

Then, she stood alone before a mass of hostile bronze faces. Provoked by fear and not the summer sunlight, sweat trickled down her bruised back. None spoke for her until a cracked voice called from the rear. Giving wide berth to the old woman hobbling forward, the crowd parted. The cannibal burped in Flora’s face, spraying her with meaty breath. Flora flinched. The hag enjoyed that and laughed. Others laughed with her.

The crone put a rope round Flora’s slender neck and lead her like a donkey to a dark wigwam made of saplings and bark. Under the fire hole, a black kettle hanging from a crossbar supported by two forked sticks bubbled. A red hen roosted on the portion of the bar extending beyond the low blaze. The old woman knocked the bird to the floor. Squawking, it scurried out the door flap. The hag rooted among her belongings, produced a wooden bowl, filled it from the kettle, and pushed the contents at her new slave.

Flora sat on the edge of a sleeping platform and peered into the bowl, stirred it with the horn spoon. Only a few berries floated to the top. It seemed nothing more than cornmeal mush, much like she’d made for the boatmen. She dipped and ate. Practically tasteless. The crone watched her every bite, and as soon as she finished, gestured for Flora to rise.

She tore at Flora’s gown, ripping the bodice free and tearing off the skirt and petticoats. When her captive appeared reluctant to part with her undergarments, the hag found a knife, cut them down the back, and ripped away at the remnants until Flora stood naked before her with one hand across her breasts and the other guarding her pubis. Was she to be another meal, fattened on maize, no matter what Pearce said?

The old woman shoved a length of stained hide at her. Flora attempted to cover herself, but if she clothed her breasts, her backside showed and vice versa. There seemed to be no solution until the hag tossed the knife aside, wrapped the deerskin around her waist and tucked it in. Flora considered diving for that knife—and then what? If she killed this woman, she surely would end up in the stew pot belonging to her fellow crones, like an unfortunate child in a grisly fairy tale.

The hag presented her with a stick bound to an elk’s shoulder blade with rawhide strips. Flora turned it over in her hands. What was she to do with this? The crone picked up a hoe with a long shaft and a fine metal head leaning against the wall. Ah, so it goes. The owner gets the good hoe; the slave gets the bad one. The woman used the pole of the hoe to poke Flora toward the opening and out into the village to be exposed to all abroad. Indians, it seemed, woke early.

Small children playing with fat puppies and leather dollies pointed. Brown women ignored her. Groups of adolescent boys turned their eyes her way and focused on her round, pink nipples. Elders looked once and turned their heads away. Flora tucked the crude hoe under her arm and covered her breasts with her palms. Her keeper cackled and poked her sore back. She stumbled in Rattler’s big moccasins and drew more attention. Drat that her curly hair was not as long as Lady Godiva’s. She felt her blush spreading until she was as red as her captors.

As they approached the village gate, more women with hoes, some bearing babies in carriers on their backs, joined them. They covered their breasts with calico blouses or soft doeskin. Some wore leather skirts, others traders’ cloth of red or blue. None were as naked as she in her strip of hide and floppy shoes.

Their group thickened still more as they crossed the open space and skirted the black remains of a large fire, the two poles and withered vines nearby now empty. They followed a slope down to the bottom lands along the river where clumps of maize grew entangled with the twining stems of beans and the broad leaves of pumpkins and began grubbing out weeds. A young woman near her own age hung a cradleboard bearing a babe of about three months from the limb of a shady tree and took a place in the field near Flora. She spoke first.

“I am from the people you call the Creek and speak some English. My father was a white man who traded with our tribe. I come here with my husband who is Shawnee. I am also a stranger.”

“But not a slave,” Flora replied bitterly.

“No. Some slaves are taken as a wife, some are traded.”

“I have a husband.”

As if her words had conjured him up, Pearce came walking along the path to the river. Surrounded by men his own age and his uncle, he laughed and joked with them in their language and did not notice her among the tall shocks of corn. They were tailed by half-grown boys who slowed and stared at her wobbling, white breasts as Flora plied the hoe. She turned her back so they could not see her front. The boys moved along. Flora moved behind a clump of corn and peered out between the green stalks with their sharp-edged leaves. She watched her husband’s thick head of black hair and broad buckskin covered-shoulders disappear around a bend along the water. So glad Pearce had landed among friends, but what of her?

The sun grew hotter. While the warmth soothed her bruises, her shoulders began to burn. The tops of her breasts turned a painful red, but at least she had company in her nakedness now. Several women had shed their blouses to cool themselves. Young girls brought water, and she drank deeply when one of the bravest offered her some refreshment. The Creek woman, called Corn Tassel, paused in her work to nurse her infant and returned to the field topless as well, totally unconcerned about the exposure of her full, milk-filled brown breasts and thick, dark nipples.

“It does not bother you that men look?” Flora asked.

“They do not look at me, and no Black Robes are here to tell us we must cover ourselves.”

Flora dug into a stubborn stand of weeds. A lengthy snake banded in red, black and yellow slithered out and made for the shelter of the pumpkin vines. She screamed and raised her hoe to chop the serpent in two, but instead felt a heavy blow to her own shoulder. Her ancient owner berated her for some time, then evidently ended with a jest, as the women laughed. The crone gestured for her to return to work. Flora edged away from the shock where the snake hid and closer to Corn Tassel.

“What did she say? Why do they laugh?”

“She says the snake is our grandfather and must not be killed. You are a stupid girl not to know. And she gives you a name.”

“What name?”

“Frog Belly because you are so white and frogs are the prey of snakes. Her grandson, Rattler, is Snake Clan, and so we laugh.”

“My name is not Frog Belly! I am called Flora, which means Little Yellow Flower—very loosely.”

“You are her slave. Old Snakeroot calls you what she wants.”

“God help me, I belong to a cannibal named Snakeroot who is Rattler’s grandmother. Could this be any worse?”

She soon knew. The women stopped talking entirely as the grotesque figure of a tall, pale, and naked man came from the river. Black ringed his eyes like a raccoon. His body serum oozed from angry red welts. He mumbled as he walked until he saw Flora, and then he cried out and pointed.

“Jezebel, Salome, temptress, Witch of Endor!” He shook his long, skinny penis at her. Bearing some of the dark paint and red burns along its length, it resembled the snake Flora had nearly killed, but much less attractive. The women shrank from him and moved back into the field.

“This seems to be my day for being called vile names,” Flora whispered to Corn Tassel.

“He is Crazy Head. The warriors did not kill him because he sang and called down his God upon them when they burned him. They cut him loose. Let him go away.”

“Yet here he is.”

“The people will feed him and give him salve for his burns because he is possessed by a mighty spirit.”

“I cannot argue that, but I wish he would leave me alone. I never tried to tempt him. That was all in his mind.”

“Yes, Crazy Head.”

The young warriors who had gone to the river earlier returned along the path. They shouted at Reverend Paulsen, what was left of him in mind and body, to move along. One brave in particular crowded and berated the man until the preacher moved off toward the village. Flora had not noticed him when the group passed before, but she should have, because he stood out amongst the others, taller and wider than the rest. His naked chest bore thick muscles under greased bronze skin. He wore nothing but a breechcloth of bright blue material and moccasins beautifully decorated with quill work and beads. A top knot ornamented by scarlet ribbons, brass buttons, and a single hawk’s feather sat atop his freshly plucked head. The huge savage beckoned to her.

Pearce had promised she would not be raped, but what else could this man want? Snakeroot shoved her forward, away from the shelter of the corn stalks. She covered her breasts again and took a stance, head up. Flora Longleigh did not quail before a savage.

“Do you not know me?”

Distracted by all else, she had not looked at his face. “Pearce! Oh, where has all your beautiful hair gone?”

“I have been washed clean of my whiteness and made one of them. I am now Great Bear of the Shawnee.”

“No longer Bear Hug?”

“I have outgrown that name. This one is more powerful. They say they mistook me for a spirit bear several times as I stalked their path.”

“Well, that old hag calls me Frog Belly. Tell her I am Little Yellow Flower.”

Did she detect a smirk on his full lips? Now the crone scolded and motioned for her to return to work. Her husband, her mighty, nearly naked husband, rumbled in his deep voice at Snakeroot.

“What did you say?”

“I told her if she treats you well, gives you ointment for your sunburn, and a better dress, she will be rewarded with many gifts.”

“When and where will you get such things? You haven’t even a hunting coat or a linen shirt to trade anymore.” Did he hear the hopeless tone of her voice?

“My adoptive parents and the Bear Clan will help me.”

He came close, put a broad finger under her chin, and lifted her face to his. For a moment, she thought he would kiss her before all the hostile world, but then she remembered, the Shawnee do not kiss.

“Be brave, Little Yellow Flower.”

Not I love you, simply be brave. She watched him walk away, his taut round buttocks barely covered by the blue cloth, the wide back that bore her through the woods completely Indian.
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The second day in Snakeroot’s wigwam, the crone rousted Flora from the old sleeping hides at first light. She made it clear to her slave by pointing out the containers of ground corn and dried blueberries, the bucket of water, and the pouch of salt, that she was to make the porridge while Snakeroot herself slept longer. Flora got to work. She knew this ritual and in truth longed for some rashers to fry as well. She stirred and tasted. Needed more salt. She added a healthy pinch. Better.

Snakeroot crawled from her blanket a second time and stretched her withered limbs. Her aged joints popped and cracked like corn kernels thrown into the fire. She beckoned for a bowl of mush. Flora served her and received a clout on her bare, sunburned shoulders after the first taste. The hag berated her, implying she had wasted the meal. Flora tried her own portion. It was perfection: not scorched in any way, full of berries, and savory with salt.

Still complaining, Snakeroot tossed a shabby tunic of deer hide Flora’s way. How sad that the girl who had once worn silk and lace felt gratitude for a garment that merely covered her from neck to mid-calf and ended in a fringe half missing. Flora regarded her hands hanging out of the loose sleeves. They had tanned slightly on the trek through the forest. She supposed her face must be the same shade of brown. As for her palms, yesterday’s session in the cornfield had left them red and blistered. Nothing compared to the reverend’s suffering, but still sad and painful. With her hair uncombed for many days, why, she must look like a ewe with a wooly coat full of dirt and brambles shortly before sheering. No wonder Pearce could not bring himself to say he loved her. All appetite gone, in despair, Flora sank to the edge of the sleeping platform.

A woman’s voice called out Snakeroot’s name beyond the door flap. The hag responded with a less than cordial answer, but the visitor entered and was offered mush from the pot. The Peace Woman had come for her. Flora’s spirits rose.

After two bites, the Peace Woman set her bowl aside and began a lengthy conversation with the crone. Flora got the gist from their tone: pleasant salutations, perhaps some chit-chat about the weather, a proposal offered, a hard bargain driven. Was she free to rejoin her husband now? In her eagerness to leave, Flora drew on her moccasins.

The Peace Woman stood and addressed her in English. “I am sorry. Snakeroot will not free you until Rattler completes his purification. We offered a fair bride price to gain you for our new son, but she demands more.”

“What will happen to me?”

“We will try again.”

“Tell Pearce, I mean Great Bear, I yearn for my husband.”

The woman with the lustrous eyes of a doe smiled. “I will.”

Flora grasped for words that would keep this serene woman between her and old Snakeroot. “You speak English very well.”

“We sat many nights with Full Moon Woman and White Bull. He taught us.”

“White Bull, do you mean the Duke of Bellevue?”

“He was not called so then. A redcoat, my husband’s sister’s man, who left his child for us to raise, then tore him away. That boy is back, now a mighty man named Great Bear, our son.” The Peace Woman turned to leave.

“Just one more question!”

“Yes?”

“What is wrong with my porridge?”

“Too much salt. You cook like the whites.”

“Oh. Please deliver my message to Great Bear.”

The woman nodded. She stooped through the doorway, leaving Flora at the mercy of Snakeroot again.

Her day: fetch water, clean the cooking pot, chop meat for a stew and pray it isn’t part of O’Grady, march to the cornfield to grow more blisters, walk back to the hut when the afternoon became too hot, eat her dinner, work some gruesome substance into a deer hide stiff as if starched to soften it, have supper of the same stew, fall exhausted into her sleeping robes.

His day as far as Flora could tell: arise late and eat the food Peace Woman has prepared, walk past the cornfield to the river and fish or hunt, return for his dinner, smoke a pipe and gamble on a throw of bone disks with his newfound friends while his adoptive mother scrapes fresh hides, indulge in a hearty supper, sit around the fire listening and telling tales before stretching out for sleep.

Flora could only hope Pearce Longleigh won at Indian dice to add to her bride price. True, he’d given her slight, encouraging nods each time he passed the field. His eyes sought hers as she labored over that damned hide. But could you put that on your blisters or sore shoulders? Could you take such gestures to bed to comfort you?

On the fifth day, Rattler returned to his grandmother’s wigwam. He said little and held out his bowl twice for the bland mush. He followed Flora with his eyes, making her glad of the shabby dress and her covered breasts. When the man of the wigwam picked up his rifle and went out to hunt, she sighed with relief.

The Peace Woman came again with another offer while Rattler was gone. She haggled with Snakeroot while Flora concocted a meal of meat, beans, and wild onions in the stew pot. Again, an impasse. Flora followed her husband’s adoptive mother through the doorway and begged for a word.

“I am sorry. Great Bear says he misses his Little Yellow Flower and has won back his rifle in a wrestling match.”

“Wonderful news. Perhaps adding that weapon to my bride price will make all the difference,” Flora answered.

“A man needs a good gun to provide for his family. Great Bear is no longer skilled with bow and arrow, but is a mighty hunter with his rifle. Already he brings in so many deer I need a new daughter to help me with the skins. So I have told Snakeroot. This does not move her.”

“I suspect the only thing that would move Snakeroot is a keg of gunpowder. Do you have any?” Flora answered tartly.

The Peace Woman flashed a smile that made her large eyes sparkle. “You would bring laughter to my lodge. My own daughter lives with her husband in another village. I would welcome you.”

The hag called out, “Frog Belly, come here!”

Flora understood the oft-repeated order and returned to her work.
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He stepped from behind a tree and into Flora’s path as she lugged water in a kettle from the spring. She very nearly spilled her burden.

“I swear, Pearce Longleigh, if I had upset this cauldron I would make you go back and refill it.” She set down the water and put her hands on hips barely noticeable under the baggy, buckskin dress.

“Shawnee men do not haul water.” He said that, deadly serious.

“As I’ve noticed. They do very little else but smoke, drink, gamble, and lay about with their friends.”

“Yes, we are the same as the gentlemen of England, but we also hunt and fish.”

“As do the gentry.”

“They do not feed a village. All game goes into their own larders. I’ve brought in six deer and an elk. now that I have won my rifle back from Yellow Tail. Tomorrow, I plan to stalk a group of woods bison.”

“How jolly for you! Tomorrow I plan to be in the cornfield again getting more blisters.”

He took her hand and turned it palm up. “Calluses will form soon, and you will no longer hurt.”

“Calluses.” Her lips quivered. Her eyes filled. “It’s not bad enough that I flake from sunburn and stink from lack of bathing and have no comb for my hair, but now I must have calluses, too. I am no longer attractive to you, and that is why you have not purchased me yet.”

“Look at me, Flora, my Little Yellow Flower. I have not won you yet because Snakeroot is greedy. Every hide I bring in is added to a bundle to meet her demands. Doe Eyes works tirelessly with her female relatives preparing them. The calluses on their hands are the signs of a good, hard-working wife.”

He tipped her face upward with one broad finger and might have kissed her if she hadn’t spat out at him. “Who is this Doe Eyes? Some brown beauty who would make the perfect Indian wife?”

“No, she is my adoptive mother, my aunt.”

“I thought her name was Peace Woman.”

“No, that is her position within the tribe. She pleads for the women and children when the men want to go to war. She saves worthy captives.”

“How very good of her! But she cannot free me from Snakeroot.”

“I’ve never known you to be so unreasonable, Flora. We are doing our best. Meanwhile, do you have enough to eat, a comfortable place to sleep?”

Flora’s head drooped. “I am never denied food from the pot and sleep as comfortably as Snakeroot and Rattler.”

“Has Rattler made advances toward you?” His voice went deeper.

“Not really, he watches me when at home, but like most of you Shawnee men, he is often outside. Still, at night, even in the dark, I can feel his eyes upon me.”

“He might try to persuade you into his blankets with promises of better treatment and the possibility of becoming his wife.”

“As if I am likely to succumb to that lure!”

“Good, that’s my girl. Has Snakeroot stopped beating you?”

“I’ll receive some clouts on the back for being late with this water. Oh Pearce, if we ever have a wedding night, I fear I won’t be able to lie down upon my back.”

“Oh, how innocent you are. That would be no impediment, I assure you.” A wide grin split his broad, bronze face.

Immediately, her spirits rose. “Really? Tell me...”

The cracked voice she had come to hate shouted from the head of the path, “Frog Belly, Frog Belly, where is my water?”

She understood that wretched name and the question perfectly because it was so oft repeated. Fetch water, bring my walking stick, refill my bowl. She knew them all.

“I must go or receive another beating. No sense in bringing them on.”

He bent, laid his lips on her forehead for a moment, and then moved his big, nearly-naked body aside. She wanted to stay there pressing her sore breasts against his warmth, but the words, “Frog Belly” sounded again. Flora picked up her kettle and trudged down the path.

In the wigwam, she hung the pot over the fire and prepared to make a soup for their dinner. Her belly ached, and she yearned for broth and vegetables and salt, lots of salt, no matter what Snakeroot wanted. Where was the salt pouch? She swore the old woman hid it just to aggravate her.

The simple belongings in the wigwam were always in a jumble. She’d tried to organize them: roots, dried vegetables, cornmeal over here; bear hams and venison haunches hung from the crosspieces; Rattler’s hunting paraphernalia and moccasins over there; blankets and sleeping hides neatly folded on the platforms. As her mother taught, a well-run home is a well-organized home. Mama, how was she? She’d given her so little thought since this adventure began.

The crone threw everything back where it had been in no logical order at all. Furiously, Flora rooted in Rattler’s bedding, tossing aside his quiver and bow. Where was the salt? A cramp gripped her belly, and she paused in her search to rub her abdomen. The attack came unexpectedly.

Snakeroot screeched and laid her walking stick across Flora’s back. She drove her slave from the wigwam and across the village with strikes and pokes until they came to a small, isolated hut. The hag pushed her inside and issued the command, “Stay.” Like any well-trained dog, Flora knew that word, too.

“But why?” she asked as her eyes adjusted to the darkness within.

A girlish voice answered, “Because it is your moon time.”

“Moon time?”

She made out the figure of a plump, round-faced girl about fourteen sitting on a bed of dried moss and cattail fluff. She gestured to a similar bed.

“Sit. You bleed.”

Flora became aware of the red rivulets coursing down her legs. Moon time equals monthlies, she thought. As if she hadn’t problems enough. She’d lost track of her courses during all her tribulations. For certain, no one would bring her a hot water bottle or a bowl of soup here, and yet she was to “sit and stay.” She squatted on the pile of absorptive materials and put her slightly aching head in her hands.

“Do not be sad,” her companion said. “This is a good time, a time of power for women. Others will bring us food and visit with us, and we need not work. But, we dare not touch a man’s weapons, go near the sacred pipes or altar lest we foul them. Snakeroot says you are very stupid not to know this.”

“Another whose English amazes me,” Flora said.

“My father was an English trader. He comes no more since the war, but often he told me soon the white faces would rule our world, and I must learn his language. I am called Small Turtle. Mary Munson is the English name my father gave me when he took me to be sprinkled with water by the white shaman.”

“Well Mary, I don’t feel like much of a ruler right now, but am grateful for your company.”

The girl giggled. “You are Snakeroot’s slave, Frog Belly. She says your cooking is bad, and you cannot even scrape a skin very well, but Great Bear still wants you. The whole village knows. Maybe he will come to you in the Moon House. If so, I will close my eyes tight and pretend to sleep.”

“Men do that? I thought we were polluted.”

“All know a woman cannot get a child during her moon time, and so sometimes we have secret visitors.”

Warming to her companion, Flora said, “Really? Will someone come in the night to be with you?”

“No.” The girl sighed as heavily as any young woman at Flora’s boarding school when they had a hopeless crush on some young buck.

“My uncle does not like One Horn and will keep him away. He says One Horn is still too young and has nothing to offer for me, but he went on the raid with Rattler. He returned alive with scalps to show for it and brought back many fine gifts. I dare to hope. Uncle would rather see me marry someone like Great Bear or Rattler, but they are so old. I mean, they are good catches for a woman like you who is past her prime, but One Horn has a tattoo of an eagle on his chest and wears two feathers of the same bird in his scalp lock. He is so handsome.”

Small Turtle chattered on about the object of her affection, giving Flora time to reflect. Sometime on the trek to Chillicothe, she had turned twenty-one years. In her native land, she also would be considered past her prime. Would she ever have her wedding night? Would she never bear a child? Even this prattling adolescent knew more about the facts of life than she did.

If she and Pearce escaped and returned to Britain, the Church of England would not recognize either a Methodist or a Shawnee marriage. If he’d married her out of some obligation to her father, he’d be free to seek a younger, moneyed bride. Society would wonder about her time among the Indians, speculate what horrors she had undergone, and just how damaged she might be. No, banish the thought. The Longleighs prided themselves on keeping their word.

“Great Bear would be much more handsome if he had some tattoos. Rattler has that snake drawn on his forearm, very powerful medicine. But, I think the eagle is best. One Horn has a copper earring, too.” Small Turtle ran on and on.

The entrance to the Moon House opened. Doe Eyes, the Peace Woman, entered. She brought soup for both women and a hot, flat stone wrapped in red flannel for Flora. Grateful, Flora tucked the stone under her dress against her sore belly. During the day, other women visited and saw to their needs. Small Turtle had a great many friends her age. They giggled and gossiped at a speed she could not comprehend, but occasionally Little Turtle would throw a comment her way.

“My friends say Great Bear killed six bison today. They wish he would make an offer to marry them.”

“He is already my husband. We were wed by—Crazy Head.”

“Oh, that will not count, but maybe one of my friends can be second wife to Great Bear next year. He brings in enough meat to feed a whole lodge full of women.”

“Yes, I suppose he does.”

The conversation raced off in another direction. She reheated the stone near the small fire lit to keep the bugs off. The worst of her misery would be over in a day or two, and three days after that she would be up and out hoeing the cornfields again. She should be happy to be free of Snakeroot and Rattler and raw hides to process. Too much time to think.

Why did she long for Pearce, who had never said he loved her? From that brief meeting between them as children, she’d woven her favorite daydream as she became a young woman. One day, Pearce Longleigh would see her again and be smitten. One night, he’d come steal her away to Gretna Green, and they would live in a crumbling castle in the wilds of Scotland while her parents became reconciled to the fact of their marriage. He hadn’t come for her. Her father gave her to poor, weak Francis instead. She’d been the one to cross the ballroom and seek him out, not the way it was properly done. Now, her youthful dream seemed more unlikely than Small Turtle’s yen for One Horn.

After the evening meal, Flora spent the long summer evening answering Small Turtle’s questions about England. The girl was as insatiable as she, herself, had been in pestering Pearce about the Shawnee. She described great houses and ballrooms lit by hundreds of candles, fine carriages and silken gowns, but felt compelled to add that many people lived in homes no bigger than log cabins and hadn’t great wealth.

Small Turtle’s happy brown eyes shone bright in the light of the fire. “My father promised he would take me to London. I believe you are one of the people who do not work with their hands because you have so many blisters. Word is you will be ransomed. Then, I could come visit you in England across the Great Lake to the east.”

“I hope you do. I hope I will be there to receive you.”

They settled in for the night. Flora lay as close as she could to the interwoven sticks of the wigwam, hoping to get away from the close warmth of the hut and the thick scent of menstrual blood. Oh, for fresh air. But if she dared to go outside, she was quite sure someone would push her back. Still restless deep into the night, Flora lay awake. She heard his first whisper of her name.

“Flora, where are you?”

“Here, Pearce, over here.”

She swore she could feel his huge presence, his great warmth right through the wall of sticks, bark, and mats. Across from her, Small Turtle giggled and rolled over to face the other wall.

“Are you coming in to—visit me?”

“No! My mother told me you already had one sort of visitor and had gone to the Moon Hut. I killed six buffalo today. We are closer to our goal of hides.”

“So I heard. At least three of the visiting girls were willing to become your second wife, they were that impressed. I tell you, they gossip like a parlor full of parsons’ wives.”

“I am glad they provide some amusement and am very sensible of the compliment they pay me.”

“Don’t let it go to your head, mighty hunter.”

He’d lifted a mat and pried loose a bark shingle to hear her better. Now, he poked something through the gap. “A small gift. I carved it myself.”

“Oh, a comb!” She clutched the object hewn from an antler to her chest as if it were a jewel from the king’s scepter. The very thought of him making it for her brought tears to her eyes. Must be the monthlies, bringing on the waterworks again. “Now I can begin to make myself presentable.”

“You are always beautiful to me. I will keep watch over you. Sleep well.”

“Pearce, don’t go!” She slipped her hand through the gap and touched his cheek to stay him. “Talk to me. Tell me how we will be married in the Shawnee way. And when.”

“When? I cannot say. When old Snakeroot is satisfied with our gifts. How? Very simply. The women will come and help you prepare a large stew of vegetables. Then, they will escort you and the stew to my house. My father will announce our intent to be man and wife, and then we will feast and dance long into the night. Ask Small Turtle to explain the marriage dance to you. You must think up many compliments about my imposing manly physique and hunting prowess.”

“Perhaps I could tout your high opinion of yourself.”

He chuckled. “Oh, you cannot be too complimentary. Meanwhile, I will work on a list of adjectives to describe you. Let’s see, Snakeroot says you are puny and sickly-colored like a corpse, a bad cook and a worse worker, worthy only to be a slave.”

Flora’s small hand formed into a bird-like claw. She attempted to scratch his chest, but he caught her wrist and kissed her fingertips. “I will think of my own descriptions. Until tomorrow night.”

And he was gone. She felt as bereft as if she’d just been jilted.

~ * ~
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IN THE MORNING, SMALL Turtle begged to see the comb. In the sunlight flowing through the smoke hole, she examined the crude carving across the top of the teeth.

“See how your man has made it into a shape like a bear and put claw marks all along the edges, as if the animal has scratched its mark. It is a very fine comb, Frog Belly.”

“Do call me Flora.”

How many times had she said that on this adventure? She welcomed the comb, but it hardly compared to her silver-backed dresser set at home. No matter, Small Turtle had plans for it.

“Today, we will comb each other’s hair—and we will see how pretty we look.” Shyly, the girl drew a pouch out from under her dress. “One Horn gave me these gifts, but my uncle must not know.”

She laid out a pair of cheap scissors, a small mirror, and a bag of blue beads. Flora recognized them instantly as trade goods from the keelboat. Men died so that One Horn could gain prestige and court his sweetheart. Appalled as she was, she could not bring herself to squelch Small Turtle’s enthusiasm.

“My hair does need dressing very badly. We might need those scissors for some of the knots, too. Let’s see what you can do with that comb.”

Flora winced as Little Turtle did her best working out some knots and cutting out others. “Your hair is like the curls on the head of a buffalo and nearly as hard to comb,” the girl remarked.

“I want you to know my hair is considered very fine where I come from and is much admired.”

In truth, her curls had always given her and her maid trouble, but men did seem to be attracted by its wild tangle—all men except Pearce, who had never remarked upon it. Possibly, he would say something complimentary at their wedding dance. He could hardly rave about her soft, white hands. They no longer existed, having been replaced by these tanned and seeping appendages. At least, time in the Moon Hut would allow them to heal.

“Tell me about the wedding dance,” Flora asked, her mind having gone in that direction.

“Oh, you will like the close dancing. First the men all dressed in their finest ornaments make a line. Then, the women stand across from them some distance apart.”

“Not so very different from our ballroom dances.”

“We move closer and closer, all the while saying pretty things to each other.”

“Again, not unlike England.”

“Then, our bodies touch, and we dance as one to the music. I am a woman now since I bleed and may choose my partner, but I must be very quick to take my place across from One Horn. Many of my friends admire him.”

Flora had stopped listening when the bodies touched. She imagined herself pressed against Pearce moving in time to the heartbeat of drums and the stir of rattles. “Not so like England,” she murmured.

“How do your people dance?” Small Turtle asked politely.

“At arm’s length, touching only with the gloved hand. We bow and curtsy and weave pretty patterns around one another.”

“Huh! I think our way is better,”

“That just might be the truth. I look forward to my Shawnee wedding.”

“There, I can do no more. Your hair is now like the fluff of the milkweed blowing all about, but a very pretty color, Frog Belly.”

“Flora,” she corrected. “Better than a buffalo head, at least. Here, I will comb yours now.”

Flora drew the comb down the girl’s long, black hair falling nearly to her waist, an easy job compared to her rat’s nest. As she finished, Little Turtle’s mother entered bringing her daughter a dress to embellish. Already ornamented with elk’s teeth, the yoke of the leather tunic would soon have a neckline of special blue beads, Flora thought. She wished for some needlework to pass the time. One must be careful what ones wishes.

Snakeroot made her first visit and threw down heavy leather cut for the soles of moccasins. She demonstrated how Flora was to pierce the bottoms with an awl and stitch on the uppers with sinews. Not exactly fancy work, now was it? Still, she was gladdened to be occupied even if she shod the crone and Rattler, though she discovered some of the leather cut to fit her own small feet. No more flapping footwear, it seemed.

When occupied, nightfall came soon enough and with darkness came Pearce. He announced his presence with a bone flute played very badly, so badly Small Turtle’s shoulders shook with laughter though she tried to feign sleep.

“Please, Pearce, enough! You are alarming the camp dogs. To think you had the gall to criticize my singing when you haven’t an iota of musical talent in your body.”

“True enough. The friend I borrowed this instrument from should have offered a few lessons. Sing for me, Flora.”

“What, and frighten the wildlife off so you won’t be able to amass the hides needed to purchase me?”

“We are nearly there. Have patience. The Shawnee do not appreciate greed within the tribe. Snakeroot must make a trade soon or be scorned. Sing. Your voice is like a thousand doves in concert. I’m saving that one for our wedding dance.”

And so, she sang for her loved one the melancholy ballad of the Spanish lady who fell in love with an English soldier, only to find him married to another. Her voice lifted and floated out the smoke hole. Many listened in the night, and Pearce said not a word. When the door flap opened, she expected to see him coming to her during a time when no babies would be conceived. She held out her arms, but the form outlined in the doorway stood long and scrawny, and the voice was not Pearce’s low rumble.

“Here’s where you hide, luring me with your siren song,” the preacher said.

In the dim light cast by the coals of their fire, Flora saw someone had covered his nakedness with breeches of blue stroud too short for his length. His chest remained bare and glistened with an ointment to heal his wounds. Still, he looked ghastly with his hair matted and his eyes wild as a beast’s. Small Turtle, no longer pretending to sleep, quaked in her bedding.

“Do you know, wicked Salome, the savages burnt off my foreskin? They have made me a Jew. How am I to bring them to Christ when I am a Jew?” he moaned.

Flora answered, “Our Lord was a Jew and circumcised. Follow his example.”

She found the awl used to make the moccasins and clutched it in her fist. If he attacked, she would put out those eyes. No need. A huge hand gripped Paulsen’s shoulder and jerked him from the Moon Hut. The men scuffled beyond the door, and then with a few yelps like a kicked cur, the struggle ended. Pearce returned to his spot by the raised mat.

“We’ve driven him off with thrown rocks. It seems your voice does not soothe the savage beast after all.”

“Don’t jest with me! I was prepared to blind the man with an awl. Who else is out there?”

“That’s the Shawnee spirit. A lovelorn lad named One Horn lurks nearby.”

Small Turtle threw off her fear and glanced hopefully at the doorway.

“And a stern uncle called Hard Shell who keeps him away.”

The girl thrust out her full lower lip in the universal sign of a thwarted child. Flora suppressed a smile.

“I suppose we should be grateful my brother, Roddy, is not nearby.”

“Yes, grateful.”

What an odd tone he had to his voice. She had little time to ponder it because he lowered the mat saying only, “I will keep you safe” before breaking off their communication.

~ * ~
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SMALL TURTLE LEFT THE Moon House the next morning. As she gathered her sewing materials, she told Flora how she looked forward to a bath in the river.

“Do you have a bathing pool, then?”

“Yes, where the men are not supposed to go, but we are pestered by boys and throw stones to keep them away.”

Flora shuddered, recalling last night and who else had been driven off. Now, she would be alone in the hut. Her solitude did not last for long. Another girl entered. She recognized her as one of Small Turtle’s visitors, Black Wing, who spoke no English. Once the sun grew too hot for work, the wigwam would fill with girls again, all giggling and gossiping. She wished for a woman more her own age as a companion. Time to practice her Shawnee, she supposed.

Her question came out crudely phrased. “Why no old women come?”

The young woman regarded her oddly. “No need for old women to come here.”

“No, no. Women my years.”

“Ah!” Black Wing answered. Flora did not understand her words. Finally, she mimed a big belly with her arms, then cradling an infant and holding it to her breast. So, most of the more mature women were either pregnant or nursing. Flora pondered that and continued to work on the moccasins. Corn Tassel would not be coming, then.

The day before her flow finally stopped, a woman her own age did appear to make use of the Moon House. Unlike most Shawnee females who took pride in their appearance, she had tangled hair, a dirty face, and soiled clothes. She did not acknowledge Flora and in fact, radiated hostility.

“Have you pain?” Flora asked, as she offered the red flannel and the flat rock to the newcomer.

“Woman-Who-Waits is sad,” Black Wing supplied. “Her husband went with Rattler and did not return. She will not wash or change her clothes for one year.

“I am sorry for your loss,” Flora said in English.

The widow turned her back. Dirty clothes and an unwashed body would surely be a better deterrent to a rash re-marriage than widow’s weeds. To think she had fretted about wearing black for a year to honor Francis, for whom she had had only a mild fondness. But oh, how she had wanted to seek out Pearce Longleigh during that tedious time.

When the hut grew dark and all visitors left, Flora kept the awl close in case Woman-Who-Waits might attack her, but the widow only cried when she thought the others slept. Pearce did not come to talk. Perhaps he had been responsible for the death. Probably, he did not know.

At dawn, she left the Moon House and slipped down to the river to wash. Snakeroot had accused her of malingering and checked with her fingers to be sure Flora still bled the previous morning. The hag held up one soiled finger to show she expected her slave to return in a day, but Flora would not be denied her bath. She might long for hot water and scented soap, but a sun-warmed stream and fine grit from its bottom would have to do.

She scrubbed her body, sloughing off the itchy flakes of dried skin from her sunburn until her skin glowed as pink as the clouds at daybreak. She dunked her head and did her best to wash her hair, then sat, stark naked, on a rock at the water’s edge to draw Pearce’s comb through her curls. With regret, she went to put on the dirt and sweat stained tunic and found it gone. A boy’s trick, she was sure, but just in case, she picked up a stone and edged into the bushes.

“Certainly very funny. Now deliver up my garment at once,” she called out in English. She felt her annoyance needed no translation. What if the watcher turned out to be the deranged Reverend Paulsen, who had once chastised her for being Susannah tempting the elders as she bathed? She stooped and picked up a second stone. Nearby, the brush rattled. Was it boy or beast or bedlamite? Not waiting to find out, Flora chucked the stones as hard as she could. At least one scored.

“Ouch! Dammit, woman, you are hard to care for. I’ve brought clean clothes, nothing fancy the hag will covet, but better than what you had. I thought simply to leave them, but you found me out.”

Pearce rose from his hiding place and held out a faded blouse of calico and a plain but new deer skin wrap. She wondered if from his height he could see her nakedness over the barrier of bushes.

“Were you spying on me as I washed?”

“Not spying, keeping watch that others did not. Besides, I am your husband. It is my privilege to enjoy the sight of my wife naked.”

“Did you like what you saw?” The skin of her naked breasts flushed. Her nipples hardened into pink berries.

“I adored every inch from head to toe.”

Finally, an ardent comment from the reserved Pearce Longleigh. She wished to lie down in the grass and roll in it. She wanted to step from the bushes and take him down with her. Women’s voices sounded. Others coming to bathe. Pearce slipped away—again. Heaving a sigh, she plucked the new garments from the bush and put them on.

~ * ~
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FLORA APPROACHED SNAKEROOT’S wigwam. She held the completed moccasins and hoped they would ward off a beating for being tardy. She need not have bothered. An argument raged in the lodge, the crone and her grandson going at it like a drunkard with a shrewish wife. Flora listened and did not enter. Others passed by and ignored the quarrel. When she saw Small Turtle, she grasped the girl’s arm and drew her behind the hut.

“Please tell me what they are saying.”

“Because you are my friend, Frog Belly, I will do this.”

“Flora,” she corrected absently. Slaves had best know the mood and concerns of their owners lest they be beaten simply for being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

“Snakeroot says she has made a sharp bargain with Doe Eyes. Besides the hides, you will bring two horses, and she need not walk to visit her sisters anymore.”

“Then I have been given to Great Bear!”

“Not yet. Rattler says he took you as a captive to help his grandmother in her old age and to replace her daughter, his own mother, who died of a white man’s disease. You will not die from such a sickness. You are young and can bear many great-grandchildren for her.”

“I’d rather not,” Flora replied before she could stop herself.

“But now, Snakeroot says she does not want half-white babies in her wigwam. The white men killed her son in their war, and now she has only this worthless grandson, who lusts after white women, to hunt for her meat. Most do not feel this way, Frog Belly. All children are gifts from the Great Spirit and very loved.”

What was this she felt—a pang of pity for Rattler, who had threatened to bash in her head on a regular basis? Still, he had given her moccasins when her shoes wore through and sustained her with bison liver. Since coming here, he had not beaten her, only stared with desire in his black eyes.

“Now Snakeroot claims if you give Rattler a child, she will boil it in the kettle and suck the meat from its bones the first time he leaves to hunt.”

“I do believe she would.”

Small Turtle nodded solemnly. “Some think she is a witch and very powerful. They are afraid of her.”

“A shame she did not live in England earlier in this century.”

Small Turtle cocked her head, not understanding. The shouting ceased. Flora’s interpreter laid her ear close to the mats covering the wigwam.

“Rattler says Great Bear can have you.”

Flora grabbed Small Turtle’s hands and danced her in a circle. “I am to be a bride again. Thank you, thank you for telling me! If ever I can help you in any way, come to me, my young friend.”

“I will dance with One Horn at your wedding!” The girl squeaked loud enough to bring Snakeroot to the doorway and yank her slave inside.
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The drum beat like a giant heart. The bonfire lit the packed earth of the dance area more brightly than a hundred-candle chandelier. Flora waited, impatient as a maiden with a full dance card, behind the circle of onlookers for the men to enter.

She felt strangely beautiful in her wedding dress of white doeskin, hung with bright brass medallions and tufts of gaily colored feathers. The fringe of her tunic fell well below her knees. Doe Eyes herself had beaded the yoke with a design of small yellow flowers like the daisies of the fields. White shell anklets adorned her sun-browned legs, and a rosette of red and yellow with a long, forked tail of sparkling white beads edged in blue rested in her curls at the back of her head.

Had it been left to Snakeroot, her former slave would have wed in the faded blouse and buckskin wrap. The hag did not consider this to be a marriage at all, but rather a hard bargain driven for a worthless slave. She’d all but pushed Flora out the door of the wigwam when Doe Eyes and her female relatives came to deliver the horses and large packet of hides. Doe Eyes pushed her back inside and took over the making of two large kettles of vegetable stew since clearly the crone did not intend to provide anything for the nuptial feast. Obviously, Snakeroot preferred boiled human.

The other women of the Bear and Deer clans engulfed Flora and dropped the extraordinary gown over her head. They combed her hair, wild after its earlier washing, as best they could and attached the lovely ornament several of them had created. She was grateful for all their efforts, asking Doe Eyes for the words to tell them so. They wanted no thanks, only a bride for Great Bear. With their preparations finished, the women escorted her to the house of Big Paw, a substantial log cabin, where her new father-in-law waited and declared that his son and this woman, Frog Belly, would wed. At least, that is what Pearce told her he’d said as they sat down to feast with the extended family. The only words she’d understood had been her hated Shawnee name.

Truthfully, he’d dressed more opulently than her and a great deal more oddly. He wore the scarlet coat of a British officer complete with epaulets but lacking any garments of linen beneath it. The taut muscles of his belly and the heavy musculature of his chest showed instead, all glowing bronze against the red. Flora marveled at the fit.

“My father’s jacket, given to Big Paw when Billy the Bull was recalled home to become Bellevue’s heir. It’s been very well cared for,” Pearce told her.

Below the jacket, he showed his savage heritage. His wide breechcloth, white as her dress, bore thick designs of red and blue beads. Doe Eyes had tufted and pegged his leggings with bear fur and brass buttons and dangling claws that clacked as he’d walked to greet her— most impressive on a man of his size, his great size. A case of nerves attacked her stomach, making the feast unpalatable. Pearce ate with gusto as if he could not get enough of the meat and stew.

Big Paw and others told stories and made remarks to the couple. Flora gathered the comments were bawdy by the laughter, and she blushed without knowing why. This delighted the audience and more tales ensued. The eating seemed to go on endlessly well into the night, until the drums began to sound. The young men bore Pearce away, and the girls stripped Flora of her moccasins in preparation for the dancing. Anticipation replaced nervousness.

With Pearce in the lead, the young men paraded in line to the rhythm of deer toe and gourd rattles and the plucking of a stringed instrument. Barefoot all, adorned with shell anklets and silver bracelets that caught the light, weighted down with beaded and brassy finery, they were lean and handsome, every one. But Pearce Longleigh, he was magnificent. At her side, Small Turtle gave Flora a nudge, and women began slipping through the crowd to take their places opposite their chosen partner. Flora passed Rattler, who sat among the seasoned warriors. He looked at her with narrowed eyes and grim lips as if he were about to say, “Stay back or die.” She pushed on until she stood across from her husband a good fifteen paces away.

He, too, was unsmiling, but at her side Small Turtle shook her straight, glossy black tresses and shimmied in a way that would have caused Flora’s governess to faint with mortification. The girl smiled raptly at One Horn and unimpeded by modesty, gazed straight into his shining black eyes. With a start, Flora noted the tattoo on the youth’s chest, a stylized eagle, same as the one borne by the savage who had bashed in her father’s skull and waved his wig in triumph. She shoved the memory away. These were her people now, not her enemies.

Next to that couple, Black Wing had chosen a partner, a tall youth with an angular face and high cheekbones. She also displayed a great boldness. Experimentally, Flora jiggled her body and set the fringe and feathers swaying. She gazed into her Great Bear’s eyes and saw the fire, banked since the age of thirteen, roar into life again.

An elder rose and, taking a place at the head of the line, began a chant. The lines of men and women moved slowly toward each other, swaying and rattling the shell anklets with the stamping of their feet in time to the music. At the length of a foot, the women took up the chant, and the deep voices of the men answered. Closer still, until with arms locked behind them, male and female touched hard chests to soft breasts.

Flora murmured her first compliment, “Mighty hunter.”

Peace answered with, “Lovely lady.”

“Strong arms.”

“Hair, golden like the sun.”

“Your hair, all gone now, but very thick before.”

“Voice like a thousand doves singing.”

“Buttocks like the bison bull.” She’d understood she must compliment all parts of his physique, and she did so admire this aspect of his body.

Small Turtle snickered and whispered a comment to One Horn in his ear.

Bending over Flora, Pearce said, “Now you’ve done it. I’ll be called Buffalo Butt on the morrow.”

Flora pressed against him as he leaned back. “Better than Frog Belly. I await another compliment.”

“Thy breasts are like two young roes that are twins, which feed among the lilies.”

“Plagiarism from the Bible, dearest?”

“I have never been eloquent.”

“All your words are eloquence to me.”

“Your eyes are silver in the firelight.”

His manhood hard against her center, Flora could think of no other nicety than, “You will father many children.”

“All upon you, my beloved.”

The warmth of his body, the dew of sweat forming and sliding between her sensitive breasts, the heat low in her belly, even the slight tang of whiskey on his breath as they stood close enough to be one, formed her next words.

“Passionate lover.”

His hands gripped the small of her back and dipped her even lower. The tail of the hair ornament touched the ground. She burned for him, she burned. Her hands caressed his cheeks just as she’d always desired. When he leaned back again, he took her off her feet and nearly prone against his large body.

“Little Yellow Flower, you are my wife.”

“Great Bear, you are my husband,” Flora cried out as he set her down again, and Shawnee custom or no Shawnee custom, kissed him full on the lips and did not let go—all thought of an audience gone, all modesty vanished.

The drums stopped. Beside them, Small Turtle’s partner muttered “good dance” and went off with his tall friend. Some couples eased into the darkness together. Flora and Pearce went with them.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Twenty-four


[image: image]


He led her out of the village, scooped her up in his arms and ran into the woods, deeper and deeper, until they came to a small wigwam set in a clearing. It held only one sleeping platform made soft with furs and enough provisions and firewood for a few days. Feeling Flora’s impatience all the while, Pearce struck flint and steel together to raise a small flame in the dried moss and carefully nurtured it with twigs before adding kindling and a split log. If such things were possible, he could have started the blaze with the heat in his mind and body alone. Better to use this time to cool his thoughts.

“Doe Eyes made this place to give us privacy for a short time,” he said as he worked.

“She outdoes my former mother-in-law by a great deal in kindness. The first put me in bed with a dying man, gifted me with an unbearable French maid, and kept my dowry. Now I shall have my true wedding night, my first and only wedding night.” Flora scrabbled at the belt holding up his breechcloth and ignored the red jacket.

Pearce removed her small hands and held them still. “You are inflamed by the dance. We should rest.” How could he tell her? How could he explain what was best?

“Rest? As my father hinted, I am a virgin, but even I know one does not rest on a wedding night unless they lie beside a near corpse.” She plucked at the brass buttons of the coat since he held her fists tight against his chest.

“Here, I will strip off my jacket, and we will lie down and sleep together as we did on the trail.”

“Shall I take off my dress, or will you?”

“Leave the dress on.” Oh, the ardor that shone in her light eyes nearly brought him to his knees. He removed the scarlet jacket almost welded to his skin by the sweat of desire. The run to the wigwam while bearing Flora had relieved him of an inconvenient and unintended erection. Only a boy the last time he had witnessed the close dancing, he’d underestimated its power. The whiskey passed round by the young men beforehand had loosened his defenses. He’d all but taken her in public, and her eyes, those eyes, still dazzled with desire. No chaperone stood nearby to reprimand him; no strident mother demanded the marriage. The Shawnee had their own rules.

He lay down on the furs and patted the space next to him. Flora folded against his side and placed her small hands on his naked chest exactly as he’d so often dreamt. Those hands were browner now, but still much lighter than his bronze flesh. The golden curls of her head rested beneath his chin and spilled out across his arm.

“There now, shall I tell you one of the stories told this evening?”

“I suppose.” She sighed deeply.

“When the Great Spirit created the first man and the first woman, he was at a loss where to put their—reproductive organs. First, he hung the man’s organ from his forehead like a turkey’s fleshy appendage, but the entrance to the woman was just above her backside, so this did not work at all well. Then he moved it to the middle of the man’s back and the woman’s special place to hers. This proved difficult since the man could not mount backwards and the woman was unable bear his weight. Their limbs flailed around like spider legs. They could not touch each other except in that one spot.”

Somehow his hand, meant to stay firmly at her waist, crept down her slender thigh, up beneath her dress, and came to rest on one softly rounded hip. He forced it back above the doeskin.

She laughed lightly. “Very amusing, but I believe the Great Spirit must have eventually figured out love must be made face to face so we can gaze on each other during the act.”

“I’ve found the eyes tend to close, and the lips tend to open.”

“I must see for myself.”

She slipped from his grasp, raising her arms over her head and sliding from her dress. Before he totally comprehended what she did, he embraced only her gown. Flora, naked as Lady Godiva, straddled him at the waist. Her breasts were pink atop from the remains of the sunburn, all the rest milky white like the picture he’d held in his mind since watching her bathe in the stream. Not a single bush separated them now except their own.

“You meant to lull me to sleep with a tale, Pearce Longleigh. I won’t be denied my wedding night, do you hear?”

She leaned forward and peppered his chest and chin with small kisses. Her soft, round breasts pressed against his hardened nipples. He closed his eyes.

“I am Great Bear now, and the Shawnee do not kiss. You quite scandalized the elders.”

“As you practically took me before them, I do not care for their opinion on kissing.”

He firmed his lips and tried to remember how he had endured when being whipped at Eton. He needed more strength than that. Pretend you are being tortured by the Iroquois, Longleigh. You must not cry out or give in. Her tongue, small and slick, sought access to his mouth.

“Flora, no!” But she was in. He should never have taught her that French trick on the keelboat. He pushed on her hips to move her away and only settled her on the most urgent erection he’d ever known. She bounced lightly on the bulge. More torment.

“Listen to me. As my wife you will be safe until ransomed. It is my intent to stay in the wilderness. Life here is hard on women of all races, let alone the gently bred. If we consummate our marriage, I might get you with child. There are no physicians or midwives nearby. It is best, don’t you see, that you return home intact and make a better marriage.”

“Ha! No better marriage exists than to wed the heir of a duke, but I care not if you are Viscount Laughlin or Pearce Longleigh or Great Bear. You are my husband, and I will have you.”

Her hands dove beneath his breechcloth and drew out what he wished to hide, his great desire for her. She sat atop his engorged penis and slid her moist labia along its hardened length. Her eyes fluttered closed. Her lips did open, and she spoke.

“I believe I have a talent for passion. Doe Eyes said all would come naturally, and so it has.”

“Flora, I promised your father I would protect you, marry you, and see you safely home. Allow me to do that.” He choked on the words.

She stopped moving. Her misty gray eyes opened and revealed her disappointment. “So, you have no love for me? I am still a burden, a responsibility to be dispatched?”

He should say “yes” now, but the words would not come. He remained silent.

“Pearce Longleigh, I have loved you since my tenth year. I understand if you cannot return my affection, but it seems we have a mutual desire which is more than many couples share. I have married you twice and would marry you thrice again in England if necessary. But I will have my wedding night!”

She pinned his large shoulders and began to move again, pressing harder against his erection. Damn it all to hell, she took her own pleasure without his consent. He should allow her but could not. He rolled her into the furs and plunged into her at once. She’d prepared herself so well, she did not cry out, only drove her nails into his back and spurred him on. She came quickly just before he lost all control and finished the matter explosively. Once he fell back, she rested content in his arms.

“My Little Yellow Flower, what an extraordinary woman you are.”

“I’d like to think so.” She yawned and with her head resting on his chest went to sleep.

What would become of them now?

~ * ~
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TRYING TO BE THE GENTLEMAN, he enquired if she were in discomfort the next morning. Her big, gray eyes peeped at him from out of the covers. She said, “We must try again to find out.”

After all, the damage had been done and the invitation was clear. He simply was not as strong a man as he’d hoped when it came to possessing Flora. This is what came from pent up desire, a total surrender. Caressing all that smooth, white skin her tunic had covered, he took her again with great gentleness until the end when his wits fled.

Afterwards, he made that up to her by spoon-feeding her porridge served with as much salt as she wanted and the last of Doe Eye’s supply of maple syrup. The few drops of sweetening left, he drizzled on her bowed lips. Her small, pink tongue licked it away. That was all it took. He mounted her again.

They slept into the afternoon and dined on ripe wild plums and cold roasted rabbit. Their sport resumed and went on well into the night. He allowed her a turn on top and marveled as she stared down at him with dreamy eyes and said, “Not unlike riding a horse, just as the teamsters said.”

“You astound me, Flora.”

She smiled and rode on at a gallop.

Guilt seized him the following day. Naked, he sat bowed with head in hands on the edge of the sleeping platform. Flora stirred behind him. Her breasts burned against his back as she hugged his neck. She touched his shoulder and drew a finger down his spine.

“Come back to bed.”

“Flora, I regret what I’ve done to you.”

“I do not. I want to do it some more.”

“Not my meaning. We must return to the village today and resume our roles. I hunt, fish, fight, and gamble. You must hoe and scrape and haul the water and firewood. If I help you, I will be diminished in Shawnee eyes. You were reared to have a house full of servants and lie in bed all day if you wanted.”

“I can endure until we are ransomed. Besides, I’d rather labor for you than Snakeroot.”

Her little hands rubbed his bowed shoulders. “I have an idea. Could we not take what provisions are left and strike out for one of the forts today?”

“Flora, we are watched. Even when I hunt, I am not allowed to go out alone. They dole out my powder and shot, just enough for the task. Yellow Tail has no intention of being cheated of my ransom, nor Rattler of yours.”

“You mean those two are nearby—watching and hearing all?”

“If they have stayed that close, I imagine them to be very jealous of me by now. Besides, I gave Big Paw my word not to run off and break my new mother’s heart a second time.”

“And a Longleigh always keeps his word,” she said sadly.

“I don’t know how to make this up to you.”

Flora sank back into the furs. She said the words so softly he figured she thought he heard them not. “Love me.”

~ * ~
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THE MEN LOLLING ABOUT the village when they returned greeted Pearce with some obviously lewd remarks. He held up a number of fingers and puffed up his already sizeable chest. Face burning, Flora entered the log house and put aside her finery for the old blouse and wrap. She grabbed a hoe, a good one with a metal head and stout shaft from Doe Eye’s belongings and hurried off to the cornfields.

She took up a place near her mother-in-law and far from Snakeroot. The shocks thick with upright and nearly ripened ears, brown silk at their tips, reminded her for all the world of a man’s erection. Pumpkins swelled and melons ripened at her feet forcing her to recall the possibility of getting with child.

“Was my son a good lover?” Doe Eyes asked, as if she were simply commenting on the weather.

“What did you say?”

“Did he do well by you?”

“Ah, yes, very well.”

A familiar giggle sounded from behind a clump of corn. “Buffalo Butt,” Small Turtle chortled.

“Father of Many,” Black Wing laughed.

“All that and more, I assure you.” Flora raised her chin. “And I rode atop.”

Her full breasts swinging, Corn Tassel looked up from her work. “Tell more.”

So, she did. Why should men have all the fun and gain all the credit?

A sour voice complained, “Some should work more and talk less.” Snakeroot, naturally.

Flora chopped at a weed with frizzy, white heads. Its seeds scattered on the breeze. She dug down deep, pulled up the taproot, and tossed it aside. She no longer worked for that vile hag. She labored for the man she loved.
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Flora squatted low and wretched away from her finery. She wore her white doeskin wedding dress on the last day of the celebration of the Green Corn Festival and did not wish to soil it. Pearce had gone off to participate in the male rituals four days ago, and she prayed no one else noticed her distress. In the small, secluded glade, she rocked back on her heels and wiped the vomit from the corners of her mouth with a bunch of sweet clover. Trying to erase the stench of sickness, she breathed in the honeyed scent of the spiky white blossoms.

“Are you ill, Little Yellow Flower?” Doe Eyes asked.

Her mother-in-law had come so silently, Flora lost her balance and fell back into the clover patch, fortunately away from the disgusting mess she’d made nearby. Several disturbed bees flew up and went to gather nectar elsewhere. She lay with her eyes closed under the late August sun and relished the coolness of the trefoil leaflets for a moment before answering.

“I ate too much green corn.” The roasted ears at the great feast had gone down easily and come back up just as quickly along with side dishes of succotash, corn cakes, and a venison maize dish.

Doe Eyes regarded her thoughtfully. “If you say so, but I believe my son has planted his own seed this summer.”

“Is it so obvious?”

“To a woman, yes. To Great Bear and Big Paw, no. Men can track a deer for miles over hard ground, but notice a woman increasing, not until she is big as a pumpkin.” Doe Eyes shrugged.

“Good. Great Bear is not to know right now.”

“It is your secret to tell, but why, Little Yellow Flower? He will be so proud, and you will have many months to celebrate your joy.”

Flora sighed. At least, she was Frog Belly no more. Pearce proclaimed her new name and told her to answer only to that. So simple, as many things were to the Shawnee. If she’d been born Clorinda Clodhopper in England, she’d be stuck with an unbecoming name for life. The savage Indians were wise in many ways.

“Great Bear will be angry. He does not want me to have a child.” She opened her eyes to see sadness drop like a soft, dark cloth over Doe Eye’s face.

“Children are a gift a woman can choose to give or not. When times are difficult, often we must withhold that gift or prevent it from arriving. There are herbs for both.”

“You do not understand. I want our baby. Pearce, I meant Great Bear, will send me to someone like Snakeroot to bring it off. We have such women in Britain as well.”

Flora folded her hands over her belly though no bulge showed as yet. Only the tenderness of her breasts and the fickleness of her digestion gave her away. She’d taken care her husband noticed neither. If he fondled her too roughly, she did not cry out. Each day, she walked cheerfully to the cornfields and held back her nausea until she could safely dispose of her breakfast behind the hills of maize. Yes, the other women noticed, but she’d said nothing to anyone until now.

“This decision is yours, not his. But I believe you are wrong about my son.”

“He means to stay here and ship me back to England once the ransom arrives. A child will be a problem.”

Doe Eyes took her hand, so browned and callused it neither looked nor felt like Flora’s own. In the small looking glass her mother-in-law cherished, she’d watched her hair turn nearly white, bleached by the summer sun, but unruly as ever. She envied the sleek, straight hair of the Indian maidens, thinking Pearce might prefer that. Her pale gray eyes shone startling and unnatural against her tanned complexion. Whatever would her mother say when she returned home? Would the countess welcome the babe as an heir to Bellevue or scorn it for its color?

“If the English have no room in their hearts for your child, I will raise it.” A good person, Doe Eyes. No wonder she had been chosen as the Peace Woman.

“Thank you, but I mean to keep it. This might be all I have of Great Bear to remember him.”

“Come then. I will say nothing.”

Doe Eyes helped Flora to her feet as if she were already weighed down by the baby in her belly. Stopping along the way for water to clean her mouth, they returned to the solemn celebration in praise of the good earth and the ripening corn.

She’d not lain with her husband the last four days and missed his big body next to hers most fiercely. Pearce had thrown himself ardently into the heathen rituals by fasting and purging and dancing for hours while the boom of the hollowed log drum sounded and the gourd rattles shook. His broad, well-fed lord’s body honed down to well-defined muscle, all hair on his body but his topknot shaved, he was a savage sight to behold gleaming in the light thrown from the fire pit holding the burning trunk of a tree blasted by lightning. He danced with vigor and abandon—exactly as he made love, but this dance glorified war.

Small Turtle stood by her side as they watched the men gyrate. Earlier, youths who had completed their four-day dream quests received new, adult names. One Horn had been singled out among the young men and renamed Strikes Hard for his actions in the raid on the keelboat. Flora’s nausea increased as Strikes Hard’s most enamored female admirer translated the boastful details of the massacre.

She had no need to listen. She’d been there, seen the young warrior tug off her father’s wig and make sure of his death, seen him kill and scalp another of the boatmen before Red Nulty forced her into the cabin. And now, Pearce, who had killed five of their warriors, danced in celebration of this event. He stood head and shoulders above the rest, a terrifying red barbarian, a man she did not know.

“Little Yellow Flower, you must help me,” Small Turtle implored. “Ask Doe Eyes to speak to my mother. Beseech Big Paw to talk to my uncle. Tell Strikes Hard of my feelings for him before some other woman draws him her way.”

Thoroughly familiar with unrequited love, Flora made a promise as she watched Great Bear move farther away from her. “I will do all I can to bring the two of you together.”

Could she blame her husband for his actions? Hardly. She’d gone down to the river and purified her body with the rest of the tribe. She’d participated in the rituals herself. They had a certain charm, like the quaint customs performed in the English countryside at the New Year and on May Day. When her mother-in-law explained that debts and slights were forgiven at this time of year, the celebration took on an almost Christian meaning for Flora. The war dance had expunged that feeling.

Only one among them had not succumbed to the Green Corn Festival. Reverend Paulsen, hideous, unwashed and scarred, raved on and on about their godless rituals. He trod upon the sacred earth of the dance floor, which had to be replaced where his footsteps fell. The Indians restrained him like a dog and tethered him to a post. Flora marveled that the preacher had not been killed, but Small Turtle explained her people feared the wild spirit possessing Crazy Head would jump to another in the tribe if they slew him.

Now the sun had set, and the last of the dances began. The elders called the entire community forth to wind in a sinuous line past the fire and around the sacred dance floor. Still Flora did not see Pearce. She craned, searching over the heads of the dancers. He came upon her from behind, whispering into her ear with a breath slightly tainted by whiskey and perfect English diction honed at Eton.

“Looking for someone, my dear?”

“Yes, my husband.”

He laid his large head heavily on her shoulder. “Great Bear is right here.”

She shrugged him off and turned. “But where is Viscount Laughlin? What have you done with him, may I ask?”

The dilated, dark pools of his eyes fixed on her face. “That gentleman never existed. Deep down he was a savage in disguise, didn’t you know?”

“I know nothing of the sort. I want him back.” Flora put out a finger to poke his chest and make her point, but stopped just shy of touching him. “What have they done to you?”

Above both pectorals, a red pattern stitched itself across his bronze skin. The raised welts testified to the prolonged pain of the tattoo process.

“Do you not like them, Flora? Twin thunderbirds, very powerful medicine.”

“Whatever will people say when you take off your shirt at the gymnasium?”

“True gentlemen so rarely take off their shirts. They choke themselves with neckcloths and dance in tight shoes. They have no freedom.” He cocked his head like her mother’s pet spaniel, all big, dark eyes and full of mischief. “Perhaps you could get a tattoo as well.”

Flora’s hands flew to her face. Some of the older women had visible markings on their chins and cheeks but their decorations seemed to have fallen out of favor with the young girls.

“Never!”

“A simple butterfly right here.”

Her husband groped her behind. She swatted his hand away.

“Oh, very well. I thought you were more unorthodox than the typical white woman.” He bowed formally, showing off far more of his buttocks than he should, and took her hand. “Shall we dance, Lady Flora?”

“You should sit down and have something to eat.”

“So prim and wifely.”

He totally ignored her wishes and used his greater strength to draw her to the end of the constantly lengthening line. They shuffled along, passing friends and acquaintances as the figure looped back upon itself. Small Turtle, starry-eyed, stayed next to Strikes Hard. Black Wing had squeezed in beside his tall, serious friend, Shooting Star, who had come from a neighboring village for the naming ceremony.

“Ah, youthful love,” Flora remarked, feeling very wise and mature.

“Small Turtle and Strikes Hard must wait. They are too young. As for Shooting Star, he is regarded as a likely lad, a natural born leader. He will not tie himself down too soon.”

“Did you?” she asked sharply.

“I waited.”

“For me? Impossible.”

“I waited for you to become a widow. I waited for your mourning to end.”

“Drunken nonsense. You were too busy traveling and painting yourself white in scorn of society to give me a thought.”

“I kept you in my heart, Little Yellow Flower. Always.”

Words she wanted to hear. She could not retort—if only they weren’t compliments from a tongue loosened by liquor. The dance wound down. Exhausted participants returned to their homes. Big Paw and Doe Eyes stayed behind to visit with old friends. Flora knew very well they were giving her and Pearce time alone among the blankets. She’d longed for him these four days and now...

“I suppose you are too drunk to perform,” she snapped as they stooped into the cabin.

“I am not drunk. I am intoxicated. Intoxicated by you, my dearest, by the luminous gray of your eyes, by your pallid perfect flesh, by your every curl and crevice.”

“Rubbish!”

He lowered her onto sleeping platform and removed her single garment with ease. She struggled a bit just to let him know he could not bully her into having intercourse with him. She flailed and made contact with his hot skin.

“Be careful of the chest.”

“Did I hurt you?”

“No, Little Yellow Flower did not hurt her Great Bear. She would never hurt him.”

His words disarmed her. Flora stopped her struggle and opened herself to him. She ignored the pinching of her tender breasts as he suckled. She licked the droplets of salty sweat that fell upon her lips as he rose over her. She lost herself in the eternal rhythm of making love and forgot that she could cause him pain if his words held any truth at all.
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Flora ripped another ear of corn from the stalk and tossed it into her basket. The papery, brown husks bit into her fingers, so callused from hard work she barely felt their sharp edges. What would Mama think? The words came to her often. She’d considered her mother to be shallow and silly for most of her life, but now she wanted to sit by her side and say that this morning, she’d felt the flutter of butterfly wings in her abdomen, the quickening of new life. Doe Eyes had kept her silence and not said a word on the subject since the Green Corn Festival.

The beans vines climbing the corn hung dry and empty of fruit. The melons and summer squashes had completed their season, but the pumpkins sat rotund and orange among their leaves, as bright a color as some of the trees along the river. Once the women finished their harvest, the Bread Dance would be held to give thanks for the bounty, though the bread would be made of maize, not wheat. She supposed in England, her father’s tenants prepared for Harvest Home, and she felt a tug of longing. No, they would be Roddy’s tenants now, heaven help them. Nearby, Small Turtle stripped another hillock of maize.

“Little Yellow Flower, has Doe Eyes spoken to my mother yet? Strikes Hard is a relative of the Peace Woman. She should speak well of him.”

“Doe Eyes always says Strikes Hard is a fine young warrior and a good hunter, but not yet ripe for marriage.”

Ever pleading, the girl dogged her steps. Flora enjoyed peace only when the young woman went to the Moon Hut, something she had no need of now. Had Pearce noticed?

“And Big Paw, what does he say?”

“He says your uncle will find a good match, a steady man, a good provider, who might take you as a second wife.”

“I don’t want to be a second wife to some old man!”

“I understand. Believe me, I do. At least, he assured me your uncle would not give you to Rattler.”

“Have you approached Strikes Hard?”

“Yes.”

“What does he say about me? Tell.”

That had been one of the most awkward conservations of her entire life, and she’d had many. Whenever she came near the young man, the vision of him cavorting with her father’s wig arose in her mind and goose flesh pimpled her arms. She’d found him to be as arrogant as any English lord, since his acceptance as a bold warrior and change of name. The smitten youth who lurked near the Moon Hut had vanished entirely. He seemed to think he had better prospects than Small Turtle.

When she hinted Small Turtle had great regard for him, he’d grunted. Still, she’d sung the girl’s praises with her limited but growing Shawnee vocabulary. Small Turtle always had a smile on her face. Her hair shone. Her teeth were perfect. She did beautiful beadwork and knew how to tan a hide to a supple softness. Then, groping for anything that would appeal to the youthful warrior, she’d said, “Small Turtle will keep you very warm in winter.” At that last remark, Strikes Hard nodded.

“He thinks you have beautiful hair and teeth, that you are congenial and hardworking, and would be a good companion in his wigwam.” Flora assumed that final nod indicated agreement with all she’d told him. “However, one should never throw one’s self at a man, a light flirtation perhaps, but allow him to do the courting.”

Shades of her mother haunting her again. Flora had received this same advice as she approached the end of her mourning period. She looked up and watched She Who Waits, still wearing dirty rags, plucking ears at another hill. The woman glanced at her with deep resentment.

“I do not understand what you mean, Little Yellow Flower.”

“You should run away, and he should follow.”

“Oh, I understand that game.” Small Turtle giggled in her usual way.

“Good.” Flora threw a final ear into her full basket. She shouldered her burden and trudged toward the village. Not one man she passed along the way offered to help. She dumped her load at the communal granary and started back to the fields only to be waylaid by her husband. She recognized that glint in his eyes. He wanted to play when she had work to do.

“What, not off hunting game for the harvest feast?”

“I’ve done my share already. Come just for a while. Do you know our nuptial wigwam still stands?”

“Too far away.”

“Not really. You must be tired from all that hauling and deserve a lie down. Allow me to carry you.”

Protest did not matter when Great Bear wanted his way. He tossed the basket aside and threw her over one broad shoulder. Small Turtle, toiling up the path with her load, watched them enviously. Indeed, the wigwam was not all that distant, not when Pearce carried her. She had been deceived by the darkness and her wedding night urgency. Autumn leaves invaded the inside the hut. The sunlight streamed in through the smoke hole and lit their colors like stained glass in a cathedral. A few hides remained on the sleeping platform. Flora suspected other lovers might have come here since their last visit, but hardly had time to speculate. Pearce removed her buckskin dress, pushed her down on the bed, and flicked off her moccasins.

“This isn’t August, darling. I feel the chill. Please restore my gown and do whatever under it.”

“You won’t feel the cold for long, I assure you.”

He grinned and went to work on her breasts, massaging and sucking at her red, thickened nipples. Since the tenderness and nausea had passed, his ministrations felt divine, soothing and stimulating at the same time. His warm hands passed down her body, over the small mound of her belly and down between her legs. Oh, that wonderful tingling grew as he rubbed and made her juices flow. He tested her readiness with a thumb. She never took very long, her passion going from bud to bloom in mere minutes. As he touched her womb, she wrapped her legs around him and squeezed tight. He responded with his usual vigor, making her writhe and joyfully contract before he finished.

Falling aside, he murmured, “I was concerned, you know, about your being able to withstand this life. But look at you, your breasts and belly are fuller than ever. Your nipples are rosy. I worried when you did not go to the Moon Hut. I know women who are ill or overworked have no need of it. So the Virginia slaveholders told me, but Doe Eyes assured me you are in good health, very good health, she said.”

He rested so content, so pleased with her. Now was as good a time as any.

“Pearce, we are going to have a child. In April, I believe. The women say that is a good month because the child will have many months to grow before the next snows come.”

The thick fingers idling with her curls froze.

“Surely not so soon. With all the unaccustomed labor, I thought you safe from conception.”

“The babe moves in my womb. You planted your seed very firmly inside of me during our sojourn in this wigwam, I believe.”

“This cannot be. You must talk to Doe Eyes or go to Snakeroot. A child will ruin your life. Since everyone presumes you to be a widow, our—our dalliance means nothing, but if you should return to England with a red child, no one will have you.”

Flora sat up and slapped her hands on the two thunderbird figures on his chest. She’d come to find the tattoos rather attractive and enjoyed tracing them with her fingertips. He never complained that her hands had grown too coarse, and she enjoyed rubbing them along his shaft, making it grow long and thick, making it throb for her alone. Now, she placed a knee very close and tight to his ballocks and exerted a slight pressure. Her fingers formed small claws and dug into his tight, bronzed skin.

“No one is going to take my baby. No one. This child is yours, another heir for Bellevue.”

“The great white society will not believe you.”

“The duke will take me in if it comes to that. And I will wait for you to return home to me, to us, as you should, Pearce Longleigh.”

He lifted her aside so easily, it infuriated her. She beat on the broad back he turned to her.

“I am Great Bear. I am at home.”

He stalked from the wigwam, left her to dress herself, and find her way back to the fields, where the maize and pumpkins waited for harvest.

~ * ~
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THOUGH THE WOMEN HAD done most of the work, the men did the majority of the dancing at the fall Bread Dance. They prayed for good hunting and trapping when the snows came. All ate of the venison provided by twelve selected warriors. Twelve women, Doe Eyes among them, baked hundreds of corn cakes for the last feast before the tribe disbursed into small groups for the winter camps.

Flora found the eggs of one of the hens that nested at will around the compound, and traded a small piece of beadwork for a container of milk from one the few cows kept by the Shawnee. They preferred wild game, but in lean times, beef would do. With some of the hard, brown sugar the traders brought, she made a pumpkin custard of which she was exceedingly proud. Big Paw ate it with appreciation. Doe Eyes approved. Great Bear accepted his portion without saying one word of praise.

When she tried to humor her husband by saying, “There, knowing how to make custard has come in handy,” he left the log house and rejoined his male companions well before the last social dance of the season began at nightfall. If he thought he could come drunken to her bed tonight, he was sadly mistaken. Let him brood and be silent, the big bully. Let him sleep alone.

And yet, she went to the dance, sought, and did not find him. Black Wing shimmied before a local lad. The remembrance of her wedding night made Flora yearn. How good it would feel to rub her full belly against Great Bear’s hard, flat planes, to press her breasts tight against those thunderbirds. He would recall the same and come to her. She was sure of it.

No sight of Small Turtle and Strikes Hard in the dance line, however. The girl who seemed to be always at her elbow was nowhere to be seen. Flora went in search for her husband, full of desire for his big, warm body. She left the light of the fire and the moon and passed into the shadowy places of the village. A hand shot out of a dark corner and waylaid her. Please, not the reverend, not Rattler. The fingers were female and pudgy and belonged to Small Turtle. Flora exhaled.

“You must help us, Little Yellow Flower.”

Flora saw Strikes Hard skulking behind her. He did not appear to share the girl’s desperation and seemed rather pleased with himself.

“How?” she asked.

“I ran into the woods and let him chase me as you said. He caught me near that wigwam. You know the one.”

“Yes, very well.”

“We enjoyed its shelter—and each other. My uncle will be angry, and my mother that we did not wait or observe the proper customs. Hard Shell will seek vengeance. We must flee quickly into the forest. At next year’s Green Corn Festival, we will return and ask them to forgive us. Could we have your horse to get far away before morning?”

“The horse is not mine. Big Paw gave it to Great Bear after our marriage.”

The Shawnee kept few horses, but Big Paw had owned four before Snakeroot’s greed parted him from two of them. Known for his generosity, he’d given his adopted son the remaining mare to show he did not care for wealth. Could she give away her husband’s possession? Doubtful, here or in England. Yet, this young girl befriended her when she was still a slave to Snakeroot. Now, Small Turtle had put herself in danger because of Flora’s misunderstood advice.

“Wait by the gate. The mare is tethered near our house, ready to bear supplies to the winter camp. I’ll bring her to you. Will the guard try to stop you?”

Strikes Hard shrugged. “He is my cousin. He will let us go.”

With most of the village, all but the sick, the very young and very old, at the celebration, no one questioned her as she led the spotted mare to the entrance where the lovers stood entwined. Strikes Hard carried his weapons and a pack. Small Turtle had her belongings strapped to her back. They mounted and rode into the wilderness while Strikes Hard’s cousin, a young man his own age, grinned at his relative’s audacity.

Flora returned to the dance. She watched the others enjoying themselves and wanted her husband. When the crackling embers burned low and the big orange moon dipped toward the horizon, she returned to the log house and found Great Bear already asleep and snoring. She ripped her bedding out from under him. He stirred and opened his arms in an automatic gesture, but Flora moved to the far end of the platform and rolled into her furs. Damn him, he wasn’t awake enough to be aware of her snub. He’d spent all the evening brooding about the child and worrying her, only to sleep like a man with a clear conscience.

Across the fire pit, Big Paw and Doe Eyes shared each other’s warmth. Infuriated, Flora could not rest. She heard the older couple talking in the dark and envied their closeness. They spoke in Shawnee, but she had enough of that language now to understand.

“Our son sleeps cold tonight.”

“As he should,” Doe Eyes answered.

Assuming she slept, they moved together under their covers, Doe Eyes laughing quietly; Big Paw whispering endearments. Great Bear wasn’t the only one who slept cold tonight.
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The village stirred at first light despite last night’s celebration. Families prepared to move to their winter quarters far from the others, knowing it would be easier to find game for a few rather than many. Flora, feeling slothful, woke to find the first meal of the day already made and Pearce gone. She accepted a bowl from Doe Eyes and did not ask about her husband’s whereabouts.

A commotion that had nothing to do with packing for a trip arose outside the log house. Looking very grim, her husband stooped inside and stated flatly, “The spotted mare is gone and Small Turtle has been taken. We are organizing a war party to go after the thief.”

Flora offered him a bright smile. He scowled back.

“No need to go after her. Please tell the others. I gave her the mare, and she has run away with Strikes Hard. She was so in love, I had to help her when she pleaded. They left last night and are long gone. I assure you, Small Turtle was not forced.”

“Flora, what have you done? You have no idea how many customs you have broken.”

“But Pearce, they were like Romeo and Juliet.”

“And that ended badly, now didn’t it? You have no idea how long feuds between families can last, what reparations must be made when a bride is stolen.”

She sat her bowl of mush down carefully lest she throw it at him. “I erred on the side of love, something you know nothing about.”

He towered over her where she sat on the edge of the platform. He wore the new hunting shirt Does Eyes had made, but she had embellished, long leggings gartered at the knees, and high moccasins for traveling in the autumn forest. Still, she could feel his heat right through the clothes. How she had missed him last night, but he did not care one wit. Great Bear folded his massive arms across his chest just below the thunderbirds as if he kept them from striking out at her.

“If I loved you less, I would do the same—take you so deep into the wilderness none would ever find us. I am trying to do right by you and return you to the life you were meant to live. As for the babe, you’d best leave it behind. It will have no place in England.”

She tilted her head to look up at him. “Did you just say you love me while stone cold sober and without the aid of spirituous liquor?”

He huffed out a great breath like the beast he was named for and stomped from the cabin. Doe Eyes stepped from her place in the shadows.

“His heart is full for you. Do not be deceived. If you go home and take the child, he suffers two losses.”

“Then let him come with me if he cares so much.”

“And I will lose three. Come, roll up the bedding. Without the mare, we will have to carry some of our belongings.

With the remaining horse piled high with supplies, iron pots, and clanking traps, they set out for the winter camp some hours later. Behind them in the nearly deserted village, hens too feisty to be caught and stray dogs wandered along with Reverend Paulson, who sent them on their way with a diatribe that condemned all savages to hell.

“What will become of him?” Flora asked.

Pearce surprised her by answering. “He will have dogs and chickens to eat and any shelter he chooses. Whether he will still be here in the spring, no one knows.”

“The same could be said of any of us.”

“True.”

~ * ~
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HE SPOKE NO MORE. BEARING a light knapsack and keeping his arms free for the use of his weapons, he brought up the rear of their small group. Big Paw went first, guiding them east. Doe Eyes led the horse despite the large pack she carried. Flora walked to one side of the animal and carried an equally large burden on her small shoulders. Pearce suspected his mother had given her the lightest bundle of furs, blankets, and robes. He’d known Indian women who could heft one hundred pounds of hides, but never an earl’s daughter who seldom lifted anything heavier than a fan. Her fault since she’d given away the mare—but he wanted to relieve her of the weight. Carrying so much could not be good for the baby. When they parted from the other groups taking the same trail, he would take up her load.

After pausing for rest and food, he picked up her pack, light but very cumbersome, as he’d guessed. He started to sling it over his far wider shoulders, but Flora shot up from her seat on a rock and pulled it away.

“What are you doing?”

“I thought to help you for a while.”

“I am no weakling. I can do my part.”

“But the...” He could not make himself say the word and so gestured toward her belly.

“The baby needs no help from you either.” Flora held the pack of bedding in front of her as if protecting the unborn infant from him and glared into his eyes.

His adoptive father motioned him aside and spoke low and soft. “My son, a woman carrying a child has many moods, most of them bad. You must humor her because she gives you a great gift. Tell her she grows more beautiful each day. Praise the vigor of the infant as it grows. In the end, your forbearance will yield rewards, but do not make her feel helpless. She will need strength for what is ahead.”

“Wise words, my father.”

He returned to where Flora stood, still clutching the huge pack. “Here, let me settle it on your shoulders and make sure it is balanced and will not rub you raw in any place.”

“Why, thank you, Pearce.” Her eyes glinted with tears.

He would never understand women.

They walked on and found a place on a hill near a small pond for the night. A few laggard geese heading south squatted in the rushes by the water. With great good luck, he took the head off one with a single shot, and the ball passed on through to kill another. Carrying his bag by their necks, he returned to where the women gathered brush for a crude shelter.

“Look, roasted goose for dinner.” He expected praise.

Flora dropped a load of firewood practically on his feet. “You know how I despise plucking.”

“I didn’t. I thought you liked to save the feathers to trim hats and stuff pillows and such.”

“Do you see me wearing any hats to trim? Oh, and I must have left my crewel work pillows behind in Chillicothe.”

Doe Eyes took the geese. “I will prepare one and your wife will do the other. We will eat well tonight.”

The men finished the sleeping arbors as the women sat by a small fire and fixed the meal. Doe Eyes found the iron spit in their baggage and skewered the birds. Soon, goose fat dripped into the flames, causing them to shoot higher. Flora made corn cakes in the coals on the edge of the pit. They feasted when the food was cooked through and cool enough to eat with their bare hands.

Pearce watched Flora tear into the dark breast meat rich with fat. Her face shone with grease around her lips, down her chin and across her cheeks. Her sickness had passed and now she ate as gluttonously as the Prince of Wales at one of his banquets. He smiled to see Lady Flora Everton Hyde-Smythe wipe her mouth with the back of her hand and pull off another piece of the bird. No, she was Viscountess Laughlin now. He shook his head. He must not think of her that way. For now, she was his Little Yellow Flower, as long as he could keep her.

“What are you staring at?” she challenged.

“I wonder how you grow more beautiful each day.”

“That’s ridiculous.” She licked the grease from her lips and sucked it from each finger.

“No, I think not,” he answered and watched the softening of her gray eyes that had seemed hard as granite lately.

After the meal, they spread their blankets and settled for the night. Flora lay down in the curve of his body and after a wiggle or two, settled her backside firmly against his crotch. On the other side of the fire, his parents rested with their backs to them. Slowly, he freed himself from his breechcloth and raised the back of Flora’s dress. He slid his penis between her legs and reveled as it swelled, growing large in that warm, tropical place. Tentatively, he rocked against her. She did not push him away. In fact, her small, rough hands reached down and guided him inside where the heat and snugness of the fit made him ready to burst. He held back and moved slowly, then faster and faster until she gave that shiver he’d come to recognize and claimed his own release. Dozing, he stayed in that small paradise until the spasms of her shoulders woke him.

“Flora, are you crying?”

She nodded beneath his chin.

“But why?”

“Because we could be so happy if only you wanted the baby.”

“I—do.” Cautiously, he moved his hand to cup her small belly. “It’s a very vigorous child.”

“You don’t feel a thing. Even I can barely feel its flutters, but it will be strong like its father, a boy, I think.”

“Now you jest with me. You cannot tell that either.”

“I do know.”

“I’d rather a daughter, very small and with your curls, than some great block of a boy who might...”

“Kill me. He won’t. You’ll see.”

“Flora, I will make this right. You have my word.”

“And a Longleigh never breaks his word.”

“Yes.”

“Then all will be well.”

They stayed joined as they were. She fell asleep, totally peaceful in his arms. If only he felt so assured.

~ * ~
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FLORA CHATTERED AWAY in Shawnee as facile with languages as a parrot, perhaps because she enjoyed talking so much. Pearce smiled to himself. Things were good between them again. Big Paw had a reputation for wisdom, and he’d applied his adoptive father’s advice with great success. The problem of the baby remained but would not have to be dealt with before spring. In the meantime, he and Flora could take their pleasure with each other whenever they pleased in the snugness of their new and private wigwam—once his wife got it built.

Big Paw had led them east and then slightly south to this strange campground in the lea of a ridge. A spring broke through the rocks not far away, and deer tracks splayed the mud around it, a good place for hunting. Their small company had not descended into the flat valley below, where a small river ran. Even though the ancient ones were long gone, the place held onto its power. Pearce gazed down on the great circle and the mysterious octagon built of earth long before the Shawnee claimed the Ohio territory. Trees obscured the outlines of the geometrical forms but from this height, he could still make them out. Once, he’d gone on an excursion to Stonehenge in Salisbury and felt the same shimmer of old magic and its ghostly practitioners. Because of the spirits who roamed such a site, they would have little competition for game, as others more superstitious would not camp here.

Flora came to stand beside him. “Much more impressive than Redstone Old Forts. Are you certain red Indians built these formations?”

Pearce nodded. “Unlike the Longleighs, we are given little credit for the accomplishments of our ancestors.”

“One day, I’d like to see them closer, but for now, Doe Eyes and I are going to search for sassafras saplings and birch withes for our wigwams. Won’t you come along?”

“Women’s work,” he said, just to see her bristle.

Flora put her hands to her hips. “Well, we are among family. No one will know you did labor beneath your dignity as a warrior, and I certainly won’t tell.”

“I might go along and see what I can catch for dinner.”

They hadn’t far to travel. Doe Eyes remembered the thicket of sassafras trees from years past. Mitten-shaped yellow leaves covered the ground. She pointed them out to Flora.

“The roots make medicine good for many things, and here.” She broke off two twigs. “Chew to make our work more pleasant.”

Flora placed the twig in her mouth. “Pleasant and spicy,” she declared. When they’d cut and stripped enough poles, they moved on to a grove of sweet birch to gather bark and branches for the cross hoops. The crushed leaves beneath their feet released the scent of wintergreen into the chilly autumn air. Pearce condescended to help haul the wigwam makings back to the camp. Big Paw, more of a traditionalist, went to stalk the turkeys their noisy work had disturbed.

With concerted work, the women raised the wigwam during the remainder of the day. Doe Eyes had her hides and mats made from the broad reeds of cattails ready to lay over the bark covering for extra protection from the weather. They lashed these down with cords and papered the inside of the domed hut with finer bulrush mats. With the addition of a sleeping platform, they would sleep tight tonight and raise the second shelter in the morning.

“Still another turkey to pluck,” Flora sighed when Big Paw returned bearing a large gobbler.

“For which we are thankful,” Doe Eyes chided. “The Grandfathers will blow their icy breath upon us, and the animals will go to sleep in their dens and not offer themselves to us during the cold moons.”

Seeing Flora shudder, Pearce came to sit by her. As an earl’s daughter, she’d never gone hungry or faced starvation. How harsh life must seem to her now.

“Never fear, your men are good trackers and hunters. You won’t starve, beloved.”

Why had he added the endearment? Simply to see her face light when he said it. Winter in the wilderness could be brutal, but in his thoughts, April, the Half Moon month, would be more cruel, bringing with it the birth, the possibility of ransom, and Flora’s departure.
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The wind died and left their small world wrapped in a ghostly shroud of powdery snow. Warm and secure in their wigwam, Pearce watched his golden haired wife working by the fire on some hooded contraption she’d put together. She hung feathers and strings of beads from its edge.

“Put that aside and come back to bed.” He patted the furs.

“I want to finish this first.”

“What is more important than our pleasure?”

“A cradleboard for the baby. Do you see, I’ve decorated the hood that keeps the sun off the infant’s little head with objects to amuse. He will watch them and try to catch them with his tiny hands.”

“Very ingenious.”

“No, very traditional. Doe Eyes suggested I do this.” She tied off a string of beads.

“Finished?”

“For now. It lacks a lining of rabbit skins just like the old rhyme. Bye, bye baby bunting, your daddy’s gone a-hunting, to get a little rabbit skin to wrap his baby bunting in.”

“Not in this frigid weather.” He patted the furs again.

She set her work aside and went to lie down where he lounged on the platform. Instantly, he started stripping off her garments.

“Pearce, stop! I’ll be cold.”

“Always your excuse. You know I won’t allow you to be chilly for a moment. Stay still and let me look at you for a single moment.”

For a long while, he’d tried to ignore her growing belly, but now the fact of it was undeniable. It rose taut and firm as a globe of the world between her hip bones. Her skin had paled again over the last few months. Blue veins showed in her soft, enlarged white breasts and down across that bulge like rivers of life flowing beneath snow.

“How beautiful you are,” he said, meaning it, not simply spouting fatherly advice.

He held his hands out toward the fire, warming them before massaging her breasts and making her groan. He moved his hands down either side of the mound holding their child and slipped his fingers into the yellow curls between her limbs. He stroked. She moaned and bucked. He placed himself between her legs and raised her buttocks to receive his hardened shaft. He closed his eyes and reveled in her heat, enjoying it long after she shuddered and cried out, and he spent his seed.

Finally, he rolled to one side, his hand coming to rest on her big belly. An invisible fist punched his. A small foot struck out.

“There, you’ve wakened the baby. He was so good and quiet while I sewed.”

“A very strong kick,” he said and found he meant it. Only a boy would be so aggressive. If the child took after him in build, would Flora be able to bear it safely? Would he be able to survive her loss? He covered her with the robes and held her tight until Big Paw called outside the door flap.

“Come son, the weather has cleared. We must see to our traps and bring some fresh meat to our wigwams or else our women will put us out in the cold.”

“A moment.”

Pearce adjusted his breechcloth, rummaged for his leggings and the warm fur-lined hunting shirt his mother had made. He drew on the bearskin coat still possessing the head of the animal as a hood, and made from the very creature he had killed as a youth. It sat like a cape atop the pelt of the larger bear, slain more recently. Doe Eyes had preserved it all these years. He found his mitts and high moccasins, armed himself with rifle, powder, balls, and knife while Flora watched from their warm bed. She yawned and murmured, “Bring back a rabbit skin,” before closing her eyes.

Outside, Big Paw stamped his feet to keep away the pins and needles of cold. “Hurry, son. Life is made in the bed furs but means another mouth to feed.”

“She eats like two already,” he jested.

More keenly aware of that than ever, Pearce ducked through the doorway and emerged as Great Bear into the breathtaking cold. They headed down the ridge to the valley where they’d placed beaver traps along the river. Probing the snow with long sticks, they found their catches drowned in the water and fished them out. Traps marked with small scarlet flags along the edge of the woods yielded two mink and up a side stream, an otter. They skinned the beasts and cast the unpalatable meat aside. Nice, fatty beaver tails for dinner and several lush winter furs for trade, a good day’s work.

Skirting the circular earthwork and climbing upward through an area goose-pimpled with boulders and small mounds, they started back to the wigwams. In the snow, Great Bear noticed the hopping-skipping tracks of cottontails. He paused to set snares across their paths. Perhaps tomorrow, Flora would have her skins and a rabbit stew.

The air remained bitter despite the return of the weak winter sun already beginning to sink behind the hills to the west. Smoke from the holes of both huts climbed straight into the sky. They could be thankful that Pepoonki, the North Person, had ceased blowing his frigid breath for now. Great Bear saw by the indications around the wigwams that the women had gone out for wood and taken the pony with them to graze on open patches while they searched. The brown gelding, felted with his winter coat, had come back laden with sticks and maybe Flora, his hoof prints digging deeper into the earth on the return. Now, the animal hunched in the brush shelter provided for him. Someone had thrown a blanket over his back, probably softhearted Flora. Stacks of firewood sat by the entries.

They ate together as a family, relishing the beaver tails and warming themselves with sassafras tea. Big Paw told the story of the Pepoonki’s twelve daughters, pursued by the South Person’s grandson and his friends. Only the grandson survived, dragging away the youngest daughter by her hair to be his bride.

“This is why even in summer, we might feel a cold wind from the south. It is the breath of the grandson’s wife.”

“Much like the myth of Hades and Persephone,” Flora said.

With her husband’s help, she translated the Greek myth of why winter comes into the Shawnee language. Everyone went to bed well pleased with the beaver tails and the fairy tales. Pearce and Flora settled beneath their bedcovers. He drew his wife’s backside close to his loins, hoping she might be in the mood after such a pleasant evening to...

The horse whinnied, a high pitched, desperate scream. Pearce leapt from his robes and grabbed his rifle, loading it with amazing speed.

“Don’t go out there. You aren’t dressed. You’ll freeze it off!”

“We can’t afford to lose the gelding. You will be in no condition to walk back to Chillicothe in the spring.”

To satisfy his wife, he pulled on the bear coat, its claws clacking over his shoulders as he left the wigwam. Outside, the horse bucked and jerked at its tether. Standing very still, he surveyed the campsite. Big Paw poked his head from the doorway of the other wigwam. Pearce shook his head to tell his father to stay inside the hut.

Across the moonlit landscape, nothing moved. Then, very suddenly, a dark form slunk from behind the brush shelter and dashed across the clearing to the deeper woods. He sighted and shot. The creature rolled head over heels and came to rest at the base of a pine. Approaching cautiously with the butt of his gun ready to bash, Pearce stood over the wolf and watched the feral, yellow light fade from its eyes. He left it there and returned to the one he valued more than himself.

“What was it?” Wide-eyed, Flora peered up from the nest of furs.

“A lone wolf, half-starved. An old leader all gray around the muzzle and driven out by the pack in the dead of winter. I’ll skin him in the morning.”

“How terrible to be so rejected by your family. Come, let me warm you.”

Flora held out her arms. The blanket slipped down her chest exposing those fair breasts, pallid in the moonlight flooding through the smoke hole, and larger than before, cherry-tipped now and peaked with the cold. He put off the bear coat and went to her. He had his own family now, an outcast no longer.

~ * ~
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THE TRAPS LAY EMPTY the next day. Great Bear and Big Paw ventured farther than usual hoping to find the tracks of a deer, but they trekked home without meat. The corn brought along dwindled in supply. Pearce watched his father’s lips mouthing a prayer for game, his father’s limbs moving stiffly in the cold.

“Go on ahead. I want to check the rabbit snares, and it is out of our way. Tell Little Yellow Flower I won’t be far behind you.”

“I will tell the women to start the porridge.”

Still saying his prayers and scattering a few shreds of tobacco from his pouch, the older man moved away. Pearce cut back toward the rocky area and its miniature mounds. Never discount prayer and the power of tobacco. A dead hare hung in one trap. Stew tonight. He tucked the carcass, still limp and warm, in his belt and went to check the other rabbit run. He heard the eerie cry of the desperate animal before he saw it struggling, trying to free one foot from the noose. A snow white rabbit. What a pretty pelt that would make as a gift for Flora.

Of course, he should have killed it first before releasing the entangled paw, but unthinking, he raised the animal up by its hind legs and prepared to slit its throat. The furry little beast twisted in his hands, dropped free, and bolted toward the great circular mound. He must have it for Flora. Great Bear thumped after his prey.

The rabbit dodged trees and so did he. It mounted the side of the mound all slick with snow and scooted down the other side. Pearce slipped, fell face forward, scrambled up and slid down the other side of the earthen wall. He’d lost sight of the animal, but its panicked tracks led deeper into the center of the huge circle. There just ahead, the hare had frozen in place, blending in with the sheen on the snow-covered ground. Still, he could see its dark eye and almost feel the terrified thudding of its heart. Behind a tree, he powdered his rifle hastily, stepped out, and raised the gun to his shoulder. He must hit the head or ruin the pristine coat, all for Flora.

For the first time, his weapon failed him. The misfire flung him back against the trunk of the leafless oak. He slid down among the lumpy acorns at its base. The rabbit had not moved. Strange that. Instead, it turned his way and gave a buck-toothed smile before leaping into the air. As it rose, its limbs elongated, its neck stretched out, its eyes grew large in the head of a white doe. He could see the animal’s belly, gravid with young. It paused before fleeing, seeming to beckon him on. Then it was gone, jumping from the circle and over the mountains, flying over a vast sea, vanishing into a castle where Flora sat dressed in silk and holding a black-haired boy, his son. Offering love and warmth, she held out her arms to him just as she had last night. And he could not go to her. All around him went dark and cold.

~ * ~
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“AWAKE, MY SON. DRINK.”

Big Paw held the flask to his lips. The whiskey burned going down, warming him from the inside out. The old man had brought his medicinal bottle along on the search. Pearce thanked the Creator, the Grandmother, and God on high. The winter shaggy brown horse pawed for grass nearby. Sister Moon at her most powerful lit the sky. He was alive and not alone.

“Your trail was easy to follow, but why pursue a rabbit so far when you have one hanging from your belt? You were very foolish to come to this place alone.”

“I chased a snow white hare. I wanted it for Flora and the baby, but it turned into a pregnant doe and fled from me.”

Big Paw nodded, completely unsurprised. “A spirit animal, then. You must ponder its meaning.”

“I know its meaning. If I do not return to England, I will lose my family.”

“Then you must decide what you value most. If you leave again, your mother will cry more tears. Her sorrow was great when White Bull took you away. Put your arm around me. Get on the horse. I will lead you home.”

“I can walk.”

“Do not be too stubborn in this or other important matters, Great Bear. Take heed when the spirits speak.”

He mounted. As they plodded along through the crust of snow blanketing the huge ring, Pearce recalled his vision quest dream at age thirteen. His spirit animal had come after four days of fasting and sleeping in the damp and chilly spring woods alone. A young bear walked in a field of small, yellow flowers. The meadow sounded of bees and smelled of honey. He rolled in the blossoms. He (or was it the bear?) felt warm, content, and full—happy. A noise in the clearing where he slept awakened him.

The bear existed in flesh and blood. Chased off by its mother and seeking its own place in the world, it rose up on its hind legs when he rolled over to face it. Quickly, he’d circled the young animal and grabbed it from behind, away from sharp teeth and claws. He squeezed and squeezed until the ribs broke, and the bear’s warm blood dripped from its nose and mouth onto his hands. As the bear tried to sink to all fours, he’d twisted its neck sharply, killing it mercifully. Exhausted, he’d crawled back to his covering of leaves, not sure if he still dreamed.

Big Paw found both the newly made young man and the dead bear in the morning. He was no longer the white man’s cub, but now Bear Hug. The first was not a warrior’s dream, but the reality more than made up for that. Had he been told by the spirits at so young an age that his life would be soft and prosperous, a frolic in a golden meadow? Flora.

They made their way from the circle through a break in its walls and climbed the ridge. The small horse labored under Pearce’s size and weight, slipping now and then, but bringing him steadfastly back to the camp. Last night, he’d saved the dumb beast’s life, and now it carried him away from the possibility of freezing to death to his own warm fireside, a fair exchange. The wolf skin, stretched, hung from a hoop on a tree limb, a warning to others of its kind to avoid their camp. The carcass, carried with them in the morning, decayed in the valley. The crows might eat it. Most animals would not touch its flesh.

Bulky in her bison robe and big with his child, Flora hastened to his side as Big Paw helped him from the horse’s back. She wrapped her arms around his middle and rested her head upon his chest. Beyond her, Doe Eyes’ smile wiped the worry from her face.

“He is well?” she asked her husband.

“A bump on the head.”

“My skull is thick. No harm done.”

“You could have frozen out there,” Flora chided. “Oh, when will this wretched winter end?”

“The Severe Moon has come, and then follows the Crow Moon, still very cold. But after that the sap will rise, and we make syrup. Your child will come soon after, and we will be joyful. Come inside and bring that rabbit. We have hot mush ready, but meat will be so much better.” Doe Eyes turned and went inside.

“Pearce, did you risk your life to bring me a rabbit skin?” Flora’s gray eyes, suddenly glittering in the moonlight, filled with tears.

“Don’t cry, my love. Your tears will freeze. Go inside.”

Big Paw exchanged glances with Great Bear. When early summer came, one of these women would weep.
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Because nature takes its course in much the same way every year, the sap did rise in the month the English called March. Doe Eyes led her small family to the maple grove where she’d tapped the trees for several years. She showed Flora how to make a v-shaped cut in the bark and insert a reed to draw off the sweet juice drop by drop into birch buckets. Such a slow process.

The baby craved sweets, his mother was sure. He took up so much of her belly she had little appetite, but a sugary treat appealed. As the containers filled, they carried the sap to the large kettle until it was full and heavy. The men hitched up a crude sled to the horse that pulled this treasure over the patchy snow to their camp. Deer signs, droppings and tracks and nibbled greenery along the way, told them the animals were on the move again. The thought of fresh meat over dried or smoked made Flora’s mouth fill with water. They had survived the winter.

“When can we use the syrup?” she asked.

“Tomorrow. We will cover the kettle and leave it outside. In the morning, we lift off the ice that forms on top. The sap will be thicker. Then, we boil it some more,” Doe Eyes explained patiently.

“So long,” Flora pouted, more like a child than a woman bearing one.

“As a boy, Great Bear always said the same. Most of this batch will go with Big Paw when he journeys to the fort to trade our furs and hides. It earns much credit, and he will bring us fine gifts. Maybe some new calico for your summer blouse or your own metal hoe.”

“Will I have need of those things? Perhaps our ransoms await. We should all go to the trading post.”

“Little Yellow Flower, you are too big with the child to travel so far on foot, and the horse must be used to carry the furs. Great Bear has asked his father to barter his share for another mount to carry you back to Chillicothe. He will stay here to hunt and protect us while Big Paw is gone.”

“We are going all the way back there when the fort is closer from here?”

“Do not sorrow. When the tribe comes together again after a long winter, we play games and hold another Bread Dance to pray for good crops before the planting begins. You will enjoy it.”

The look on her daughter-in-law’s face must have told her otherwise. “Here, let me draw off some of the sap and boil it now. A small amount will not take long.”

Avidly, Flora watched the pot bubble. From time to time, Doe Eyes inserted a dipper, and poured the contents back into a small vessel. When she was satisfied with the thickness, she took the container to a mound of snow hiding from the sun under a large tree. She swept the debris from the top and dribbled the syrup on the cold, clean surface. A lacy, brown pattern formed and hardened. She broke off a bit and gave it to Flora.

“Eat.”

“It’s candy!”

Flora scooped up more and crammed it into her mouth. Her eyes closed with the pleasure of it. It melted on her tongue and made her hands and lips sticky. She smiled at her husband who sat cross-legged nearby cleaning his rifle in preparation for another hunt and brought him a piece of the treat.

“Don’t get it on my weapon, Flora.”

“But it’s so good. Try some.” She held the sweet to his lips, overbalanced, and caught herself by splaying a hand on his head.

“Now you’ve gotten it in my hair.”

“At least you have hair again. I did so miss it.” She thrust the treat into his mouth before he could say another word and intentionally ran her syrup-coated fingers through the short locks that had grown out over the winter.

“Now, I must wash my hair. In this weather, it might mean my death.”

Flora lowered her nose and sniffed. “So much nicer a scent than bear grease in summertime.”

“Bear grease keeps off the insects. Sweet scents draw wasps and bees.”

Full of mischief now, Flora swayed, big-bellied, toward their wigwam. She wished she could run fleetly like Small Turtle into the woods, but her burden allowed only an unattractive waddle. She threw a glance back over her shoulder and hoped she appeared smaller from behind.

“Come, I will warm some water and wash your hair myself. We will stay inside by fire until it is completely dry. Bring the rest of the sweets.” Flora retreated toward their hut.

Doe Eyes saved a piece for her husband and surrendered the rest. Big Paw jerked his head at his son.

“Go. The power of females grows strong once winter ends. After the child comes, you will have none of this.”

Great Bear followed his wife. Flora had stirred up the fire and set a pot to warm water. She gave him a blinding smile.

“Now how shall we pass the time until it comes to a boil?” she said.

“It needn’t boil. Here, have the rest of your treat.”

“You think I am fat and unattractive now, don’t you?”

“Not at all. You have blossomed. Haven’t I shown you my regard all winter long?”

“But now you deny me.”

“Flora, I can deny you nothing.”

“Come here then, and share my sweets.” She took off her wraps and tunic and tumbled awkwardly into the bed furs like a clumsy possum with six babies on her back. Lying down, she crumbled the candy on her breasts.

“Suckle me,” she ordered.

“Your servant, milady.”

Her nipples were often dotted with milk droplets now. That combined with the sugary sweetness made him hard as he switched from one blue-veined breast to the other, careful not to crush her in the process. He kissed the syrup from her lips as well.

When she could draw breath again, she commanded, “I am ready now.”

He took his place between her legs, kneeling upright, her enormous stomach in the way. Pearce braced himself on its sides and closed his eyes as if determined to relish this moment exactly as much as Flora. All the water in the pot boiled away before they were through with each other.

~ * ~
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BIG PAW LOADED THE packets of furs and hides on the small, brown horse and set out for the fort several days later. He seemed to be gone an interminable an amount of time spent in making more maple syrup for family use, working hides from the deer and elk Pearce slew regularly now that winter fled. Flora and Doe Eyes dried meat for their journey back to Chillicothe, not a favorite task of the earl’s daughter. She disliked blood on her hands but understood the necessity of cutting the thin strips for their sustenance. Perhaps Big Paw would bring word of their ransom soon.

When her father-in-law appeared far off riding one horse and leading another laden with goods across the valley, Flora wanted to dash to him and ask. Instead, she got up slowly from where she hung the venison over a low fire and put her hands to her aching back before she remembered how besmirched her hands were. Yet another task to do—clean her gown. But Great Bear went ahead to meet his father. They talked earnestly as they came up the ridge to the camp.

“What news?” she called out.

“We have a new horse as you can see. You will not walk back to Chillicothe,” her husband replied.

“That is not what I meant at all. Are we ransomed?”

Big Paw nodded. “Men are at the fort seeking you. They offer little. Rattler will not be pleased.”

“I was not put on this earth to please Rattler. When do we leave for the fort?”

“You are Rattler’s prisoner. He must decide if the ransom is enough.”

“Then, we must go to Chillicothe and find Rattler at once.”

“Tomorrow we will break camp and return to the village. The paths are open.”

“I’ll begin packing now.” Flora paused on her way to the wigwam. “Has Pearce, Great Bear, been ransomed, too?”

Her husband frowned. “I have no wish to know.”

“And yet, you must, my son. An agent offers a fortune for your return. Yellow Tail will gloat to Rattler, but you are Shawnee again. You may choose to stay or go.”

“Pearce?” Flora said, beseeching.

Her husband did not answer.

~ * ~
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THEIR SMALL FAMILY did start out the next day, but not terribly early. Flora rode among the other bundles piled on the tall, raw-boned gray mare. Doe Eyes led the brown horse while Big Paw went ahead and Great Beat brought up the rear. They left the wigwams, stripped of all that could be used again, to return to the forest.

Pearce did not care to talk to his wife this morning, nor had he last night, merely rolling over and feigning sleep after they’d made love. But when she called to him, he came running.

“Is the baby coming? Was I too rough last night?”

“No and no. I hungered for your company. Am I not like the Virgin Mary, great with child, going to Bethlehem?”

“You are great with child, but I am positive you are no virgin.” He smirked a little.

“What shall we name our son? I thought James for my father and perhaps William for yours. Do you think we must add a George for the king?”

“An elder will give the child, son or daughter, a name once it is able to sit on its own and shows it is strong and will survive. Until then, you must call it simply ‘the baby’.”

“I will not! My son must have an English name the day he is born and the finest education and the greatest opportunities. An elder can give him a Shawnee name at six months—if we are still in America.”

She watched her husband put on that impenetrable Indian face of his rather than answer. “James, then. I have decided to honor my father. Will you not choose his middle name?”

“Logan,” he said.

“A wonderful choice—James Logan Longleigh, future Viscount Laughlin and Duke of Bellevue.”

“A future Shawnee warrior. Logan was a great war chief, a Mingo who married into our tribe. He befriended the white settlers until they killed his mother and sister. Then, he took his revenge. He died three years ago, murdered. The Shawnee do not name children after their dead, but I will honor him.”

“As you wish. At least you are taking an interest. Won’t the duke be thrilled when he learns he has a grandson already?”

“I would guess not since he will never know the child, who could be a girl.”

“I am quite sure I will bear a son first time out. Daughters might come later. Plenty of time for that.”

“Not if you leave me.”

His words were stern, not pleading at all, but his dark eyes had a bleak look as if the fire that always burned in them had gone out.

“I know you love me, Pearce Longleigh. You will come after me wherever I go. I have faith in that.”

“Put your faith elsewhere, Flora.” He turned and stalked behind their procession taking up a place so far to the rear, she could no longer see him.
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As they approached Chillicothe, the path widened. Groups heading for the village converged and greeted one another. Some of the old were no longer amongst them, but babes born in the winter peeked from cradleboards. The first to welcome Flora dismayed her.

Reverend Paulsen lurked just inside the gate. Although garbed in filthy rags and rotten moccasins, his hair hanging long and lank and greasy, the one called Crazy Head had weathered the winter in fine fettle. His face appeared fuller and his usually sunken belly rounder. Flora noticed none of the yellow dogs about as they passed, but a number of small bones littered the ground.

He capered by the side of her horse and cried out his usual, “Jezebel! Temptress!” and another word in Shawnee, one she knew having heard it applied to Snakeroot many times, “Witch!” Who had taught him that word to taunt her?

Great Bear came to her side and clouted the insane man aside. “Be gone, dog-eater,” he said in English. A fat dog made a nice treat, but it took no skill to kill them, and the reverend had been greedy.

“You have sold your soul to the red-skinned devils, Pearce Longleigh, and will suffer hellfire!” Paulsen retaliated. Still, he stayed by the gate to berate others and followed them no more.

Ahead, Flora noticed Black Wing walking with the young man who had danced with her last autumn. Older than Strikes Hard, he boasted of all the furs he had taken that winter—enough to barter for a bride. Black Wing’s mother gave a nod of approval to a marriage in the making. Beyond them, the widowed She Who Waits trudged along as dirty and unkempt as the reverend. Before entering her lodge, she turned to glare at Flora and frown at her big belly. Small Turtle’s family turned their backs on her altogether.

An exuberant greeting from Corn Tassel, who held her toddling son by the hand, erased that ugliness. She held the boy up for Flora to inspect.

“He is strong and handsome,” she told her friend.

“He survived the winter. He is now called Rough Coat.”

Flora patted the boy’s thick hair. “A good name for this one.”

Corn Tassel nodded and questioned, “Soon for you?”

“I certainly hope so.”

Pearce set Flora on her feet at the log cabin and began to unpack their belongings. Instantly, she had to seek a cesspit or a bush. So annoying. On her return, she noticed Rattler standing by his grandmother’s wigwam. Big Paw spoke earnestly to him. Rattler frowned and stared at her. Cozy with her Shawnee family, she had forgotten her enemies within the tribe.

Some cries and angry mutterings not directed at her filled the air. Something had gotten into the corn stores intended to see the village through to the next harvest. Ah, Paulsen might be crazy, but he did have the cleverness of a large rat, she thought. Flora returned to the log cabin to help Doe Eyes sweep it clean and refurbish the interior.

How simply and quickly this was done compared to her mother’s lengthy preparations in moving the Rushmore family from country seat to townhouse each March. No need to inform the butcher, the baker, and candlestick maker of their return. Flora stood in line with her basket to receive dried corn, beans, and pumpkin from the communal stores, food she had helped raise. She felt not a little proud.

That evening after partaking of a stew of vegetables boiled in the kettle over their new-laid fire, Flora sat down on the freshened sleeping platform and rested from the journey and the work of the day. She tried to stretch out and could find no comfortable place for her belly. Only when Pearce came and rubbed her back did she settle and doze against him, both miserable and content at the very same time.

~ * ~
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THE YOUNG MEN JOCKEYED the ball with their feet toward the men’s goal. Black Wing’s suitor very clumsily kicked it in her way. The girl scooped it from the ground and raced for the women’s goal. Enduring the jeers of his teammates, Swift Feet pursued and brought Black Wing to the ground. They tussled for possession of the ball far longer than the action required. The hoots of the men began again. Swift Feet sprang up and kicked the ball to another man. Not at all put out, Black Wing arose with a slight smile on her face and raced after him with a crowd of other young women.

Flora stood on the sidelines watching. Pearce behind her placed his large hands on her shoulders making her feel even more weighty and rooted to the ground.

“What fun they are having. I wish I could participate. At home, Mama would always say, ‘Flora, do not run. A walk about the garden is all the exercise a woman needs. Perhaps, a short ride on a pleasant day.’ How free Shawnee women are.”

“Yes, they are. Maybe next year, we will play the game.”

“You know very well we will not be here next year.” She turned her eyes from the game and looked at her husband. “I wish you had not shaved your head again.”

“Flora, I must be at my best for the Bread Dance.”

“Bald is not your best, though I suppose you could wear a wig like most other men.”

“Wigs scratch, and one sweats under them. Besides, I don’t need any such thing here.”

“But you will when we return to England.”

“Merely one more reason not to go. My Little Yellow Flower, think of the freedom we have here.”

“Oh yes! You are free to hunt and fish and gamble which you could very well do at Bellevue. I am free to toil in the cornfields and scrape hides and give birth without a midwife. Pearce, I’ve had my adventure. I want to go home.”

She desired him to hold her close, but her belly got in the way again. He stepped back instead.

“Then have Rattler take you to the fort, though I thought even you would not be so imprudent as to endanger the child by traveling at this time.”

“No, no. I meant after the baby comes. Then, we will leave together as a family.”

“No, we will not!”

“Don’t be so stubborn. You were born to be Duke of Bellevue.”

“Is a title all you want?’

“Of course not. It’s you I love, Pearce Longleigh, not Great Bear.”

“Only Great Bear remains.”

“Pearce Longleigh loves me. I am sure of that now. He cannot deceive me anymore with indifference or cruel words, not after this winter together. He will follow if I go.”

“Do not be so sure,” he replied with as much disdain as he’d shown to the society in Bath.

Her husband strode off, pushing through the people gathered to watch the ball game, and Flora knew she would spend this year’s Bread Dance as she had last autumn’s—alone.

~ * ~
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FLORA WATCHED HER HUSBAND gyrate with the other men as they danced for good crops and a bountiful harvest, but had not participated herself in the women’s parody of preparing the earth for seed. Simply staying on her feet for any length of time was proving difficult. Her back ached with an agony that spread across her belly. Taking comfort only in a cup of the English tea Big Paw had brought from the fort, she’d eaten little of the feast.

The ceremonial dances ceased, and Great Bear went off with his friends, probably to drink. You see there, no different from Bath or London, Flora thought. The social dances went on for some time and then wound down. She only watched. All were called to join in the last of them. The drums beat like a pulse calling her to be part of the body of the village. Even in her condition, she thought she could manage a few, slow shuffling steps. Movement might alleviate the horrible back spasms. She got in line next to Doe Eyes and thumped her feet to the sound of the rattles. Something in her body gave way like a Dutch dike before the waves and fluid cascaded down her legs. Certainly, this had never happened in any London ballroom, but there, grossly pregnant women did not dance. Worried, she tugged her mother-on-law from the line.

“Look.” She stood with legs apart and pointed to the growing puddle.

Doe Eyes smiled softly. “Your time has come. Do you have pains?”

“All day in my back. I could not eat nor rest.”

“Those are the signs. And now the water. The baby will come soon. Stay on your feet as long as you are able and when you feel the urge, squat and push. Let Mother Earth help bring the baby.”

Flora took a deep breath. More fluid surged from her body. “So that’s all there is to it, squat and push. I can do that, but could you guide me to a more private place first?”

Doe Eyes took her elbow and led her away past a white bitch with swollen dugs and six pups trailing who came to lap at the puddle. Oh, to be able to give birth with the ease of an animal.

~ * ~
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INSIDE THE BIRTHING hut, Flora squatted naked on a worn deerskin and bit down on a piece of hide to keep from screaming. Soon had turned out to be more than an hour, she was certain. Now, unrelenting, unceasing pain girdled her abdomen. She pushed hard as she could. Something moved toward the earth beneath her feet. She paused to pant, bit down again, and squeezed with all her might. The baby slid out onto the hide and cried at the indignity. She looked down quickly to see, yes, a son. His screams, absolutely furious at being dumped into a cold, fire-lit world, cleared his lungs and nose of the birth fluid. Flora wanted to reach down and comfort her son, but more contractions racked her, not quite as hard. The meat-like placenta followed.

Doe Eyes cut the cord with her knife and gathered up the umbilicus and placenta as if they were sacred objects. Flora sank back onto the bedding prepared for her as her mother-in-law wiped the infant clean and placed him in a strip of blanket. She held out her arms and received her son.

“You have given Great Bear a fine boy. Let him suckle, and the child will no longer be so angry.”

“Like father, like son, I suppose,” Flora jested weakly. She put her baby to her breast and flinched at the strength of his suction. “He is certainly strong and eager.”

“Like his father,” Doe Eyes agreed. “Take some water, then rest.”

“I don’t believe I can. I feel most exhilarated. See what I have done, made this beautiful child.”

She stroked the damp tuft of black hair on the infant’s head. For a moment, he stopped sucking and blinked his birth-swollen eyes at her.

“How light his eyes are. I believe they will be gray like mine.”

“Or they might darken. Either way, he will be a handsome man someday.”

“Great Bear must see him. He will never want to be parted from such a wonderful son.”

“This is your time, not his. Sleep. You will be sore and aching tomorrow, but that will pass. Tomorrow is soon enough for a man to visit his wife and son.”

“But...”

“Your baby sleeps and so must you.”

Flora glanced down at her babe. His tiny mouth had fallen free of the nipple. She tucked him into the crook of her arm and closed her eyes.

~ * ~
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GREAT BEAR THOUGHT he heard someone shout his name beyond the door flap of the bachelor lodge where he lay tangled with other drunken Indians. The place reeked of rotgut whiskey, vomit, and piss. His limbs lay leaden, and his head felt too heavy and painful to lift. The door flap lifted, allowing a piercing shaft of daylight to enter the dark shelter. He shielded his eyes with a palm. A foot kicked him in the ribs.

“What the hell,” he muttered in English and sat up holding both hands to his head to keep his brains from pouring out.

Big Paw stood over him. “You stink of the white man’s poison.”

“Remember, I am part white man. Usually, I hold my liquor well, but yesterday I argued with my wife. This seemed a better place to spend the night. The forgetfulness provided by drink was simply an added bonus.”

“I do not understand. A married man sleeps in his own lodge with his wife by his side. When his child is making its way into the world, he should smoke and wait for word of the birth. This is where I find you among untried men, men who have no brides.”

“Yes, yes, a grievous sin, as Crazy Head would say. Wait, wait. Did you say my child is being born?”

“He has come. Last night. Your mother is angry and sent me to find you. She says you do not deserve such a fine son.”

“A son. Then Flora was right. What shall I do now? What can I do?”

“Go see the boy and thank your wife.”

“Exactly.” Great Bear stood up and waded through the bodies of young men still so unconscious they lay tangled like the logs in a deadfall. He took care not to wake any with heads as sore as his and begin a fight. Squinting his eyes against the daylight, he followed his father, who declined to enter the lodge with him. Yes, Big Paw, a very wise man to stay out of it.

To his surprise, Flora was up and about, the baby held tight in the crook of her arm as if glued there. She stirred the afternoon meal steaming with an aroma that should have been savory, but made his stomach revolt. He swallowed hard and did his best to be the concerned husband and proud papa.

“Shouldn’t you still be abed, love?” Most high-class English women would have stayed in their feather beds for weeks after such an ordeal, he supposed.

“Doe Eyes says moving about will help me heal. I am very sore, however. Sitting is no pleasure.”

“I imagine so. May I see it?” He gestured helplessly at the bundle she protected.

“Our son is not an ‘it.’ He is James Logan Longleigh, heir to Laughlin and Bellevue, and a very fine boy. Aren’t you, Jamie?” Flora kissed the top of the infant’s head, barely visible above the wrappings and then held the baby out to his father.

“No, no. I meant simply to take a look at him. See if he has all his fingers and toes, you know.” Pearce backed away.

Flora glared. “Of course, he has all that and a very large...well, see for yourself.”

She peeled off Jamie’s covers and exposed the boy to his father. Pearce could barely take his eyes off the swollen scrotum and penis, the raw stump of the birth cord until his son, ripped from his warm nest, began to cry and flail. All four limbs were sturdy if small, the hair straight and raven, the skin paler than his own, and the eyes, glimpsed for one small moment before the tirade, very light.

“Can you make him stop? My head...”

Flora sniffed. “Probably your foul breath woke him. Ask Doe Eyes for a remedy.”

She tucked the covers around the boy again, but still he howled lustily. “He’s hungry,” his wife said with great authority. “He has suckled three times already today. Doe Eyes says that is very good. He will grow big quickly.”

Sitting gingerly, she bared a breast and put the baby to it. He had to admit to a small twinge of jealously watching his son take what had been solely his until yesterday. What had Big Paw said? There would be little of “that” after the birth. Already, he wanted some. He sat beside Flora and put an arm around her shoulders. She beamed at him. Ah, he’d done something right.

“No man could have a better wife or a finer son.”

Her eyes grew teary.

“Does it hurt when he nurses?”

“A little, but I am strong, as I’ve always told you.”

Doe Eyes entered interrupting the tender scene. “You must not touch her until the bleeding stops.”

Instantly, Pearce dropped his arm.

“That is not my meaning, son. I meant the coming together of man and woman.”

“For how long?”

His mother shrugged. “A moon, maybe more.”

“That long?”

Flora smiled, very coy. “It will be just as long a time for me, but I assure you will not lust for what is under my dress at the moment. I am most soggy and misshapen, but never fear, my figure will return again.”

He swallowed again thickly. “You are right. I must go cleanse myself with a sweat or a swim, find some birch gum or sassafrass to chew. I will sleep in my own bed tonight.”

Great Bear, Pearce Longleigh, left less free than he had been the night before, with merely a wife to concern him. He smiled slightly at his predicament. If only his British tribe could see him now—Papa Great Bear.
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What was it about the merry month of May in England or even in America that made men and women act so giddy? Not allowed to have congress with his wife, Great Bear found himself courting her as he never had. He picked the wild strawberries ripe in the glades and brought them to his Little Yellow Flower by the handfuls. He made a flute and played it as badly as before, but his efforts woke the baby and made her laugh. He had no gift for lullabies.

Flora kept the child in her arms, day and night it seemed, and occasionally when his wife sensed his envy, she allowed him to suckle once the babe finished. Then, he ran his hands up her thighs and across her belly and felt her shiver. Her body, softer, rounder, pleased him still. “Soon,” she said. “Soon.”

On the day Doe Eyes told Flora the child was big enough to be placed in his cradleboard and go to the fields with her, he presented his surprise, a hoe with a straight shaft smoothed by his own hands and a strong metal head purchased with the winter’s furs and hidden away until this moment.

“To make your work easier, so you won’t be exhausted come evening.”

“How thoughtful,” she replied, giving him a wry smile.

“I am going to take some hides to the nearest trading post. Is there anything else you want?”

“To go with you!” she replied immediately. She dropped her voice since Doe Eyes tucked the baby into the cradleboard nearby. “We might gain our release.”

“I am not going to Fort Pitt, and Yellow Tail travels with me. He will not be denied my ransom if I leave, and watches me closely. If you and the child remain here, my return is guaranteed, don’t you see?”

“I do see. Well then, some good, strong Bohea tea and, and—chocolate if they have any. Here, before you go. I made this while I healed from the birth.”

She held out a bundle that unrolled into a blouse of deep blue trimmed with beadwork resembling a chain of yellow flowers and small black bears, each with a single white bead for an eye. She’d included a scarlet sash neatly hemmed and hung with brass bangles, new moccasins, also beaded across the top with a bear paw pattern, and fresh, fringed leggings to complete the outfit.

“I used the mended shirt you wore under your hunting coat to get the size.”

“I shall be the best dressed Indian at the post. Thank you, dearest.”

Doe Eyes discreetly turned her back. He touched his lips to Flora’s, drew her close, and whispered, “When I return...?”

“Yes, I believe so.”

He donned his finery at once to please her. Yellow Tail arrived a bit later after Flora had placed the baby in his snug, rabbit fur-lined carrier on her back and started, new hoe in hand, for the cornfields. Pearce swore as she turned to go that the infant smiled at him for the first time, but he wasn’t quite sure. That strange, almost challenging, small grin appeared beneath the broad little nose and those bright eyes determined to remain gray. That quickly it disappeared. One tiny fist fought free and waved. He started to tell Flora, but let it go. He should have recognized the smile and wave as a sign. He should have known when he mounted the gray horse, whose sides had filled out from grazing on the green grass of springtime and picked up the lead of the brown gelding packing the hides, that his wife and son would not be here when returned.

~ * ~
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ENGROSSED BY HER BABY and staying in the house until he grew large enough for the cradleboard, Flora hadn’t noticed the growing coolness of the villagers toward her. Always with little Jamie nearby or in her arms, she’d swept the house, cooked, and prepared hides. He lay in her lap as she sewed and tried to grasp the cloth and put it in his mouth but seldom succeeded. She delighted in gazing into his eyes, so much like hers, but in every other way he resembled Pearce, strong and black-haired, and greedy at the breast. She admitted she was as besotted with her son as much as with his slightly jealous father.

She tried to keep her husband content. When he stroked her and suckled, she experienced the same reward as when he came within her. She let her hand glide over his shaft until he became arrow straight and gained his own release. But soon, soon, they would be together again in the natural way of man and wife. With these thoughts in mind, she hung the cradleboard from a branch near the deer hide where Corn Tassel’s little boy played, amused by two young girls. Hardly noticing the murmurs, she took her place in the field among the hillocks of sprouting corn and tender vines and began grubbing out weeds.

Doe Eyes, Corn Tassel, and Black Wing closed ranks around her. She smiled, greeted her friends, and continued to work until Jamie cried for the tit. Her nipples began leaking under the voluminous yellow calico blouse she’d made for herself. Gaudily patterned with red roses, the cloth wasn’t something she would have chosen, but Big Paw had brought back a great deal of it for their use. Certainly, it was more comfortable than deerskin. Her breasts swung cool and loose beneath it. As soon as her waistline returned completely, she would gather the blouse with a becoming sash.

Flora removed the baby from his carrier and sat down. She drew him up under the blouse to nurse. A few of the women mocked her excessive modesty, but she had no intention of exposing her breasts ever again. Let them taunt. Setting her back against the tree, she closed her eyes as Jamie pulled at her nipple. She should have been more vigilant.

A shadow blocked the warm rays of the May sun. She opened her eyes and looked into the scarred and crazed face of Reverend Paulsen.

“Jezebel, Witch,” he hissed, getting down close to her face.

With the hand not supporting her child, she waved him away. “Be gone. I’ve heard your drivel before and have no patience with it.”

He pointed at the lump beneath her blouse. “Consort of savages, you have borne the red devil’s spawn.” Then he dared to poke her baby.

She rose up, still cradling her infant and grasped her hoe down near its head. She used the sturdy shaft her husband had made to wallop the man on the shoulders and push him away.

“Insult the heir of Bellevue again, and I will split your head open. Do not think you can harass us because Pearce is gone. I warn you!”

Throwing his hands in the air, her tormentor retreated. “Jezebel, Witch, Temptress!”

All the women stared. None had moved to help her.

“Well done,” said Doe Eyes.

“Thank you.” Flora resumed her seat, switched Jamie to the other breast, and tried to slow her thudding heart. How long would Pearce be gone? How long would she remain alone?

After filling his pouch with clean, dry fluff to absorb his messes, Flora put her son back into the cradleboard to let the gentle breeze rock him back to sleep. With a sigh, she took up her hoe again. Behind her in the field, some of the women whispered among themselves. Evidently, they had no idea she’d spent much of the winter increasing her Shawnee vocabulary.

“Her own people believe she is a witch. Why else would a man such as Great Bear want such a pale and scrawny woman? Even Rattler broods because Snakeroot gave her away. Some say many were killed on the boat raid so that he could possess her,” said She Who Waits, barely lowering her bitter voice.

Small Turtle’s mother, a stout squaw Flora remembered well from the gauntlet, replied. “She must know spells and potions to make others mad with lust. Why else would my daughter disgrace herself and run away with Strikes Hard?”

Flora turned and put her hands on her hips. “Because her heart beat only for him. I feel that way about Great Bear. I have done nothing to bewitch Crazy Head or Rattler and cannot bring your loved ones back.”

She could see her fluency in Shawnee boggled them. Let them keep their smears to themselves from now on. Fuming, she went back to her work. Doe Eyes smiled and repeated, “Well done.”

Whether the sun grew too hot or she was not fully recovered from the birth, Flora began to falter at her work. Her mother-in-law noticed. “Return to our home and rest, Little Yellow Flower. No one will think less of you.”

“They already do, so I might as well.”

She accepted a gourd dipper full of water from one of the girls who hauled buckets from the spring, then centered the cradleboard on her back. Using her hoe to assist her, Flora made her way up the path. At the place where Great Bear so often waited for her, the bushes shook. He hadn’t gone away with Yellow Tail after all. They could return to the log house together, lie down in the bedding and... ”Pearce, come out and play,” she said in English with a merry lilt to her voice, so pleased he hadn’t left her.

But Rattler, lean and dangerous, slipped from the thicket to block her way. As always, the sharp blade of his nose, the red lines tattooed on his face like streaks of his victims’ blood, his cruel, thin lips intimidated her. Jamie squirmed in his cradleboard, and Flora stiffened her shoulders and held her hoe ready as a weapon.

“What do you want?”

“My ransom. Big Paw told me what your family offers. Your life is cheap to them. I have sent a message to the fort with some who go there to trade. I will take you along and parlay. If they cannot do better, I will slit your throat and leave your body for the crows.”

“A refreshing change from your threat to bash my head.”

She gripped her hoe tighter and kept close watch on his eyes for any hint of violence. He could slay her right there with that vicious knife at his belt, but the tribe would not approve. He would forfeit the ransom and owe Great Bear a huge blood price. If she knew her husband, he would demand Rattler’s death and carry out the sentence himself. No, Rattler would not harm her unless her brother’s stingy offer failed to increase.

“When Great Bear returns, we will discuss this matter. He must come with me.”

“No, I have said I will come before this moon wanes. Great Bear will not be back in time. We must leave soon. It is best you go. The people begin to speak against you.”

“I care not.”

“You must. The women are jealous. They see where their men look when you pass with your eyes like the gray mist and your hair of sunlight. They recall your breasts, white as the winter drifts.”

“Very pretty language, but I do nothing to encourage them.”

“You will take the child.”

Rattler did not phrase that as a question, but she answered him anyway. “Of course, I will. A babe must stay with its mother.”

“Good. He is more English than Shawnee. Who knows, my grandmother might grow hungry for tender white meat if you leave the boy behind.”

The babe, though still light on her back, suddenly felt weightier. “The Shawnee do not eat children. You say that to frighten me,” she retorted.

“You have not been among us very long. Our customs are unknown to you. Why else would you help Small Turtle escape with Strikes Hard? Their families are still angry with you. They speak of demanding payment from Great Bear for the foolishness of his wife. You make trouble for him. I say, do not leave the boy behind. We go in two suns. Be ready.”

Rattler held up two fingers to make his point. He stepped aside to let her pass. Flora moved on without answering his demand.

At the log house, she took Jamie from his carrier and let him kick his limbs on a soft piece of doeskin. Instead of lying beside him for a nap, she began to prepare the afternoon meal by throwing wild potatoes and onions into the pot with water and pieces of dried meat and just a hint of salt. Doe Eyes would have a hot meal when she came in from the fields. How could she tell this woman who had been all kindness to her of her intent to leave in just two days and take the baby she so doted upon as a grandchild? She still pondered this when her mother-in-law returned.

“I’ve made a meal. Sit and eat.”

Doe Eyes fetched a wooden bowl and filled it. She tasted and nodded. “Your cooking is much better than last summer.”

“Yes, I have learned much this past year. Now, Rattler tells me I have been ransomed and must go with him to the fort in two days’ time.”

“I have heard the talk. The ransom is not enough for him. He intends to demand more.”

“Or kill me. He says to take the baby or else Snakeroot might eat him.”

“A lie. Children are our greatest joy. He seeks to scare you. He tries to leave Great Bear with nothing.”

“So I thought, and yet I cannot leave my child behind. He has a grandfather across the water who will welcome him, and I believe treat him better than he did his own son.”

“That is often so with grandparents.” Tenderly, Doe Eyes placed Jamie in her lap and gazed at him as if fixing his tiny face in her mind. He stared back with his serious gray eyes. “I have other grandchildren in another village where my daughter stays with her husband. I do not see them often enough.”

Uncomfortable with the topic, Flora said, “He also says Great Bear will have to pay a price for my helping Small Turtle run away with Strikes Hard.”

Doe Eyes shrugged and offered Jamie a finger to curl his hand around and try to draw it to his mouth. “I doubt that. Word has come that your lovers have taken refuge in Shooting Star’s village. Small Turtle is with child. If they return and ask forgiveness, especially with a babe in arms, her mother and Hard Shell will relent. His family will take them in, and all will be well.”

“I hope so. Small Turtle loved him so, I could not deny them.”

“In the future, she might find he takes other wives, he thinks so much of himself. The parents often make wiser choices in mates than young girls.”

“Did yours?”

“Big Paw and I were children together. He was my older brother’s friend. Our match was natural and strong. A good hunter and tracker, brave in battle, generous to everyone, Big Paw could have many wives, but he says I am enough, all that he wants.”

“How was it between Full Moon Woman and Great Bear’s father?”

“My son is White Bull in a red skin. His father was big and so handsome in his red coat. He sought an alliance with our tribe to convince them to fight the French. Full Moon Woman was willing. They were good together and proud of their son, but I believe when White Bull left he told her he would not return. Full Moon Woman had strength as well and did not cry. Had she lived, she might have remarried, as she knew White Bull must do. Instead, the sickness came, and Big Paw and I raised her child as our own. I was the one who wept when White Bull returned and took my boy.”

Doe Eyes placed the baby on her shoulder and rubbed his back to soothe him. Flora could scarcely bear to look at them.

“I must go home. I must take my son. And I must beg of you a terrible favor. Tell Great Bear I love him and will love no other. Ask him to follow me.”

Doe Eyes lowered her head for a moment. “You know I am the Peace Woman, the one who pleads for us not to go to war, but young men will. How else can they prove themselves? I spoke against Rattler’s raid and still they went, even though we have this small time of peace between wars. For now, the Shawnee rule the Ohio Territory, but soon the settlers will come, first along the river, then inland. War will strike again, and we cannot win. Your people are too many, but our warriors will die trying to keep them back. My son would make a mighty leader in such a war, but I would rather he and his son be safe on the other side of the Great Lake than be buried in Ohio.” Carefully, Doe Eyes laid the baby down and covered his small rump.

“Thank you.” Flora tried to suppress her tears, but they flowed down her cheeks.

“In two days, I lose a daughter, also.”

“Not such a good one.”

“Good enough to mourn.”
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On the day of departure, Rattler came early leading the two horses he had gotten from Big Paw and Great Bear. “We will ride,” he said proudly.

He carried his weapons and blankets for the night. Flora took only her doeskin wedding dress, carefully wrapped along with the antler comb and hair ornament, and the clothes on her back, along with some cornmeal and dried meat and vegetables Doe Eyes provided. She left behind her hoe and scraping knife. James Logan Longleigh rode in his cradleboard content with nothing more than his mother’s milk on demand. Before mounting, Flora drew her mother-in-law to her.

“We will meet again in heaven if nowhere else.”

“Do the Shawnee go there if we have not been sprinkled with water by your priests? We have our own place full of game where winter never comes.”

“Then, I shall visit you there.”

Doe Eyes did not weep, but she ran her fingers over Jamie’s soft, black hair and immediately retreated into her house. The villagers watched them go, Snakeroot with a sneer on her wrinkled face. Corn Tassel and Black Wing walked beside her horse to the gate.

“Tell Small Turtle I am sorry I was not able to see her again. Be happy with your young man, Black Wing. Corn Tassel, stay safe and well. Have more children as fine as Rough Coat.”

As they set off along the path, Flora wondered if the little boy would die fighting in the war the Peace Woman foresaw. What would become of the women who befriended her? She had little time to contemplate because her nemesis lurked along the way. The crazed Reverend Paulsen leapt up from a crouch as if he would pull her from the horse. She kicked him away and set her heels to the animal, urging it on.

“Go then! Spread your legs for another red devil as you never would for me and be damned. Jezebel, Witch, Temptress!”

The same old litany. She would be pleased to never hear those words again. Rattler said little as they went along, only grumbling when she asked for a rest to relieve herself or nurse the baby.

“This is why we leave women in the village. Three times we have stopped already. If the child cries again, perhaps I will break his head open on a rock,” he said casually as Flora emerged from the bushes after answering the call of nature and cleaning her baby’s bottom.

Refusing to be cowed, she sat and prepared to feed her child. “Touch my son, and I will see you die.”

Rattler snorted. “How? You have left your hoe and scraping knife behind.”

“Then, I will kill myself and deny you any ransom.”

“Again, how?”

“I would throw myself into the first river we come to and drown.”

“Because of a babe still unnamed?’

“Because he is Great Bear’s son and all I have.”

Rattler took pemmican from a pouch and offered her some while Jamie suckled. She accepted the food for the sake of her son.

“Tonight, I will cook a meal for us.”

“Ah, you will try to poison me. My grandmother told me not to eat anything you might prepare. Not only will it be bad, but she suspects you know how to charm men and bend them to your ways.”

“If that were so, I’d have no doubts that Great Bear would follow me across the sea.”

“Why only Great Bear for you?”

“He has intrigued me since I was a small girl. He has rescued me and given me this child. He has saved my life. I can love no other.”

Something ugly, like the coiling of a venomous snake passed over Rattler’s face, making the red tattoos ripple. “Bear Cub, then Bear Hug, now Great Bear, always stronger than the rest of us, always having greater power. The best goes to Great Bear since his childhood. It is said he has a lodge across the Great Lake bigger than our whole village. He rides fine horses and never hungers, yet he returns to take what we have—Big Paw and the Peace Woman for his family, you for his wife, maybe our land for the English or the Big Knives.”

Agitated, he threw up his hands. “I watched the boat full of riches for many days, waiting for it to be brought ashore in a place where we could attack. I saw you touch lips with Great Bear so hard I thought you would swallow each other. I knew him from my childhood and would have taken and kept what he wanted most.”

Flora did not like the look in his eyes. How to offset that resentment? “Why have you not taken a wife before now? You are a good hunter and provide well for Snakeroot. When I lived in your wigwam, the pot was always full of meat.”

“Young women fear my grandmother, who would live with us. My family is marked by ill luck. All of Snakeroot’s men and her children have died violent deaths, even the daughters. Only I remain to care for her. But I would have kept you, if not for her hatred of whites. I would have you even now.”

Not a comforting thought. Flora stared into the open woods, miles and miles of wilderness and only this one path crossing it. Lowering her eyes, she considered her next words very carefully.

“I hope my ransom will buy you a fine bride, Rattler. You are a mighty warrior, and I would not pollute you with the blood that still flows from my son’s birth and take away your power.”

He preened a little, towering over her, sucking in his stomach, and squaring his shoulders. With a jerk of his head toward the horses, he said, “We go now. I will lead your horse if the child still drinks.”

“No, he’s asleep now. We can move on.”

To Flora’s surprise, Rattler did eat her corn cakes and vegetable stew that evening. He allowed her a blanket and made himself a backrest, all of his weapons kept near. And so they went on, day after day, until they reached the point of land where the two rivers formed the great Ohio, civilization at last, in the form of a wilderness fort.

“You will stay here on this side of the water while I parlay. I will take the horses and the child. If you are not here on my return, you will not see the boy again.”

“No, please! He must suckle. Who will care for him?”

“If the baby cries as much as when we traveled, we will soon reach an agreement. Give him to me. If we fight, he will be harmed.”

“Let me feed him one last time.”

Rattler allowed this. All the while, she talked to her babe. “Be quiet and good. Soon we will be together again. Be brave and strong like your papa, Jamie, not a whimper until I come to you.”

Rattler held out the cradleboard. Flora placed her baby within and watched as the warrior hung it like so much baggage on the side of his horse. From the place where he had secreted her along the bank, she watched, breath held, as he took both horses across the river and entered the fort through a maze of Indian dwellings and traders’ wagons. Once beyond sight, she could do nothing more than huddle by the small fire and wait.

The sun soon stood directly overhead. Her breasts ached with their fullness, and still Rattler did not return. She ate. She drank. Finally, she tugged on each tit to relieve the pain and spilled her milk, Jamie’s milk, on the ground. She paced the clearing until the sun radiated at high noon. When she looked across the water, she saw Rattler crossing again with both horses. Neither carried her son.

No, she would not panic. She would make Great Bear proud. Quickly, she stripped off the sweat and milk-stained calico blouse and travel-dusty skirt to put on her Indian wedding dress. She ran the antler comb through her stubborn curls as best she could. Lady Flora Everton Longleigh, Viscountess Laughlin, would ride into that fort with head held high, as proud as Lady Godiva when she’d made her famous ride, and considerably better covered.

Still, when Rattler arrived to find her waiting and ready to go, she could not suppress the question. “Where is my son?”

“He lives. That is all you need to know. Your ransom is paid. Come.”

She mounted at once. They made the crossing again. Indian women bargaining with soldiers and taking them into their huts, Indian men, some drunk, lazing about, other with hides to sell bargaining at the traders’ wagons, none of these took any note of her passing. But once inside the brick fortress, people stared. Officers’ wives whispered behind their hands. Blue-coated, country boy privates gawked. Woodsmen in buckskin leaned on their long rifles and shook their heads as if she’d done something very wrong. She held her head even higher. Let the bloody colonists stare.

“I am Little Yellow Flower, wife of the mighty hunter, Great Bear. I am Viscountess Laughlin, wife of Pearce Longleigh, and both deserve respect,” she murmured to herself.

They came to a stop before one of the garrison buildings, the headquarters, she surmised. Immediately, two elegantly-dressed men came forth to meet her. She hadn’t seen so much lace and fine broadcloth, such large buttons, and big and gaudy buckles on shoes since the ballroom at Bath. These were her brother’s minions. She recognized them as Pulver and Fortesque, old school chums who had sometimes visited at Rushmore. She had not cared for them then and doubted if she would now, no matter that they helped her down and bowed and scraped, their plumed hats doffed and nearly touching the dust at their feet.

Pulver had been a plain boy with a big bottom. Now he was a homely man with a belly to match his butt. Fortesque retained a delicate, fine-boned beauty, possibly greater than her own. He powdered his perfectly styled curls and added a hint of rouge to his cheeks, Flora thought. When he arose and looked directly at her, his eyes widened and his mouth formed a small moue of disgust.

“Never fear, Lady Flora. We will make your appearance acceptable again before we reach London.”

“But she is so very brown and—and bare-legged, Forty. She has dirt beneath her nails— and are those calluses? Can you possibly do it in so short a time?” Pulver questioned.

“With ease, I assure you. Some skin bleaches, creams to soften the hands, a proper corset and clothing, of course. She has great possibilities. Roddy will want her polished up for presentation to perspective mates.”

“Do you think anyone will bite? She has been so utterly compromised by the savages. That child...”

“It’s of no concern to us. No one need know about it.”

Flora stepped close to Fortesque, somewhat taller than herself but very willowy, and fisted her hands in the lace foaming out of his waistcoat. “Where is my baby?”

“We asked the colonel’s wife to see to it, but the fort has few white women and none wished to suckle a red infant. I suspect it was given to one of the natives to keep. You cannot mean to take it home.”

“I nurse the child myself. Those women, many of them are unclean! Please, where is he?” Flora turned frantically, whirling in all directions. She stopped and gripped Fortesque’s neckcloth again. “My son was sired by Viscount Laughlin, the next duke of Bellevue.”

“Pearce Longleigh, that ruffian we knew at Eton? This savage fellow said the father was a halfbreed known as Great Bear.” Fortesque cocked his head toward Rattler, who sat impassively on his horse and coolly watched this burst of emotion.

“Great Bear is Pearce Longleigh, you dolts. Find my son at once, before he comes to harm.”

Pulver’s fat lower lip quivered. “We really don’t know where he has gone. We thought to spare you humiliation.”

“You did this on purpose.” She turned on Rattler.

“Now Great Bear has no son and no wife, but I own a rifle as fine as his and enough goods to buy any woman in Chillicothe. I will take my ransom now.”

Fortesque flicked a hand in the direction of the fort’s trading post. “All that you asked for awaits to be loaded on your beast. Come, Lady Flora, let us not make a scene.”

“I thought you liked me. Why, why, Rattler?”

“Because I could not have you.” The warrior, expressionless, turned his horses and walked them toward the trading post, where a gleaming new long rifle lay atop bolts of cloth and kegs of powder and whiskey among an array of other goods. He did not look back.

Flora sank to the ground and wept so inconsolably, so loudly, most of the occupants of the fort took notice. Soldiers turned away—not their business. The few women put their hands to their lips in dismay.

“She has gone mad from her ordeal, just as Roddy suspected she might.” Pulver’s chins quivered. “I, for one, am glad we leave this hell hole tomorrow. No decent food or lodging to be had. Do you think we must restrain her?’

Fortesque considered. “Possibly. For now, assist me in getting her inside. Clearly she has turned native and no longer has any sense of decorum.”

Flora batted their hands away. She stood and backed off. “I will not leave here without my baby.”

“This again? We’ve told you we do not know the whereabouts of the child, but we shall inquire.” Fortesque assumed that air of disgust again. “The things we do for our friends.”

Flora continued moving away from them. “I will search the camp myself.”

Firm hands grasped her elbows. “No need for that, milady.”

She stared at two men, middle-aged but solidly built, and alike enough to be brothers. Twins, perhaps? They dressed as somberly as Quakers but in well cut clothes. She would have guessed them to be clergy or barristers or bankers.

“We are the Armstrong brothers, Malcolm and Dudley, agents of the Duke of Bellevue, instructed to remain here until his son emerges from the wilderness,” the first said in a soft lowland burr.

“We have been on the road for some months. We set out directly the ransom demand was received, sometime after Lord Rushmore, the good Lord rest his soul, was found dead aboard a keelboat. His Grace feared the worst and was much relieved to know his son lived, a captive to the Indians,” Dudley Armstrong explained. “We would have been here sooner, but for some foul weather along the way.”

Flora wiped her tears with her fingertips. Immediately, Malcolm Armstrong offered a plain but neatly-hemmed linen handkerchief. She blew her nose delicately.

“Viscount Laughlin is not a captive. He was adopted by the Shawnee. I am his wife. I have borne his child, but they have taken my son from me.”

Just saying the words made her tears flow and her breasts leak. She had no idea which of the brothers patted her back.

“There, there, lassie, your bairn is safe and being spoon-fed with goat’s milk as we speak. Both Mal and I have broods of our own and know the choosing of a wet nurse to be a serious matter.”

“I—I suckle him myself.”

The brothers exchanged a glance, but Dudley said kindly enough, “Well, that is nature’s way, isn’t it. The minute we laid eyes on the lad, we suspected his parentage. He has your eyes, certainly, but already resembles his father.”

“I think so, too. His name is James Logan Longleigh. Please take me to him.”

“A fine name for a little lord, a bit of the Scots about it. And where might his father be?”

“Coming after us, I hope, but do not know. He desired to remain in the wilderness.”

Again, glances exchanged. “His Grace said there might be some difficulty in persuading the viscount to return to England. He said if you find Lady Flora, you will find my son by her side. He was entirely convinced no Longleigh would leave a woman in distress. He also begged of us to bring along any offspring we might find. We thought we might have to go amongst the Shawnee ourselves, but with such a beauty for a wife and a thriving son, surely Lord Laughlin will come out of the woods and seek you both.”

Fortesque snorted, and Pulver interrupted, “Dear God, must we find a wet nurse for the brat, then? I am most unnerved.”

“I said I shall feed him myself,” Flora answered with the feral snarl of a cat defending her kits. More like a panther, perhaps, she felt so ferociously attached to her son.

“She quite frightens me, Forty. Indeed, she does.”

“No matter. We will be on our way back to civilization tomorrow, even if we must bind her.”

“I intend to wait here with my son for Pearce to arrive, no matter how long that takes.”

Over her head, two pair of clever blue eyes communed. The Armstrong brothers nodded.

“It might be for the best you go with these gentlemen, wee Lady Flora. Give some incentive for Lord Laughlin to cross the sea again, eh?”

“Indeed, the carriage is hired and costly by the day. We were instructed to manage as frugally as possible by the new Lord Rushmore. When the redskin balked at our offer, these gentlemen made up the difference far beyond what we were authorized to pay for your release. Now we are free to leave this wretched place and be on our way in the morning.” Fortescue held a perfumed hankie to his nose as a group of Indians passed. “What is that stench lingering about the red men?”

“Bear grease. It keeps off the insects. My son, I need to see him now.”

“Come with us, lass. We will take you to him.”

~ * ~
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FLORA STOOD FOR A MOMENT in the doorway of a small bedroom and watched an underfed young maid coax a small silver spoon of goat’s milk into Jamie’s puckered mouth. His gray eyes squinted at the girl, and the milk dribbled down his chin. From his tiny frown, his mother knew he was about to cry.

“Come now, if ye won’t eat, I’ll be tempted to finish the bowl. Me six brothers would be glad of this food. Yes, yes, I know ye want your mam’s titty, but this is what ye got.” The maid joggled the baby with her knee to get his attention and slip in a few drops.

“Give him to me. I am his mother.” Flora motioned the girl away and took her seat. Quickly, smiling all the while, she drew back the slit in her tunic and put her son to the breast. He grinned open-mouthed around the nipple and let the first taste escape, but then latched on as if starving, as well he might be.

“Och, our Lady Flora is a natural born mother,” Dudley Armstrong remarked to his brother.

“That she is,” Malcolm replied.

“The woman is a natural born hoyden further ruined by the savages,” said the statuesque lady with stiff iron gray hair well supplemented with additions for height and topped with a large, lace cap. “Why ever was she traipsing about in the wilderness with a boatload of men? She earned her dire fate. Now she means to keep her red baby. Incredible!”

Fortescue stood dwarfed beside her. “The true question, Mrs. Colonel Breakstone, is can you make her presentable and ready to travel on the morrow?”

“I am somewhat more robust than that pitiful, deranged creature, but my maid is handy with a needle. She can cut down one of my plainer gowns and have it ready by dawn. Fiona, go heat water for a bath in the kitchen, then you shall begin on the dress.”

“Yes, ma’am.” The thin young maid curtsied and turned to go with the bowl of goat’s milk and silver spoon still in hand.

“Stay.” Malcolm Armstrong held up a hand. “Are you Scottish, lass?”

“Scotch-Irish, sir.”

“Papist?”

“No, sir. Presbyterian.”

“Might as well be Papist. They breed in the hills around here, abundant as squirrels. Fiona is one of nine. I gave her the opportunity to better herself since these Pennsylvanians frown on colored servants,” the colonel’s wife interrupted.

Malcolm ignored her and continued the interview. “Do you like babies, then?’

“Aye, sir, even ones as stubborn as that’n. I feared he might die if he did not eat.”

“Of course, Lady Flora must not travel unassisted,” Dudley Armstrong said.

Fortescue practically jumped up and down. “Lord Rushmore did not authorize the expense of a maid. He said if his sister had shifted for herself this past year, she could do so again until she arrives home.”

“And they say the Scots are stingy. The Duke of Bellevue will pay for her if Mrs. Breakstone is willing to let the girl go. Naturally, we would reimburse the expense of her training.”

Mrs. Breakstone’s hard, green eyes took on a greedy gemlike glitter. “I might be persuaded to part with her.”

“Would you like to see the Old Country, lass?”

“Oh, I would. Me folks speak of it all the time.”

“Then, you will go with the lady and her child and these two gentlemen tomorrow. Is that satisfactory, Lady Flora?”

“What?’ Flora hadn’t taken her eyes off of her son since they had been reunited, and paid little attention to the conversation.

“Will this girl do as your maid?’ Malcolm Armstrong said the words loudly as if she were deaf or simple.

“Imagine having a maid again—and a hot bath. Both would be delightful.”

“Settled then, all but the price. Let’s haggle elsewhere and allow the wee laddie to sleep.

~ * ~
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FIONA DUFFY POURED the pail of warm water over Flora’s naked body. The tub, a shallow, paltry thing made of tin with only a small lip to sit upon, sat near the fire on this warm spring evening. The curtains were tightly drawn over the two small kitchen windows lest any Peeping Toms pass by. Oh, how good it felt to be lathered head to toe with the suds of sweet-smelling soap. Flora scrubbed the bubbles from her hair and attempted to untangle a few of the knots with her fingers.

“Let it be, ma’am. I will comb it for ye as soon as we finish here. Must have been awful for ye living among dirty, filthy savages.”

“I found the Shawnee to be quite clean, certainly more so than some of my father’s tenants. Their homes were tidy for the most part, but with few furnishings except the sleeping platforms. We often bathed in the river during the hot months. I shall miss that.”

“Really? Bare buck naked?”

“Only in the summer. Otherwise, we kept our clothes on against the chill, just like any Englishman would in winter, though the Shawnee do have less of a sense of modesty. A bare breast or chest does not offend or entice. I believe I will miss that, too. My husband has a most magnificent chest tattooed with red thunderbirds.”

“Truly?” The Presbyterian girl goggled.

She held up a strip of toweling for Flora to dry herself. Little James watched from a nearby blanket. The baby wore a tiny cotton shirt and had a proper nappie knotted around his privates. Whenever his hands came in contact with the cloth, he grappled. His head turned to the side as his mother disappeared beneath a voluminous night shift and his favorite parts vanished. He whimpered a bit and waggled his arms.

“In a moment, Jamie.”

Mrs. Breakstone’s gigantic clothes made her feel childlike, but she was certainly not that and had the stretch marks to prove it. She plucked her son from the blanket and put him to the breast while Fiona combed her hair.

“I must say, ma’am, ye don’t seem so crazy to me. They said I might have to hold ye down to bath ye, and that ye might fight the wearing of civilized clothing again.”

“I cannot say I will miss wearing buckskin or wrinkled calico, but I might put off donning corsets indefinitely. True, my waist is not as slim as it was before the birth, but I’ve come to relish the lack of a corset. What a drab thing I am to don, however, plain as a Quaker’s wedding dress.

She gestured toward a gray gown already pinned at the hemline, sleeves, and waist and completely denuded of its previous lace. The bodice hung low enough to allow her to nurse when necessary. Mrs. Breakstone had provided a large, white scarf to crisscross over the bosom for modesty and an even larger shawl to hide the act.

When she’d asked the colonel’s wife if she had suckled her own children, the woman replied, “Certainly not! My father owned one of the grandest plantations in Virginia, and I had my pick of wet nurses.” In England, Flora would have had her pick as well. No matter, now that the nursing no longer hurt. She rather enjoyed feeding her child and worried only slightly that Pearce would find her breasts less attractive once she weaned her son—if he ever saw them again.

“Fiona, be sure to pack my Indian gown and objects carefully. I don’t want to lose them.”

“Mrs. Breakstone said to toss them out, but ye are my mistress now.”

“Then, do as I say. I will need your help in many ways, but tonight I shall assist you in cutting down the giant’s gown and sewing it back up again. Compared to punching through deer hide with an awl to make moccasins, this will be a treat—though I must say moccasins are entirely comfortable.”

~ * ~
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LADY FLORA EVERTON Longleigh, Viscountess Laughlin, prepared to leave Fort Pitt with her entourage shortly after dawn. She wore a plain gray gown cut down to her size and shoes that pinched her feet. Her infant son rode in a native cradleboard at her insistence, though he wore diapering inside his wrappings. She was attended by a flat-chested, half-starved Scotch-Irish maid of sixteen years who did not know how to address her properly and two men of questionable sexuality in the pay of her brother—not a very promising group.

Just before the departure, the Armstrong Brothers thrust their heads and broad upper bodies into the carriage and fixed Pulver and Fortescue with steel-hardened blue stares. “Do make certain nothing foul happens to Lady Flora, the lassie, and the wee bairn, or the duke will personally crack your heads open like walnuts at the dinner table. He may be old and gouty, but he’s done that trick before, and if he cannot, we will. Served under Bellevue, we did, and we are still his men.”

Flora bent forward. “Please tell Pearce that I am his true wife no matter how we married, and I love him with all my heart. No one will be able to convince me otherwise.”

The Armstrongs’ blue eyes softened. “We will deliver your message, Lady Flora, and we will bring him back to England if we must put him in chains.”

“Oh, don’t do that! He must have free will or his return will mean nothing.”

“The duke’s orders, but we hope he will come peacefully.” Malcolm shut the door and stepped away.

“Enough jabber. Soon we shall draw a crowd of listeners. Coachman, away!” Fortescue tapped the top of the carriage sharply with his black-lacquered walking stick.

They dashed off in the rented coach and four, making haste directly to Philadelphia over the rutted roads. Last evening, she had been denied a request for pen and paper to write a message to her husband. Her desire for a brief detour to Brownsville to visit the Franklins who would have admired her son, no matter what his color, had also been thwarted. Her keepers had not bound or restrained her in any way, and for that she should be grateful. They insisted she wear a veiled hat to conceal her sun-browned face and gloves to cover her ravaged hands. Fortescue had provided a pair of his own, which fit handily.

In so short a time, Flora divined what her life would become without her husband, an existence of constraint and censure. More than once, she considered taking her babe in arms, throwing herself from the coach when it slowed at a bend, and running back to Great Bear.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Thirty-three
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“Where is my Little Yellow Flower? I have gifts,” Great Bear said in a low voice as he peered into the dimness of the log house.

He hoped to see his wife lying on the bed platform, his son sound asleep, and his mother out visiting her friends. Surely, Flora’s post-birth flow had ceased by now. He’d envisioned her, so pale where the sun did not touch her body, bathing in the stream. Her curls, both top and bottom, would still be damp. As she awakened, he would offer the chocolate, the packet of tea, and she would welcome him home in any way he desired.

Though a kettle bubbling over a low fire held food, no one was about. The cradleboard did not hang from a peg in the wall. He’d pressed to get home before dark and endured Yellow Tail’s mocking about his eagerness to return to his wife and child.

“I will never get the ransom if you are so content in Chillicothe,” the scar-faced warrior said.

But Flora was not content. He left the bundle on the platform and the gray horse still laden with trade goods standing outside the house. Great Bear walked to the nearest group of women pounding dried corn in the shade cast by the palisade this late in the afternoon.

“Have you seen my wife or my mother?”

Corn Tassel paused in her grinding. “Doe Eyes has gone to the spring for water.”

She lowered her eyes and said no more. He knew then. Flora had taken this task from the older woman. Flora was gone. Still, he took the path to the spring to confirm this. Doe Eyes had filled her buckets, but sat on a rock staring at the trickling water as if she saw some tragic vision. She noticed her son’s reflection in the pool below.

“Did you have a good journey, Great Bear?”

“Yes, I traded for powder and shot at the first post but had to go farther to get the goods my wife desired.”

“You are a fine husband.”

“Where is Little Yellow Flower?”

He figured she delayed to soften the news, to give him time to brace himself.

“Gone. Rattler demanded she ride with him to Fort Pitt to collect the ransom. Little Yellow Flower wanted to wait for you, but he persuaded her. Perhaps he threatened. Rattler is filled with ill will toward you. He is sick with it.”

“Did she leave my son?”

“No, she would not be parted from the boy, and I thought it best she take him, too.”

“To go where he will be scorned and ridiculed?

“The son is fairer than the father. He will grow up among the white men, know their ways, and not have to endure such slights as you did. The Shawnee will make war against the Big Knives again. No words of mine can prevent it. It is best they are far away and safe.”

“My wife cares only for the babe and having soft, white hands once more.”

Doe Eyes stood and used her thumbs to soften the hardened lines of his face. “I have never known a woman who loved a man more than Little Yellow Flower loves you. She bids you follow her. She says she will have no other man.”

“I could take another wife and remain Shawnee.”

“Many would be glad to have you.” Dropping her hands to her sides, his mother agreed.

“I could make another son.”

“That is true.”

“But the child would not have gray eyes the same as Flora’s.”

“No. Like all men, I suppose you never told your wife of the fullness of your heart for her.”

“She knew. She must have known. I showed her in many ways. I called her my beloved.”

“She doubted you would follow, and so she left her words with me. Will you stay or go?”

“I am Shawnee. I want to be Shawnee.”

Doe Eyes raised a hand again and placed it on the center of his broad chest. “In your heart, you always will be Shawnee, no matter where you dwell.”

He nodded slowly, his head heavy with the decision. “I must follow her at once. The sun will remain a few hours longer.”

“Eat first. Let me pack food and bedding, your clothes, extra moccasins, and the bear robe. It should go with you to be shown to your sons and daughters when you tell them of your life among the Shawnee.”

“Do you think there will be more children?’

Doe Eyes smiled wistfully. “Many more. I have seen them in my dreams. Your English wigwam will be filled with them.”

She picked up her buckets of water and started down the path. He took the burden from her.

“What? Am I so old I cannot carry water anymore?”

She still protested as they entered the compound and passed Yellow Tail unwrapping his bundles to show his wife and three children what good bargains he had made, what treats he had brought them.

The warrior called out, “Are you a woman now carrying water for your wigwam, Great Bear?”

“No,” he replied. “I am an English gentleman on my way to Fort Pitt.”

Yellow Tail jumped up. “To cheat us of your ransom!”

“Satisfy your wife tonight if you are able, and follow after me come morning. I will see you have your ransom before I cross the Great Lake again.”

~ * ~
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HIS JOURNEY BEGAN INAUSPICIOUSLY. If he had been more Shawnee and less of an enlightened Englishman, he might have turned back to Chillicothe, fearing pursuit by an evil spirit. Pearce rode with an old pistol gotten in trade tucked in his sash, the knife taken from Sammy and won back from Yellow Tail hung from his belt, and his long rifle hung in its sling across his back. If any dared to stop him, beware!

Several miles from the village, an animal, dark and lank, charged from the brush and grasped his reins, nearly unseating him. He raised the pistol intending to shoot until he recognized the creature as Crazy Head.

“Leave off, Reverend. I am going after Flora.”

“Take me with you! I beg of you. Let me go where she dwells for she has bewitched me. I followed her this far before I faltered. Do not leave me alone with these savages who know not the word of God and refuse to receive it.” Paulsen dropped the reins and groveled, his hands now clasped around his Bible drawn from the waist of his tattered breeches.

“Flora goes to England and will not return.”

“Then kill me.”

“Out of my way.”

Not allowing for the desperate cleverness of the insane, Pearce shoved the pistol back into his sash and prepared to ride on. That quickly, Paulsen threw down his Bible and lunged for the weapon. Snatching it loose, the reverend held the gun to his head, cocked the weapon, and jerked the trigger. The ball made a mighty mess of his brains. Never much for religion, Pearce felt the need to cross himself in the Anglican way while stilling his horse.

He dismounted and picked up the Bible. In the back of the volume, Paulsen had recorded the last marriage he performed, Flora Everton Hyde-Smythe, widow, to Pearce Longleigh, Viscount Laughlin, July 16, 1783. No mystery that the man had been able to make a quill with the number of chickens in the village and the volume of turkeys consumed, but as the Shawnee had little interest in the written word, where had he gotten the ink? The inscription had a rusty color. Crushed berries or dried blood? His own? The man had been deranged enough.

Whatever his feelings about the Reverend Paulsen, the man had been a Christian. Pearce paged to the Twenty-Third Psalm, read it aloud, and prayed for mercy upon the soul of a man who had been out of his mind and so, not responsible for his actions. Tucking the Bible into his sash, he dragged the body aside. The vultures would alert the villagers soon enough and allow the tribe to perform their own rituals to allay this ghost. He must be away to find Flora.

~ * ~
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GREAT BEAR GALLOPED the gray horse along the narrow trail, drawing closer and closer to Fort Pitt. Big Paw had a good eye, and the scrawny animal had fleshed out well enough to carry his out-sized son. That son had taken only his mount, his weapons, a share of powder and balls, and the supplies and clothing pressed on him by his adoptive mother. He’d left the chocolate and tea for Doe Eyes to enjoy. At Fort Pitt, Flora would have enough of both available to bathe in it if she wished.

The horse flicked its ears and whinnied. He heard it, too. More of its kind approached, two, maybe three. He pulled up in the woods on one side of the path and readied the old pistol for the encounter. Concealed, he had the advantage. If a friend emerged, the pistol could always be set aside. He had no desire to die in the wilderness.

The first horse hove into view. On its back sat Rattler. He led another pony overwhelmed with trade goods and wore a new rifle as fine as Pearce’s own slung across his back. Great Bear moved his mount across the path to block the way.

“My compliments to you, Rattler. I see you have claimed my wife’s ransom.”

“I am a wealthy man, but I will give much away and buy a bride finer than Little Yellow Flower. You have nothing now, no wife and no son.”

“There is no wife finer than Flora. Besides, none of the women will come to your wigwam. Sooner or later, Snakeroot poisons all who cross her. She keeps you only to fill her pot with meat when she has no captives to savor.”

Rattler tensed, then snorted. “Little Yellow Flower has forgotten you already. She spent only one night at the fort before she set off toward the rising sun with two of her kind.”

“My son?”

“Goes with her.” The warrior shrugged. “She grew attached to the ugly child with the light eyes.”

“And both are well?” He could not allow Rattler to bait him. He must have the information and be on his way.

“Very well. I fed your woman and protected her. She called me a mighty hunter and great warrior. Since her bleeding was done, she opened her legs for me. Now she has known a real man and carries his seed.”

“Little Yellow Flower hated you. I saw the wounds she gave you when you took her captive and know how she fought off other men. If you came too near, you would have scratches on your face and not be able to sit a horse.”

“True. I told her I would bash her child upon a rock if she did not give herself to me. She lay down and enjoyed it in the end.”

Flora would do that, he knew. She would do anything to save their son. The final insult broke his calm.

“Then you raped my wife, and I will have my revenge.”

Great Bear brought his pistol up and fired, but Rattler anticipated the move and leaned aside behind his horse’s neck. The ball merely grazed the warrior’s shoulder. Driving the gray forward with his heels, Pearce shrugged off his rifle and launched himself on top of his quick and wiry enemy, taking them both to the ground.

But Rattler heaved Great Bear back with both feet and wriggled from his own rifle sheath. His knife came ready to his hand. He slashed, meeting his opponent’s own drawn blade. They locked weapons. Great Bear, heavier, stronger, forced Rattler’s arm back until it reached the snapping point. Rattler dropped his knife and went for the eyes with his free hand stiff-fingered. Great Bear knew that old trick and rolled aside.

Both men sprang to their feet. They circled. As they neared the horses stamping nervously close by, Rattler wagered on his quickness and dove under the belly of the gray. Great Bear rose up, a mass of muscle like his namesake, and vaulted over the animal’s back to catch Rattler from behind. He had his enemy in the bear’s hug. He raised his wife’s rapist off his feet and squeezed. Oh, he could have slit the man’s throat with ease, but he wanted Rattler to die slowly, feeling each rib snap, choking on the blood that filled his lungs and dribbled from his mouth.

The warrior did not beg for mercy. No Shawnee ever did. He struggled, trying to hook a leg behind Great Bear’s thigh and bring him down, to no avail. He writhed like the snake he was in Great Bear’s embrace until his heart burst, and he was no more than a crushed serpent in the grasp of a superior beast. Great Bear tossed the man who had defiled Flora to the ground. Then he used his knife, grasping Rattler’s topknot and slicing it free. He hung the fresh scalp from his saddle and let loose with a war cry that startled the horses.

Grabbing the reins before the gray could bolt, he left the body in the path. Yellow Tail would come along soon enough and see what he had done, killed a fellow Shawnee, the ultimate sin in their tribe. He would send Snakeroot a blood price but could not return to Chillicothe for a judgment from the elders when Flora, broken, waited somewhere with his son. After gathering Rattler’s weapons, he mounted and caught the other horses. At Fort Pitt, he would give them and their goods to Yellow Tail along with another bounteous ransom and hope it was reparation enough.
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Thirty-four
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“By George, here he comes, Viscount Laughlin, and a right bloody savage he is. Take a look at that scalp with the blood still fresh hanging from his saddle and his hair shaved down to a warrior’s topknot. Bigger than any Indian I ever saw. This story becomes better and better.”

The Armstrong brothers moved up on either side of the spidery little man, all loose limbs and long thin fingers, beside himself with excitement. “You will speak of Lord Laughlin with respect. Furthermore, you will not hound him back into the woods with your impertinent inquires, Mr. Meriwether,” Malcolm said.

“This is a free country, sir, and I have every right to be here. I am certain he will want to hear my message from his wife.”

“We would gladly deliver that for you if you will divulge it, my lad,” Dudley answered, pressing closer.

Meriwether wiggled his ink stained fingers in their faces and showed off his spotted, threadbare cuffs. “I earn my living by my pen and will not be intimidated. This is the story of the year, and I, Elias Meriwether, have exclusive rights to it. See here.”

He rummaged in the deep pocket of a brown coat missing several buttons and withdrew a folded paper. Looking back and forth at the identical brothers, he finally selected one to read it.

“Aye, it does seem Lady Flora allowed you an exclusive interview about her trials among the savages, but this does not mean his lordship will do the same. Stay back until we have a chance to approach him. The duke believes he might not come willingly.” Malcolm crumpled the letter in his fist and threw it to the ground.

Meriwether scrambled in the dirt for the document, blew off the dust and smoothed the paper before returning it to his pocket. He ran a hand under a shoulder-length wig badly in need of starch and scratched his head before replying.

“Splendid! I am here in time to witness the capture of the Shawnee lord. Do you think there will be violence? Perhaps I should stay back a few paces in case his blood is still up from taking that scalp.”

“Excellent idea, Meriwether. Root yourself here and be still.”

The Armstrong brothers started forward, passing the journalist and advancing shoulder to shoulder on the rider.

~ * ~
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PEARCE LONGLEIGH, BECAUSE he must become that man again, watched them crossing the parade ground—the Armstrong twins, retired soldiers who did his father’s bidding. More often than not, they’d been the ones to visit him at Eton and ask after his comfort. Did he need a bigger allowance? No. How went his studies? Always answered with a shrug. The Shawnee did not whine and complain like schoolboys.

Still, after a visit from the Armstrongs, his lot generally improved, with fewer humiliations and beatings for being stupid at math when he’d known only how to count by tens not long ago, or slow at reading the symbols on a written page. Then, a new tutor would come along and the torment would begin again until he became too large and intimidating for any to assault him.

The Armstrongs approved and arranged his holidays, rarely taken at Bellevue Hall. He recalled the best of times when they’d taken him into Scotland to hunt in the crags around Castle Laughlin. His father, escaping Lavinia, joined them and pointed out that these lands, all the game and salmon on it, and this crumbling fortress was the inheritance from whence his title came. If he had been allowed, he would have stayed in that wilderness forever and never returned to Eton. Now, the Armstrongs had come to fetch him back to England once more. He very nearly turned his horse to escape into the forest again.

The two burly men split off, one on either side of his horse as if they read his mind and were prepared to grab the reins. “Greetings from the Duke of Bellevue to his son,” one of them said. “Your ransom is secured and ready for delivery, Lord Laughlin.”

“Include sixty fathoms of wampum in payment for a warrior I slew,” he answered so matter-of-factly both raised their thick eyebrows.

“Seashell belts for the life of a man? We might do better to send rifles, much easier to attain.”

“It is our—the Shawnee way. See that this is taken care of before we leave.” He dismounted and handed the reins to an Armstrong. “I shall require a hot bath and clothes suitable for the return journey. Have you any word of my wife, Lady Flora?”

“She spoke the truth, then. You have a bonny son, your lordship. The duke will be pleased.” Dudley Armstrong put out an elbow to block the advance of the shabby little man he’d noticed earlier.

“I do! I have word! See here, Lady Flora granted me the rights to her story.” He offered a piece of wrinkled paper signed with a flourish by Great Bear’s bride. “Elias Meriwether at your service.”

Pearce examined the document. “Give me the letter.”

“There isn’t a letter, your lordship, only my recounting of her words. We were closely watched as she told me her story, and she was not allowed writing materials. It seems to me her brother means to profit from the tale once I have written it, though I will receive a generous percentage, all right and legal.”

“Tell me her words.” Pearce stared the man down with his dark, hostile eyes and noticed the shudder that rippled the journalist’s slight body.

“Well, you see we had only a moment when that clumsy girl she has for a maid knocked the candle over on my notes and set the table afire. While the two gentlemen in her brother’s employ put out the flames, Lady Flora said I was to say she thought they would part her from her child and her brother would force her to remarry or see she was locked away in an asylum. You must come quick as you can. She could not pay me with anything but her story but thought you might do the same as a reward for my coming out to the frontier, risking life and limb, to deliver her message.”

The stained fingers waved in Longleigh’s face. “I want no monetary reward—other than my travel expenses. Terribly glad to help, but you simply must grant me an interview before you depart.”

“Arrange it,” Pearce ordered.

“We could have told you the same for nothing,” Malcolm Armstrong protested. “Lady Flora left the fort alive and well with her babe. In truth, those buggers working for her brother did try to pawn the child off to the Indians, but we stopped them and saw he was fed until he lay in his mother’s arms again. Your lady stood up to the two of them as best she could, but I wouldn’t delay her rescue. The new Lord Rushmore has no love for you and will lock her away.”

“But my story!” Meriwether pled.

“You shall have it, for Flora’s sake, once I have bathed and dressed. One of you remain here and keep watch for a tall Shawnee with a scar running the length of his face. He is named Yellow Tail. Allow him to take all of these horses and Flora’s ransom back to Chillicothe. The gray goes to Big Paw, the rest to Snakeroot. He may choose some men to escort him with my ransom as well. Do you have all that?”

“As you wish, milord.”

“See if the trading post has any clothes to fit me while I wash.”

“We brought a trunk from Bellevue with belongings left behind, figuring all was lost with the keelboat. Your father added some of his own shirts and linens to save the time your tailor would spend in making them up, since you are of similar size. We will prevail on the colonel’s lady once more for the use of her bath. This way, milord.”

“Come along, Meriwether. I do not plan to lose a second of time in my pursuit of Lady Flora, and you must get your story on the fly.”

~ * ~
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HE WOULD NEVER ADMIT his fondness for perfumed soap and lace cuffs over bear grease and buckskin or hot water over a cold dip in a creek. The luxuries of civilization asserted themselves insidiously. Even the Shawnee preferred rifles to arrows and iron hoes to elk bones and willingly traded for them. Pearce imagined Flora wearing only foam in this same shallow tub. His penis nodded in agreement that it would have been a fine sight. Good thing Meriwether sat at the table scribbling his notes and forming his questions and took no notice.

“Now, you say you killed a bear when you were only three?”

“I was in my thirteenth year. Both the animal and I were juveniles. I was completing my vision quest and thought the bear a spirit had come to test me. Here, let me show you the pelt.”

Pearce stepped from the tub and wrapped his loins in toweling. He opened the bundle packed by Doe Eyes and took out the bearskin coat.

“You see, the animal was quite small. It’s mounted over another fur of a mature bear I shot this past year. My Indian mother made it for me.”

With his face awash in disappointment, Meriwether examined the garment. “I was sure Lady Flora said you were three at the time, rather like a young Hercules who strangled the serpents sent to kill him in his cradle. But it is true she was forced to work in the cornfields—um—bare-breasted?”

“Only for a short time. I saw she had clothing. All the women worked in the fields. She was enslaved for less than a moon, a month, before I made her my wife in a Shawnee ceremony. We were also wed by a Methodist minister, another captive.”

“The Indian prince marries the delicate flower of English nobility and so saves her life.” Meriwether sighed gustily.

“The Shawnee have no princes, and Lady Flora’s life was not in danger at the time. They wanted to claim a ransom for her.”

Pearce took linen undergarments from the open chest and donned them. White silk stockings, knee breeches, a linen shirt bearing the Bellevue crest in white thread, a stock deeply edged with lace, an embroidered waistcoat, a beautifully tailored bright blue coat with shining buttons the Shawnee would covet—he felt heavy with clothing. Though the shoes had been made from lasts shaped to duplicate his own feet by a London boot maker, his toes felt cramped after a year of wearing moccasins. He placed the soft Shawnee shoes Flora had made for him inside the bearskin robe and carefully folded the blue shirt embellished with beads into the space left by his English garments. Taking a deep breath, he regarded himself in Mrs. Breakstone’s mirror—and laughed out loud.

His head remained that of a Shawnee warrior complete with scalp lock. He opened the box with the ivory-handled razor that had been too fine to take adventuring and applied the sharp blade to his still damp head. The topknot came off with all its adornments. He would preserve it for Flora since all her false scalps had been lost in the keelboat raid. The real one drying by the fire he’d present as a gift to assuage her suffering. He stowed both carefully in his baggage.

Pearce placed the tricorn edged with gold lace on his bald pate. The hat settled low on his ears without his mane of thick hair to support it.

“I suppose I shall have to wear a wig for a time, though I despise them. Itchy, you know.”

“Yes, very.” Meriwether scratched under his hairpiece as he so frequently did. “I can recommend a good wigmaker in Philadelphia with an excellent stock of second-hand products, though I suppose you can afford to have one made up new.”

“I prefer mine without the lice.”

Meriwether allowed that allusion to crawl away unnoticed. “Speaking of hair, tell me the story of that scalp. Was it taken from an enemy on your way here?”

“The scalp belonged to Rattler, a fellow Shawnee, who offered my wife the ultimate insult. I killed him with the bear’s hug.”

“The bear’s hug, describe that, please.” Meriwether dipped his pen and waited so avidly openmouthed, a string of drool coursed down the side of his chin. He wiped it away on the worn sleeve of his coat.

“I haven’t the time. I must be on my way immediately to rescue Lady Flora from her brother’s men.”

“Ah, Lady Flora’s rescue. Allow me to come along in your carriage, and I will not have to charge you for my travel expenses.”

“And why am I responsible for those costs? Do you not write for Lord Rushmore?”

“Your lady wife assured me you would see to my fees since I have gone the extra mile to reach you with her message. Besides which, a talented author such as myself might have more than one patron.” With a sly glance at the viscount, Meriwether corked his ink bottle and stowed it in the portable desk with his pens and paper.

“I cannot abide the thought of Roderick Everton profiting from our story. You may return his money. I shall pay you double.”

“We are agreed. Let us make haste.”

The journalist tucked his small desk under his arm and followed Pearce Longleigh from the room. They bumped directly into the Armstrong brothers, one of whom offered up a latched wooden case. The twins eyed the set of his hat.

“We thought you might be needing this. The duke assumed you would adopt Shawnee ways and sent it along. He had it done up in the style you prefer, using his own form and wigmaker.”

Setting the case upon the table, they opened it to reveal a wooden head surmounted by an iron gray wig made of horsehair as thick and coarse as his own had once been, the strands simply pulled back and clubbed. “If you will permit me,” Dudley Armstrong said, removing the wig while his brother lifted the lace-edged tricorn. “There now, a good fit. You are a right proper gentleman again, milord.”

“I suppose I must be. Is the carriage ready and all else taken care of?”

“That it is. The savage you expected came pelting into the fort as if the devil were on his tail so afeared he was of losing his ransom. Almost got himself shot.”

“I will speak to him before we leave.”

They found Yellow Tail overseeing the loading of the pack horses. The warrior threaded his fingers through the long, cool belts of wampum filling a small chest. He looked up as the white men approached. Singling out Pearce, he spoke in the Shawnee tongue.

“You are no longer one of us, Great Bear. I found Rattler’s body in the road. His ghost wanders.”

“He raped my wife.”

“A serious crime, but when a man is filled with such passion, he cannot stop himself. His life was not forfeit.”

“As you say, I am no longer Shawnee. I have taken my revenge and now pay Snakeroot sixty fathoms of wampum for the loss of her grandson. She will be a rich woman. Bury him with a generous gift of tobacco from the ransom or sew him into a hide and take him back to Chillicothe. I do not care. But, I will keep his scalp and perhaps this.”

Pearce pulled a length of wampum from the chest. Down its center ran a zigzag of purple shells reminiscent of a snake. He looped it over his arm.

“Are we ready to go, Armstrong?”

“Aye, milord.”

As they strode away, their viscount said, “My father always claimed the two of you were extraordinarily resourceful. How did you find that amount of wampum in so short a time?”

“An easy matter, as it turned out, and more than sixty strands, the savages will find. The soldiers took a great deal of it when they burned Indian villages during the war. It has no earthly use to a white man other than as a souvenir. The colonel gave us the lot.”

“Wouldn’t horses be faster than a coach?”

“Not with Malcolm holding the ribbons. He is a demon driver. We brought the ransom in it with myself aboard holding the shotgun. Now, we take you home in a manner befitting Pearce Longleigh, Viscount Laughlin, heir to Bellevue.”
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The city pressed in on him, too many houses squeezing their sides together, too many vehicles and horses clattering by, so many piles of manure in the streets and slops stinking in the gutters. Perfumed people made their way through crowds of the odiferous. The smoke from coal fires grayed the blue sky and dimmed the stars at night. Pearce Longleigh yearned for the fresh, empty wilderness of America, or second best, the vast grounds of Bellevue and his Scottish holdings in the north.

His father’s London townhouse made an elegant, roomy cage to pace from bed chamber to drawing room and back. He did not sleep well under its roof with the noise of the city never-ending outside the windows and the softness of the featherbed nearly smothering him. He’d taken to sleeping on the floor and was certain the manservant assigned to him reported this aberration to the duke. His papa had made only an oblique reference to this fact by saying he, too, had trouble adjusting after his return from the war and his stay with the Shawnee.

Why did he suddenly find the old man less annoying, more sympathetic? Perhaps because he had a wife now and realized how a woman could sour or sweeten life according to her nature. News of Flora had not been hard to find when he’d landed in England with the Armstrong brothers. The duke had saved every clipping from all the newspapers: Indian Captive Returned to Family’s Bosom; Rushmore’s Sister Ransomed!; Lady Flora Survives Ordeal among the Savages.

The articles themselves said little. Lord Rushmore had sent two trusted friends to America with a generous ransom to retrieve his sister from the Shawnee. Lady Flora would be staying in seclusion at Rushmore Manor to recover from her terrible misadventure before returning to society—if that were possible. Bloody Roddy hinted broadly that his sister had been unhinged by her ordeal and might never be right. Friends summoned to greet her on arrival, his friends, attested that the lady seemed frail and fearful, not her usual self at all. Understandable, of course. Her brother requested she not be troubled by visitors or the press and asked they pray for her recovery. Her full story would be told in time. And sold to the public—he hadn’t mentioned that, but by making Flora’s return a spectacle, he had whetted the appetite for more information about his sister.

No word of a child. What had become of his son? The Armstrong brothers had saved the infant once and issued a warning to those limp-wristed, lily-livered lackeys of Rushmore’s, their own words, to keep the babe safe. But travel could be hazardous, even to the hale and hearty, let alone a small babe. If James Logan Longleigh had survived, would he grow up never knowing his father? He might be raised by a tenant and put to farming or be given an education and grow up in boarding schools, reared entirely without the affection of a family. Knowing Roddy Everton, that man would delight in watching the rightful heir of Bellevue being raised in ignorance as a cowherd or plowboy. Even more worrying, Roddy might make the child his personal toy. Never! He’d not saved so many boys from Everton’s predilections only to have his son fall to the same fate.

Flora would fight for the child every step of the way. He knew that, but what if she had not recovered her spirit after the rape? The Armstrongs said she’d been hysterical when they first laid eyes upon her and very subdued the next morning in the carriage. Hysterical, subdued—that sounded like other women, not his Little Yellow Flower.

His own return had been kept very private on this side of the Atlantic, though in Philadelphia plenty had gawked and tried to speak with him. Meriwether, constantly at his side, served him well. The impoverished scribbler fought off other journalists like a street urchin after a tossed coin, by loudly proclaiming his exclusive rights to the story. Evidently, Flora had been pressed on the whereabouts of Viscount Laughlin. She had assured one and all of his health and wellbeing and suggested he might be returning to civilization soon. No mention of their marriage or their child—but she had sent Meriwether with the message.

Meanwhile, the man’s periodical peers lay in wait for Pearce Longleigh wherever he went. He’d had to deal with them while the Armstrong brothers inquired about ships returning to England, and there was no shortage of those. The final treaty between the new confederacy of states and Great Britain had been signed the past October while he and Flora celebrated the autumn bread dance in Ohio Territory. No provision had been made by the British for their Indian allies to keep their lands, the major reason the Shawnee had chosen to fight for the redcoats against the colonists. Longleigh was not surprised. When had white men ever kept their promises to the Shawnee?

For two long weeks, he’d suffered being followed everywhere while Malcolm and Dudley Armstrong inspected ships for their seaworthiness and accessed the experience of their captains. They preferred a British vessel, of course. When he chafed over the loss of time, the brothers reminded him so very politely that they were in the employ of the Duke of Bellevue to see him safely home, and would do so. At least, they no longer eyed him as if he were a stallion about to jump the fence and flee. Three identical letters had been sent on less worthy ships to inform the duke of his son’s health, acquisition of a wife, and birth of a grandson before they finally set sail themselves. By then, Pearce figured himself to be a full month behind Flora.

On the British side of the sea, another of the duke’s men watched the docks and brought up a closed carriage upon receiving a message sent from the ship. Viscount Laughlin returned to England as quietly as any other gentleman from a jaunt abroad. Word would get out soon enough. He’d felt the need to ride in the park for exercise after the voyage of five weeks and had gone unpowdered, no longer caring to hide his bronze skin. His size and complexion were scrutinized by strollers and other horsemen, among them Butterworth, who greeted him exuberantly and could not wait to hear his tale.

The former member of The Tribe came to call the next day along with Butterworth’s fiancée, a plump and pleasant young lady, daughter of a London citizen, heiress to a brewery fortune, and quite perfect for Mighty Buffalo, whose capacity for ale was enormous.

“As you see, I took your advice and looked beyond Almack’s and the ballroom and found Miss Constance Perry at an exclusive tasting of her father’s new products. She set out the most amazing buffet to complement the drink, yet I could not take my eyes from hers.”

Miss Perry blushed becomingly. “Such a pleasure to meet you, Lord Laughlin.”

Though he’d asked Butterworth to keep his presence quiet, the woman would talk. Females could not seem to help themselves. He thought fondly of Flora’s chatter in both English and Shawnee and how he missed it.

Smiling, he said, “I took a wife while abroad, Lady Flora Everton, and have a son.” There, he had made the announcement and would soon have the support of every woman in London. Let Roderick Everton cope with that.

“There, the man you admire most has taken the big step and started his nursery. We must set our date, dearest,” Miss Constance Perry said. “I do look forward to meeting your bride, Lord Laughlin.”

“She came ahead, and her brother keeps my wife from me.”

Miss Perry put her pudgy hands to her ample, rosy bosom covered by a filmy scarf and exclaimed, “How cruel! Benjie, you must offer your assistance.”

“In any way I can. I shall alert The Tribe.”

Pearce gathered his forces, both male and female. He found his staunchest ally to be his father. The duke, eager to see his grandson, had requested an audience with Rushmore immediately upon receiving word of the child after two of the three letters arrived. A polite note from the earl’s wife asked for his patience. They were, after all, still in mourning for the late dowager countess.

So, Flora had not even the comfort of her mother, and Roddy had married the strange and cold Priscilla, Lady Munch’s widowed daughter, in their absence. Once, he’d fancied that woman’s long legs hidden beneath her skirts and admired the way she rode to the hounds like a Fury in pursuit of the damned. No more. Courage could be wrapped in surprisingly small packages. When would he see Flora again? Nearly three months had passed since he’d seen her last. She must doubt him by now.

Pearce threw his damned wig on the drawing room settee and ran his fingers through the short growth of black hair covering his scalp. He found a decanter, poured, and drank a measure of the duke’s smooth French brandy, so unlike the rotgut sold to the Indians or the raw corn liquor made by the frontier folk. Civilization did have its advantages, he kept reminding himself. Still, he hoped Flora would not want to spend extended periods in the city once he had reclaimed her.

His father’s housekeeper appeared in the doorway. Though she curtsied low, her eyes considered his shorn head, the wig on the settee, and the brandy in his hand. Like all servants, she carefully assessed moods before making announcements.

“A lady to see you, milord, a French woman who calls herself Madame Greeley. Her card.”

The thick engraved square gave off the scent of scarlet roses and included an address, more of an advertisement for services than a polite form of greeting. He imagined the housekeeper thought he was about to partake of another sort of pleasure in the absence of the wife who had shared his Indian captivity. Nothing could be hidden from the servants. They heard all. Mrs. Dobbins’s compressed lips signaled her disapproval, but she would not utter a word of course.

“Show her in.” He slammed the wig back on his pate and adjusted it.

Madame Greeley entered with a swish of skirts, red beneath and topped with violet. Her bodice was cut enticingly low, her waist cinched unnaturally small. The hat perched in her stylish coiffure had enough plumage to take flight, but her eardrops and necklace were tasteful and appeared to be rubies. She curtsied without lowering her eyes.

“Chanel,” he said.

“Madame Greely, if you please,” she corrected. “I am no longer in the service of a certain lady.”

“I recall.”

Flora’s former maid flounced to the settee, sat, and carefully spread her skirts. “I do bring you word of her.”

“Speak.” Pearce took the seat opposite and bent his big body forward to catch every nuance of her message.

“My former mistress said you would pay for the information.”

“Naturally.” He summoned a servant. “Request a purse of my father.”

“While we wait, you might be curious about my own adventures.”

“Of course.” Pearce made the effort to be polite, though his large hands clenched on his knees. “How do Mister Greely and your babe?”

“Alas, there is no child. I lost it a month after Greely left me behind in his so shabby Baltimore lodgings and returned to the sea. The physician who saw to my needs, he takes an interest in poor Chanel’s health, and he suggests I recover at his home, a fine place, but he is so old. When his nephew, also a medical man, visits from Philadelphia, I trade youth for wealth. Foolish of me. So very foolish. The young doctor, he wants to marry me, but I say I have a husband and no need for another. The Americans, how you say—so Puritanical. He puts me out on the street, and there I am among Quakers, who do not indulge in the pleasures of the flesh, and crude men who know nothing about the art of sensuality.”

The duke entered jingling the purse in one big fist and stopped dead. He took in the spectacle of Chanel from her flirtatious dark eyes to her uncovered bosom with a star patch near the cleavage, all the way down to her white stockings and red shoes peeking from beneath her petticoats.

“This is why you needed money? For a trollop? I thought your devotion to Lady Flora to be boundless, the way you have paced and fretted. True, I indulged in courtesans when married to Lavinia—with just cause, but I thought better of you, son. Still, a young man does have needs, I suppose”

“She has word from Flora.”

“Ah, I see.” The duke held out the purse.

Chanel grasped it, weighed it in her hands, and dropped it into a red silk bag hanging daintily from her wrist. She withdrew one of her cards and held it out. “You seem so very virile for an older gentleman, your Grace. By appointment only.”

The duke sniffed the card and sucked in his gut. “I have left off eating rich foods and watched my drink in the past year. My gout is nearly cured.”

“In case you needed to sire another heir?” Pearce said bitterly.

“Not at all. I wanted to live to see you again, my boy. Now, I have a grandson as well.”

“Go on with your story, Madame Greeley. You might race ahead to the part pertaining to Lady Flora.”

“Ah so, I was nearly there. I am sitting on my baggage in Philadelphia thinking what to do when a carriage passes. Inside I see a lady, a girl, and two men. I cannot believe this is my former mistress, she is so brown, so poorly dressed, her hair a disgrace. At that very moment, they must stop to let a sedan chair pass. I jump up, run to the coach, and offer my services again. The men, they say they cannot pay me, that Lady Flora has a maid already—that paltry child sitting beside her. I laugh. I say if they pay my passage back to England, I will restore the lady’s looks. If I succeed, they will give me a reward on our return.”

“I thought you preferred the freedom of America,” Pearce stated.

“I find it is only for the men. I see that Lady Flora is properly fitted for a corset and laced to hide the distortion of childbirth. I arrange her hair and try to keep her below the deck on the voyage to make her skin white again, but that other maid, she lets her loose. I did my best to make her a lady again. I say she must bind her breasts and feed the babe on pap, but she will not hear of that. The gentlemen seem so nervous the little red bastard might perish, and they let her continue to nurse Why, I do not know. So easy to slip such an embarrassment overboard on the voyage and say it died.”

Pearce surged from his seat and towered over Chanel. “Lady Flora is my wife and the babe my legitimate son.”

The courtesan did not flinch. She spread her arms along the back of the settee and thrust out her bosom. “You are also very virile. I thought so on the ship, but you watched only Lady Flora from the corners of your eyes. Well, she is much diminished, all her freshness gone, though I did try to restore her. When she says she is now Viscountess Laughlin and has given birth to the Bellevue heir, I think, you know, her mind has gone from being ravished by the savages.” The courtesan tapped her high, white forehead with a tapered finger.

“Deliver your message and go.”

“But of course. The Lady Flora asks me to watch for your return. This is no trouble since I now have my own salon in London. Lord Rushmore sought to cheat me. He is, how you say, cheap. His wife has a fortune of her own and agreed to set me up with a wardrobe and appropriate lodgings for a percentage of my take and—other considerations.”

“I do not care if you service the king himself, what of Flora?”

“Oh, she says she knew you would come after her and bids you to hurry to her rescue. She is kept locked in her room, and the babe is also a captive in the nursery. She fears for the boy. Come quickly. You have her eternal love.”

“I knew all that or surmised it! For this you claimed a fee?”

“She seemed to think you needed to hear it again.” Chanel buried the silk bag in her skirts.

“Now, now, I am sure Madame Greeley will remember our generosity. Allow me to escort you to the door, my dear.”

The duke offered his arm. Chanel seized it and made her exit grandly, plumes nodding, hips swaying. Pearce found his brandy and awaited his father’s return.

The duke was not tardy. He came into the drawing room with Chanel’s card held to his nose. “Smells exactly like her. Later, perhaps. For now, we must make plans to free Flora and my grandson. I cannot wait to lay eyes on the boy. You said he has her gray eyes and your features.”

“Yes, so far as one can tell in a babe so young. About four months of age now. James will not know me.”

“Bah, infants know no one but their nursemaid so young. You have plenty of time to be a father. I regret I wasn’t a better one to you.”

“Help me regain Flora and all is forgiven.”

“As an old soldier who has known too much blood, I can see Roderick Everton’s death in your eyes, but I shall recommend diplomacy first. Let’s see if the earl dares to turn away the Duke of Bellevue when he arrives unannounced with Lord Laughlin by his side. We’ll take the Armstrong brothers to cover our backs. Bring a sword in case words fail.”
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Malcolm Armstrong pounded on the great door of Rushmore Manor. Though the portico had been renovated with Doric columns, the manor dated from the time of Elizabeth and was of far greater age than Bellevue Hall. Ivy thick as arms appeared to hold up the crumbling walls and engulfed the casement windows like hair around a bearded man’s eyes. After another series of blows, an aged butler in livery finally answered and took their request to enter, leaving all four men to idle on the doorstep. Not for long.

“His lordship says he will receive the Duke and Viscount Laughlin, but your men must remain outside.”

“Stay near,” the Duke said to the Armstrongs. “Here we go, boy. We’ll see your wife and child soon. I shall demand it.”

Hands on the pommels of their swords, father and son followed the earl’s man down a long marble hall to a pleasant domestic salon with tall mullioned windows letting in the sun at the rear of the stately home. The thudding of their boots echoed off the high ceiling and announced their arrival. Roderick Everton looked up from his London paper as did Fortescue from a pile of Parisian fashion plates. The new Lady Rushmore offered a thin-lipped smile from her place opposite Pulver, who was losing badly to her at chess.

“The Duke of Bellevue and Viscount Laughlin to see you, milord.” The servant backed away. No one in the cozy group rose to exchange courtesies.

“A moment!” his master said. “Take their swords. Fortescue tells me wearing weaponry during a social call is entirely out of style.”

“Oh yes, terribly gauche,” Fortescue agreed as he perused a page showing the latest in men’s footwear. The visitors relinquished their armaments to a couple of formidably built footmen who framed the doorway like Greek statuary.

“As you can see, we still mourn my late mother. She survived my father by only six months after word came of his demise at the hands of Indians, the savages with whom you were to deal. Make your visit brief.” Roddy stared pointedly at Pearce.

“Black, such a dismal shade,” added Fortescue who, not being in mourning, blossomed out in bright colors.

Beside him, Pulver seemed plain as a clod of clay and Lady Rushmore most severe in her black garb, relieved only by a white inset in her bodice that came up to the base of her long neck. “Will you take some refreshment after your journey from the city?” the lady asked.

“Laughlin, you do remember my wife, Priscilla, the daughter of Lord Munch and relict of old Lord Downing. I did not hesitate to court her immediately after her husband’s demise while you were tramping the forests of America. You missed a great opportunity.”

“I have a wife—as you know—but I recall well a dance refused, much to my regret. I am honored to meet you, Lady Rushmore.”

“The decision about the dance was not mine. Personally, I found you intriguing. Please address me as Priscilla to make up for that slight.” She inclined her head topped with a high, stiff coiffure, paler in color than he remembered.

“Enough,” Roddy said sharply. “We all know this is not a social call to be celebrated with tea and cakes.”

“True. We have come to collect Lady Flora and the child and be on our way back to town,” the duke said, coming right to the point.

“It would be most unwise to subject my dear sister-in-law to the judgment of society since she has borne a red child either willingly or by rapine. We have tried to keep the matter silent for her sake, but it seems your son has announced the fact to the world. What will become of poor Flora?” With remarkably masculine fingers, Lady Rushmore caressed an ivory queen among the chess pieces.

“She is my legal wife, and the boy is my legitimate son,” Pearce said. How had he ever considered Priscilla as a fit match? The calculation in her narrow, cold blue eyes reminded him of women like Chanel and Snakeroot.

“I doubt claiming another child born in an Indian village to be the heir of Bellevue will work again. Of course, the king had pity on your sterile state, Bellevue, but Laughlin is young enough to father more offspring. This one hardly matters. I have no idea how the Longleighs handle their bastards, but the Evertons generally put them out to foster with a tenant, then let them breed among the peasants to improve the common stock. An antique solution, to be sure, and one my father had no opportunity to practice, but I am considering it among other options.” Roddy, self-satisfied, smiled.

Neither of the visitors had taken a seat, and now Pearce moved forward. He might be unarmed, but he could snap Roddy’s neck with ease. The duke’s arm stopped him.

“Show him your proof of marriage, son.”

He reached into his deep coat pocket and withdrew the Reverend Paulsen’s Bible. Roderick took it from his hand and flipped the pages.

“What, do you mean to swear on the Bible or read some pertinent verse? Sit down, man. Do not try to intimidate me with your size.”

The duke forced his son into a massive chair fit for Henry the Eighth and took an identical seat himself. “As you can see, this volume belonged to a man of the cloth, one Ewell Paulsen of the Methodist faith, as the man has written inside the cover. At the end on a blank page, he recorded the marriages and baptisms he performed in the wilderness. The last entry states that he wed Flora Everton Hyde-Smythe to Pearce Longleigh, Viscount Laughlin, on July 16, 1783.”

“The witnesses are a Patrick O’Grady, obviously an Irish liar, and a Shawnee named Rattler. Where are these men and the good reverend?” Roddy sneered.

“Pearce?” his father asked.

“All dead.” He ripped the Bible from the earl’s hand and placed it back in his pocket.

“So really, we have only your word that this is not some forgery.”

“Quel dommage, such a pity,” Fortescue interjected. “I had the dubious pleasure of meeting the fierce Mr. Rattler at Fort Pitt. Whatever became of him? Did his own kind kill him for the ransom?”

Pearce fixed the black stare of a wild animal on Fortescue. “He insulted my wife and so is no more.”

“None of my doing. We treated her well, Pulver and I.” Fortescue deserted his fashion plates to stand behind Lady Rushmore.

That woman said in a chilly voice, “You see, my husband has plans for his sister. Once she is fully over her ordeal, he will put her on the marriage market again and see what she might bring. While I brought a fortune to our union, and with the influence of my relatives, wrested Flora’s dowry from the Hyde-Smythes, the Rushmore coffers are still in need of filling. The disastrous expedition further robbed us.”

“More me than you,” the duke interrupted.

“Not to mention the gambling debts,” Pearce said and watched Roddy’s face redden.

“Yes, that too,” Lady Rushmore acknowledged. “The cessation of his gambling was one of the conditions of our marriage.”

“Priscilla, you speak out of turn!”

“Your debts are well known, Rushmore. I am simply explaining that while we do not consider Laughlin’s marriage to Flora to be legal, we would certainly entertain his suit if it were backed with gold and throw the in child for good measure.”

“Pay another ransom! Even the Church of England will acknowledge the good faith of their marriage on the frontier where no other services were available. I will take this to...”

Pearce pulled his father back into his chair. “Sit, Papa. First we must see what you offer and ascertain the health of the goods.”

Lady Rushmore’s plucked brows rose. “You do surprise me. I expected you to be the one given to savage whims. Very well. You, bring Lady Flora from her chamber. Dodson has the key. And you, summon the nurse. Tell her to fetch the babe for inspection.” She waved away the two muscular footmen.

No one spoke as they waited. Lady Rushmore made a move on the chessboard and took another of Pulver’s pieces. Fortescue lounged against the mantle. Roderick rustled his paper and pretended to read. At the click of a woman’s heels on the marble flooring, Pearce turned his eyes to the entry. Flora at last!

Dressed in black, they had clad her well enough and quite formally. She moved stiffly with her eyes downcast. Her golden curls were upswept, each one starched, pinned into place, and topped with a proper indoor cap, an arrangement so heavy it seemed force her head into a bow on her slender neck. She breathed shallowly, restrained by the tightness of her corset. Keeping her hands clasped in front, she took a seat next to her brother without saying a word.

Oh God, they had laced and starched and pinned the life out of his Little Yellow Flower. She had paled again and seemed somehow diminished. Pearce could not quite put his finger on it until he realized her bosom no longer bulged with milk for his son. Obviously, as soon as a wet nurse was found, they’d bound her breasts.

“As you see, my sister is in good health and has become a well-bred lady again. Tell Laughlin how happy you are to be in your childhood home in the care of a loving family.”

Slowly, Flora raised her head. Her gray eyes lit like sunshine through the mist at the sight of him. A slight smile quirked her pink lips. She spoke in Shawnee.

“Great Bear, you have come for me! I will hang a token to show where I am kept since they allow me no light. Beware the dogs. My window will be open. Rescue me and our son so we may be together always.”

“Soon, my Little Yellow Flower. Wait and watch. Do not doubt me.”

In that sibilant tongue, they might have been exchanging endearments rather than plots. Lady Rushmore rose and in two long strides stood behind Flora, closed a strong hand over her sister-in-law’s small shoulder, and dug in her fingertips.

“Now Flora, your physician said you were to put all things savage behind you.” She gave the shoulder a slight shake. “We have done our best, but she becomes uncontrollable when we try to part her from certain items, that heathen tunic and crude comb, even the cradleboard. One would think a woman of her station should be relieved she need no longer haul her babe upon her back like a squaw.”

“The dress is her wedding gown. I made the comb, and the cradleboard held our son.” Pearce thought he kept his blank Indian face firmly in place, but how he wished he might crush the hand that bruised his wife.

Some sign of his thoughts must have shown because Lady Rushmore loosened her grip on Flora slightly. “Ah, romantic tokens then. More understandable, though I am not plagued with sentimentality myself.”

The lusty squall of a healthy infant sounded in the hall. Flora threw off the restraining hand in one quick move and raced toward the door. “Jamie!”

“Footman, take Lady Flora back to her chamber,” Roderick barked as she approached the hall.

“But I haven’t had my visit today. Might I not stay?”

“You heard me, man. Take her by the back stairs.”

She dug in her heels, but the muscular footman all but carried Flora flailing from the room. “Stop, you are hurting me!” she cried.

“You see, quite unmanageable,” Lady Rushmore said coolly.

To hear Flora beg for the sight of their son twisted the heart within Pearce Longleigh. To think that lout coerced her. He stood so abruptly his heavily carved chair tipped over, and only the firm hand of his father stayed him from taking action then and there.

“Calm yourself. We are about to see my grandson.”

The ample woman, clean and tidily dressed, a huge white cap covering her hair, entered the room first. A thin, young maid came after her carrying a vigorously kicking infant who fought his swaddling and had already freed a hand and a foot. Both servants curtsied.

“Present your charge to the duke, Mrs. Pease.” Roddy indicated the older gentleman.

“Why, our Jamie is a right good feeder and quite big for his age. We have added some pap to keep him satisfied. He does not like being bound, as you can see, but I do check in the night to see he is covered. I have some trouble with the stairs and so had the girl carry him from the nursery. We did not want to drop our precious bundle.”

“Bring him to me.” The duke held out his arms and took the protesting infant. He settled him on his knees, supporting the head in order to get a good look. The baby stilled and regarded his grandfather with a frown.

“Oh, none of that, James Logan Longleigh. See what I’ve got for you.”

Freeing one hand, the duke retrieved his gold watch from its pocket and dangled the timepiece before the baby’s eyes. Immediately, two chubby arms reached out and small fingers grasped the watch. The duke played a little tug of war with the child who was beguiled by the ticking and the movement of the hands.

“Look how strong he is, Pearce. So like you as an infant, but lighter of skin. Those gray eyes he does owe to his mother, but they are darker in shade. I see some of you behind them. He is still too young for his Shawnee naming, but this one will not perish. I bestow your Indian name: Storm Cloud. What a fine boy you are.”

“If you are finished doting, may I have him?” Pearce took the boy and tucked him into the elbow of one massive arm. “We meet again, my son. I will not lose you a second time.”

He hadn’t intended to show any emotion that might give Roderick Everton power over him, but the smile came unbidden and was answered with glee by his son. Could the child possibly remember his face or the sound of his voice?

“Enough! You have seen your bastard is well cared for. Mrs. Pease, take the baby back to the nursery.”

Containing himself, Pearce allowed the woman to lift the babe and confine him deftly into his swaddling again. She turned the burden over to the maid and with another curtsy, they were gone.

“This audience is over. Return to your lodgings and consider your offer. While I admit Flora is not the lady she once was, someone will want to be allied to the Earl of Rushmore. Fortescue said he might have a go if no one else comes forth.” Roddy smirked at his companion.

Pearce and the duke turned their eyes toward Fortescue. The duke cracked his knuckles with a sound like walnuts breaking open under pressure. Pearce tugged at his gloves as if about to issue a challenge. The man shuddered visibly.

“Me? I did but jest. You see how well I kept the boy.” Fortescue flapped his hands as if they were on fire to disown his claim.

“Truly a joke. None of these men has the slightest interest in women.” Lady Rushmore appeared to include her husband in that statement. She took her seat by the chessboard again and took away Pulver’s knight. “Best be on your way. We await your next move.”

“Priscilla,” Pearce said, simply to nettle Roddy.

He gave her a curt bow as did his father. They went out in tandem, two of a kind, the footmen following after with the swords to prevent any possible impulsive rescue. The Armstrong brothers waited, leaning against the pillars of the portico.

“We thought we might have to storm the place, you took so long,” said Malcolm.

“They did not give over Lady Flora and the babe, then.” Dudley stated the obvious.

“No, they want a fortune in gold. They are more grasping than the bloody savages. Take us to the Indian’s Head, coachman.” The duke entered his crested carriage, the others piled in after him, and the vehicle rocked forward.

“Will you pay another ransom, milord?”

‘Of course not.”

“Legal means might take years, Papa. I cannot wait. I promised Flora she would be rescued soon.”

“I know. I have retained some of my Shawnee knowledge.”

“Then you know the Shawnee do not negotiate. We fight for what is ours. I shall challenge Roderick Everton. We came close to conflict once before, and he knows he will lose his life or his honor.”

“Son, I won’t risk you again. Even a fellow like Roddy, who prefers the backside of a boy to the front of a woman, might get in a lucky stab or shot. I must forbid you.”

“Papa, I am far too big to forbid,” Pearce answered, his strong white teeth gritted.

“One moment, if you please. We have tried diplomacy. That never did work well for the Longleighs. We are men of action. Do you recall a portrait in the gallery at Bellevue of a red-haired woman dressed in emerald green with a tartan thrown over her shoulder and pinned with a large thistle broach? A distant relative of the Stuarts, she was, Bess of Laughlin.”

Pearce put his head back against the squabs and closed his eyes to shut out the old man. “I am not in the mood for a family history lesson.”

“My point being that in antique times, the Longleighs did not hesitate to steal a bride or two. One Longleigh raided across the Scottish border and took Bess against the will of her brothers. It’s said she helped in the scheme.”

Pearce bolted upright. “As will Flora. When do we ride?”

“First, we must form our plot. That Tribe of yours, do they gather at the inn?”

“Butterworth is bringing the most loyal.”

“Excellent.” The duke cracked his knuckles again. “Nothing I like better than a well-planned raid into enemy territory.”
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Flora threw herself on the bed so hard the tightened ropes under the mattress sang. She pounded her pillows. To have endured such a humiliating performance of meekness for the sake of seeing Pearce rubbed her emotions raw. She much preferred facing down Shawnee warriors any day. At least, they appreciated boldness in adversity. Well, having a tantrum did no good.

She got up and removed one of her hated hairpins. Once again, she practiced opening the latch on the casement window, a simple matter since the lock had been designed more to keep the wind from blowing it in than for incarcerating a prisoner. Easy, very easy. She would have scrambled out and climbed down the ivy as she had when a child, petted the dogs who had known her for years, and been on her way to freedom before if it weren’t for Jamie guarded in the nursery, one floor up and a long hallway over. Fiona said a footman slept beside the door. If she made an attempt to reach her son and failed, certainly Roddy would place her in a more secure area than her customary bedchamber.

Tonight after dark, she’d hang the Shawnee hair ornament in the casement for Pearce to see. The bright white and yellow beadwork would shimmer in the moonlight and show him the way. Priscilla did not allow her a candle, lamp, or fire for fear she would set the house afire in order to escape, and Flora had considered that. But again, she could not risk Jamie, and the opportunity had not presented itself. Keeping her away from any flames was simply another way of convincing the servants of her mental instability.

How she hated waiting. She’d bribed Chanel to watch for her husband’s arrival in London and deliver her plea, but had no way of knowing if he’d come after her. Though she would never admit it, she feared being abandoned—that Pearce had remained in Chillicothe and taken a copper skinned wife. Many of the Shawnee had two women. Her friends in the village would not have thought it strange.

The noisy arrival of a carriage coming up the drive had lured her to the window. With most of high society still enjoying the latter half of the London season, few visited, and those were mostly men on horseback. Even if she had not recognized the Bellevue crest, she would have made some play for the attention of the occupants by throwing open the casement and shouting for help. Of course, Roddy would have told anyone else she was deranged by her ordeal. When the duke and Pearce stepped out, she wanted to descend the ivy and run to them, but the gown Priscilla’s maid had trussed her into and the ungainly hair dressing made that unlikely. This evening, she would wait in her Indian garb once the maid had helped her into her sleeping shift and gone.

The key turned in the lock of her door. Dodson, the butler, stood aside to allow Fiona, carrying the baby and a small dish, to enter. Without saying a word, he relocked the door and left. Flora wondered how her father’s old retainer could be so cold when he’d known her from childhood. Priscilla, she suspected, had forbidden him to speak to her, and so he never lingered for fear of breaking that rule.

“Mrs. Pease said ye might feed Jamie his pap, milady.” Fiona attempted a bob with her hands full and succeeded without dropping either baby or bowl. The girl learned quickly.

“Is that Mrs. Colonel Breakstone’s silver spoon?” Flora asked as she took her child into her arms.

“I thought we might need it on our journey as none with so small a bowl for a baby would be handy aboard a ship.” The girl kept her eyes on the tips of the best shoes she’d ever owned.

“Admit you thought to sell it and had not the time in all the rush.”

“Well, milady, when a girl comes from such a large family, she’d best know how to hide the last crust in her skirts before her brothers get it. Quick hands are me blessing, but certainly, I meant it for the babe.”

Flora did not continue the interrogation. Mrs. Breakstone had been none too kind to either of them, and quick hands could be put to her purposes. She accepted the napkin hanging over the maid’s arm and covered her gown. With Jamie in the crook of her arm, she offered him a bit of gruel, but he wanted to play, smiling up at her, blowing bubbles and making small, conversational noises. She would feed him later. She unbound him from his wrappings and allowed him to exercise his legs and arms by turning over on the bed and attempting a creep toward its edge. He was so strong like his papa.

Thank heaven, Mrs. Pease, while as productive as a milk cow, had a lazy streak, and liked her afternoon nap undisturbed. She’d asked that Fiona be kept on to assist with the nursery chores since the babe knew her so well. The maid changed his smelly napkins and played with him all she could. Flora grabbed the back of Jamie’s shirt before he could topple to the floor and turned him over to count his piggies and tickle his tummy. Oh, they were having a fine time. If only she could put him to her breast again instead of feeding him gruel. Most ladies of her status were glad to be relieved of the chores of raising children, but she’d seen the closeness of the Shawnee to their families and desired the same for herself.

Tired from running Mrs. Pease’s errands up and down the stairs, Fiona rested on a footstool while Flora played with her babe. “If I might could say so, milady, your husband is every bit as large, fierce, and handsome as ye said. He puts that Rattler feller I saw at Fort Pitt in the shade.”

“Indeed, he does. Simply seeing Pearce again has given me new strength.”

Flora looked her Scotch-Irish maid over. The girl would probably always be as slight and thin as a pup underfed since birth, but her cheeks had roses in them now, her blue eyes gleamed mischievous and merry, and her straight brown hair had taken on gloss from a better diet. Jamie settled down after his play and accepted his pap like a ravenous nestling. She spooned in the gruel and watched her son’s eyes of dark gray gradually close.

“Tell me, Fiona, do you think you could climb from my window to the ground below?”

The maid wandered over to the casement and looked down. “Aye, I’ve shinnied down trees taller than this wall. Lots of footholds in that ivy.”

“My thought as well. Could your quick hands possibly relieve Mrs. Pease of the key to the nursery door?”

“Certainly. I’ve done it before.”

“You have?”

“Well, I get lonely with just nurse’s snoring and Jamie’s babbling and sometimes let myself out on the landing to sit with Arnold, the footman. He’s so big and handsome in his livery, and he’s just country folk like me beneath it all. Hates working for Lord Rushmore as much as I do, taking any orders from his lady. It’s a peculiar household where a girl must avoid pinches on the backside from the mistress, and all the men except that Mr. Pulver are prettier than the women.

“Peculiar, yes. My parents would be so distressed if they lived, but Roddy was never right and he has married an odd woman, too. I hope talking is all you are doing with Arnold.”

“Oh, aye. I have brothers enough to know to keep me skirts down and me legs together.”

At times, Fiona seemed older and wiser than Flora herself. The girl was always game for whatever she asked of her, like creating the disturbance in Philadelphia that allowed a chance to talk to Meriwether and get a message out or “forgetting” to lock the cabin door on the ship so her mistress could get some fresh air.

“Very well. I believe my rescue is near and will come in the next few nights. If you hear a disturbance, you are to get the key and bring Jamie out of the nursery at once. It might be wise to hint to Arnold that he should go down with the first blow if anyone hits him and stay down.”

“Mrs. Pease sleeps sound as an old sow on a manure heap. I must wake her to feed Jamie most times, so I am sure to hear anything going on long before she does. I will be glad to be shut of this strange house.”

“And I, also. Fiona, I have a strong feeling you were not meant for service, but I will see you settled in some suitable position for your aid once we are out of here.”

The key turned in the lock again, and Dodson pronounced the visit at an end. Flora handed over her sleeping babe to the maid and sat by the casement to read, grateful for the consolation of books, while she still had light. Tonight was most likely too soon for her rescue, but she would hang the ornament and put on her doeskin tunic and wait in hope.
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The core of The Tribe sat assembled in a private room at the Indian’s Head in the closest town to Rushmore Manor. Pearce felt he wasted precious time letting each man catch him up with their activities in the past year. He tried for patience. After all, they had come at his call. Butterworth’s tale he’d heard, but Sir Samuel Symington Salisbury had come into his father’s heredity knighthood shortly after taking a bride. Never had a man who stuttered been more cursed by his naming, but in his new happiness, he barely stumbled over a word.

“My Emily is the daughter of a bishop and has the voice of a lark trilling in the meadows. I met her when attending services at the cathedral and sat so near I paused afterwards to compliment her glorious voice when she sang her hymns.

“More like a pretty yellow canary that never shuts its beak,” said Giles Moncton sourly.

“My wife has welcomed you into our home often enough, Moncton, and introduced you to her friends. If you don’t care for her after supper singing, you can always go to your guest chamber. As for Emily being a bit talkative, that s-suits me just fine. Her uncle is Lord Begley, and he will advance my career in Parliament where I shall give planned orations for the betterment of Great Britain.”

“You’ve done well, True Speaker.”

“Better than Brave Stag,” Sir Samuel said, nodding toward Moncton.

“I did try, but you were right, Bear Hug, those young ladies at Almack’s would sooner spit on a younger son than dance with him. All they want is a title and a fortune.”

“He’s called Great Bear now,” Butterworth corrected.

“I told you to look elsewhere,” Pearce said, sighing internally, wanting to get on with it and lay out his plans for the rescue.

“You married an earl’s daughter.”

“I assure you Flora is exceptional in every way. She managed to tell me her window would be open, and she would mark the place with a token before Roddy’s wife shut her up. I am sure we can bring her out that way, but we do have the dogs to contend with. They must be silenced, and we cannot alert the household by firing pistols.”

“Tainted meat?” Moncton suggested. “This place looks as if it might have some around.”

“I’d hate to kill a good hound simply doing its duty,” the duke said.

“Ale,” replied Butterworth. “My bulldog laps it up and staggers round much to my future father-in-law’s amusement. We buy a keg of the Indian Head’s strongest, break it open, and leave it for the dogs. Once they are too drunk to do any damage, we attack!”

“What do you think?” the duke said to the Armstrong brothers, who leaned against the damp wall while the lords sat.

“Might work, but we should be prepared to slit throats if it doesn’t.”

“Very well. You will see to the hounds in one way or another, Butterworth. I will climb up to Flora’s window and bring her down. Malcolm, you stand by with the coach and be ready to flee. Keep a weapon at your side,” Pearce directed.

“I always do, milord.”

“We must also secure my son from the nursery on the third floor. For that, we must get inside the house.”

“You’ve a son. How wonderful. Emily and I have not yet s-succeeded in that area.” A bit of a blush spread across Sir Samuel’s angular face. His Adam’s apple bobbed in his long neck.

Pearce reconsidered. “Salisbury, on second thought, you stay by the carriage. Can you handle the ribbons?”

“Y-yes.”

“Good. Malcolm will come up to the house with us.”

The experienced soldier agreed. “We will have to go right up to the door and bash it in if they do not answer our knocks.”

“Then, we take the stairs with swords and pistols drawn and rescue my grandson,” the duke declared. “I shall lead the charge.”

“No, Papa. I am just coming to know you and would rather not lose you now. We must be more subtle and creep about like the Shawnee. That butler, Dodson, he’s been with the Evertons for many years, hasn’t he?”

“Yes, handpicked by my late friend to run his household. It pained me see him taking orders from that irregular lot.”

“Could you knock upon the door and imply an emergency? The carriage has turned over nearby, the coachman injured, something of that sort. Gain entry, then up the stairs.”

“Certainly, but a good conk on the head would save us time. I’ll search his bony carcass for the keys to the nursery and Flora’s room if you cannot get her out by the casement. The Armstrong lads will take care of any footmen who come to the rescue.”

The Armstrong lads, middle aged though they were, nodded. They had no doubts about their abilities.

“What is my duty?” asked Moncton, the slightest man in the room, and if Pearce remembered correctly, the least proficient with arms because he had no taste for mayhem.

“You will crawl through the hedge and open the gates. Threaten the keeper if you must. Be ready to signal Salisbury to bring the coach up when you see us coming from the house.”

“A moment,” said Butterworth, who had consumed a large amount of ale and a deep dish of the gray stew offered by the inn while the others had stuck to the coarse bread and overripe cheese. “A trip to the necessary. Be back shortly. Do nothing without me.”

Pearce rubbed his forehead. He’d eaten and drunk very little, preparing himself for the night ahead. Warriors like Rattler, Yellow Tail, and the young Strikes Hard would have made pemmican of The Tribe. In due time, Butterworth returned.

“We have a problem. A bulky man in a hooded cloak looking like it came from a trunk of charade costumes sits by the fire in the main room. I think it’s our old friend Pulver, sent to spy upon us. You said he was at the manor, and few men have such broad bottoms.”

At last, a task The Tribe would be good at completing. “Butterworth, you, Salisbury, and Moncton go down and greet him. Treat him as an old school chum. Invite him up to the chamber you share for food and drink, then subdue and bind him. We can’t have him riding ahead to warn Roddy when we leave at midnight. After that, get some rest and prepare for the attack.” Pearce Longleigh dismissed the men who would aid in the rescue of Lady Flora.

~ * ~
[image: image]


“IS THAT YOU, PULVER? Been a few year years since we all trod the halls of Eton, eh?” Butterworth pounded the cloaked figure on the back.

“No, you must have the wrong man. Never attended Eton.”

Moncton flipped back the hood deep enough to belong to a mad monk. “Why it is you, Pulver, old boy.”

Salisbury prodded him playfully in the back, and the man jumped as if he’d been stabbed.

“Please don’t hurt me. Priscilla made me come here. She said this is where any plotting would take place. I was to watch, and if the Duke or Laughlin made a move, dash back to Rushmore Manor and raise the alarm. Another frightening woman, Lady Rushmore. At least, the other is petite and does not loom over me.”

“Whatever is he talking about?” said Moncton with feigned surprise. “No, no, we simply wished to invite you up to our chamber for some refreshment. We’ll talk about the good times we had at school.”

“The g-good times. You recall those,” Salisbury added.

“You know Roddy Everton was the one who caused you misery. I-I would have liked to be a member of The Tribe myself, but I was some older and already under Rod’s thumb.”

“His thumb, that was what you were under?” questioned Moncton with a snicker.

“Now, now, Giles, we are here as old friends. Come, Pulver, let us entertain you.” Butterworth used his size to raise the man from his seat and move him to the stairs. Not wanting any trouble, the other denizens of the smoky tavern room simply turned their backs and sipped their ale.

Salisbury held a very real blade hidden in the folds of the cloak against Pulver’s back and gave him enough of a prick to feel it. “No squealing out. We don’t mean to kill you.”

“I wish we could, though, for all those boys you held down for Roddy,” Moncton said.

The members of The Tribe shoved Pulver into the single long room under the eaves that the three of them shared and sat him on one of the four sagging beds, each with its own piss pot at the foot. Moncton trussed him hand and foot with some of the stained linens and made a gag of a pillow slip.

“I may not have your brawn, Butterworth, or Salisbury’s acquired calm, but I do have an uncle who’s a navy man and taught me my knots. He won’t escape and ruin our plans. My advice, Pulver, is to lie down and take a nap. We’ll free you once our escapade is complete.”

Pulver nodded, voluntarily drew his feet up onto the bed, and closed his eyes.

“Don’t let the bedbugs bite,” Butterworth chortled. “Now to prepare for the attack. Help yourself to the clothes in that chest while I see to getting a keg of ale put into the coach. Mind, the top two items are for me alone.” He clumped down the stairs again in search of a brew potent enough to put a hound to sleep.

“Wherever did he get these things?” Moncton drew out a war bonnet of eagle feathers and a vast hide shirt painted with running buffalo and racing spotted horses mounted by hunters and set them aside.

“I believe Butterworth said he’d had them from a curio dealer who got them off a Spanish trader.” Salisbury held up a pair of fringed leather leggings too short for his length. “Here, these might fit you. Has a buckskin shirt to go with it. Do you think this is human hair or buffalo used for the decoration?”

“I shudder to think,” said Moncton, but he accepted the raiment and stripped down to his undergarments to don it. Regarding a breechclout, he set it aside. “The shirt comes down far enough. I believe I will retain my own unmentionables.”

“Not a single pair of leather breeches long enough for me. I shall have to wear my own with one of the hunting shirts. What have we here—paint pots?”

Butterworth returned and answered, “If we are to be Indians, we must have war paint, eh?” He began stripping down with a great deal of energy, showing a great deal of flesh. The frieze of charging buffalo and running horses stretched out across his belly. “I gather Indian warriors are a trifle leaner than me.”

“Most men are,” Moncton said. “Hand me some of that yellow paint.

He drew a zigzag of lightning bolts on his pink English cheeks. Salisbury slashed some red on his face, and Butterworth chose lines of all three colors to decorate his broad face. They waited for the paint to dry and the time to reach midnight. Eventually, Butterworth traded his hat for the eagle feather war bonnet, checked his pocket watch, and gave the signal to move. They rose silently and crossed the landing to the other long room identical to their own.

~ * ~
[image: image]


PEARCE HEARD HIS TRIBE coming, but continued to sit on the floor, legs crossed, eyes closed, as he finished his chant. He found himself wishing for the potion Shawnee warriors used to sustain them on the warpath. He knew his friends would find his costume odd—riding boots, a long dark coat closed with gold frogs across his broad chest, his favorite hat edged in gold lace resting low on his cropped hair, with two hawk feathers sticking out below the brim to the rear. One half of his face glowed with vermilion paint, the other half was obscured with stark black.

“A moment,” his father said. “Great Bear is finishing his preparations for battle.”

He murmured his last words in Shawnee, opened his eyes, and immediately schooled his features into grim lines to keep from laughing. He might look ridiculous, but The Tribe had outdone themselves.

Salisbury’s knobby knees were covered in his usual hose and breeches but his torso sported a long ceremonial shirt sprouting porcupine quills, tufts of hair and rows of elk teeth. Strangely, Moncton looked more the part as his Indian garb nearly fit. Only a patch of very white skin usually covered by a neckcloth seemed out of place, that and his war paint. As for Butterworth, what could he say?

“Tell me, how did you come across your costumes?”

“I thought we, being The Tribe, might do as those colonists did at the beginning of the war when they dumped the tea in Boston Harbor and pretend to be Indians. Of course, everyone will know we are The Tribe, but it seemed a jolly idea.” Butterworth straightened his war bonnet that kept listing to one side. “The curio dealer assured me the clothes were authentic.”

“Hmmm, yes, but from the Spanish territories, not the Ohio region. You see, we won’t be fighting on horseback, and that headpiece will only get in your way, magnificent as it is. I suggest you pluck out a feather or two and simply stick them in your hair. I would have worn mine in my scalp lock if I still had one, but as it is I’ve settled for this.” Pearce doffed his hat to show a leather band holding the two hawk feathers in place.

“What do you think of our war paint?” Moncton asked eagerly.

“Oh, spot on,” Pearce replied, keeping his laughter in check.

What a motley crew they were, himself included. The Armstrong brothers refrained from comment. They dressed as always, armed with enough equipment to take a small garrison: pistols, knives, bludgeons, and swords in scabbards. The duke was simply himself bearing a sword that appeared very ornamental, but was kept amazingly sharp. The pockets of his great coat bulged with one pistol in each. These were his warriors, then, and absurd as some of them looked, Pearce had no doubt that each would do all he could to free Flora and Jamie. He stood.

“We go.”

In a single file lead by Pearce, they moved down the stairs and past the innkeeper who eyed them warily. Bringing up the rear, Moncton smiled and said, “A costume party at the great house.”

Their group passed out into the night, chilly for June but lit by a near full moon. The carriage stood ready. The duke ordered his coachman off the box and turned the vehicle over to Malcolm Armstrong for the ride over the rutted country lanes. Dudley joined his brother atop. All the rest piled in: The Tribe members, large, tall, and thin, the duke and his son off to rescue Lady Flora.
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Thirty-nine
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As noticed on their initial visit, Rushmore Manor had fallen into some disrepair. The hedges had gaps, and the great rusty gate had been left open all day, but was barred for the night with no keeper around. The coach passed by the estate, swung around, and came back to a particularly large hole in the hedge. Butterworth got down and, with the help of the Armstrongs, managed to push the keg of potent ale through the space and onto the Rushmore grounds. He split it open along a seam with several blows of a hatchet and made two troughs for the hounds who had begun to bay at the disturbance. The dogs came running, Irish wolfhounds, two so elderly they limped with arthritis, but still capable of rousing the household with their howls. Quickly, the men made for the coach and pulled away down the road. They waited.

During the interval, Pearce hiked his legs up on the opposite seat. “Moncton, Brave Stag, help me off with my boots.”

“But why?”

“They are not useful when climbing walls.”

Moncton shucked them off, exposing the muscular, bare legs beneath. Pearce opened his long coat and sat before his friends bare-chested and wearing only a loincloth of buckskin. He set aside his favorite hat and crossed his thick arms over his torso. The Tribe members goggled.

“Nice tattoos,” Moncton drawled.

“This is how the Shawnee go to war.”

“Won’t you catch cold? I m-mean two feathers and a breechcloth won’t keep off the chill,” Salisbury said.

“I will be running across the lawn to the house. The exercise will keep me warm enough.” That and thoughts of Flora in his arms. Pearce attached a knife in a scabbard to his belt, but he would carry nothing else except his wife.

“Are we ready to have a go at the gate?” the duke asked impatiently.

“I am ready to do my part.” Moncton puffed out his narrow chest and got down.

Malcolm Armstrong coached, “Mind, if the dogs come at you, stab at the eyes or go for the throat.”

“You don’t think the ale worked?” Moncton answered in a voice suddenly high.

“Get on with it,” the duke commanded.

Moncton got down and squeezed under the gate, where many wheels had created a shallow trench. “Only a simple bar to slide,” he whispered. Drawing it back, he pushed the gates open. They gave out a rusty screech. A huge, hairy form staggered out of the shadows and wobbled toward him. He drew his knife. The wolfhound collapsed at his feet and whimpered.

“Yes, I know, old boy. I often feel that way after a night’s carousing.” He patted its head, and the dog snapped feebly.

“Stop befriending the watch dogs, Moncton,” the duke snapped. He rubbed some dirt from the lane on his face, set his wig and hat askew, and tore a pocket. “There, do I look as if I’ve been in a carriage accident.”

“As much as we look like Indians,” Moncton assured him.

Ignoring their blather, Pearce passed them, loping silently across the lawn, making all the rest of them seem like domesticated oxen compared to a great naked beast of prey. Salisbury muttered again, “I do hope you don’t catch your death.”

“Och, the Picts fought in no more than blue paint. When your blood is up, you feel nothing,” Dudley Armstrong said.

“To me,” snapped the duke, taking command. He and the Armstrongs headed up the lane to the portico of Rushmore Manor. Before they reached the door, Pearce returned.

“I’ve found Flora’s chamber, the corner room on the right. A token from our Shawnee days hangs in the window, and she sits waiting. I am going to carry her down. Get James.” He slipped away.

The duke pounded on the great door and attempted a piteous cry for help while the Armstrongs flattened themselves on either side of the entry.

“Oh please, have mercy on an old man! My carriage has overturned, my driver is dead, and I am sorely wounded.”

He continued to pound and whine until the door opened a crack. He recognized Dobson’s watery blue eye peering out. “Let me in for pity sake. Honor the memory of your late master.” All the while, he fingered the pistol in his pocket.

The opening widened, and the Armstrongs threw their weight against the portal. The duke went after them with his pistol held butt first to administer a blow, but Dobson had jumped back. An odd sight with his nightshirt under his livery and his wig clapped on over a sleeping cap, he held out a key.

“To Lady Flora’s room, for my old master’s sake,” the butler said. “Go right at the top of the stairs, all the way on the end. Now, deliver a blow so I will not lose my position.” Dobson stuck out his chin.

“We’ve come for the baby, man. My son is taking care of the other matter.”

“The nursery stairs are on the far left. A footman guards the door, but he is a gentle fellow. However, it is locked from within. Take my key in case Lord Laughlin cannot reach Lady Flora.” Again, the butler prepared for a strike.

The duke considered and pocketed his pistol. He took out the old retainer with a sharp jab to the chin. Dudley Armstrong dragged the servant aside. They bolted up the stairs. Night candles sitting on tables between the chambers lit their way. Turning left to the end of the hall, they hesitated for a moment before the door to the nursery stairs.

“I will go first,” the duke asserted. He drew his sword and pistol.

“No, your Grace, allow one of us. The guard might be armed.”

The door creaked opened and the raiders jumped back, all arms pointed at a single, slight figure carrying the sleeping baby.

“Are we going or not?” Fiona said. “Someone go on up and give Arnold some bruises to show he struggled. Do not wake Mrs. Pease. She’ll cry out like a stuck pig, and yer were noisy enough.”

“I’ll do it,” Malcolm volunteered.

The sound of a large body hitting a wall came in a moment, and he was back. They hurried for the stairs, but other doors sprang open. With a slim French rapier drawn, Fortescue, fully and foppishly dressed, stepped from one chamber. Lady Rushmore in a red silk dressing gown, her stiff coiffure covered by a large cap, appeared from another. She held a pistol. Four armed footmen tumbled from the master’s room and blocked the staircase with their broad bodies, rusty pikes, and inferior firearms drawn from the family armory. The only person missing—Roderick Everton, lord of the manor.

Clearly, his lady was in charge. “I assure you I do know how to shoot. Roddy thought you wouldn’t make an attempt so soon and went off to amuse himself in the stables. He actually thought the Duke of Bellevue would pay us a ransom for his grandson rather than fight. He is such a poor judge of character, and a terrible gambler because of it. I saw the hatred in your eyes this afternoon. Where is Laughlin? Rescuing his supposed wife?”

Lady Rushmore laughed as if her comments were the soul of wit. “Throw the key to Flora’s door over here. I know Dobson gave it to you, that sentimental old sod. You were supposed to try to free her first but went for the nursery instead. Comply, Bellevue, or I shall send a ball through the little bastard. The maid will probably die, too. Place your pistol on the floor and toss the key over here.”

Never taking his eyes off Lady Rushmore, the duke, using his saber as a cane to lower himself near to the floor and raise himself up again like a gouty old man, lay down his weapon and fumbled in his pocket for the key. He stumbled slightly, repositioning himself in front of Fiona and the babe. The Armstrong brothers closed on either side of him, making a wall of solid flesh between Lady Rushmore and the child. The duke made a feeble toss of the key. It landed nearer the four footmen blocking the stairs rather than the lady. She issued her command.

“You on the end, open Lady Flora’s chamber, and let us see who is within.”

As the footman laid down his pike and started for the door, Jamie shrieked a warning to his father.
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“Did you hear that? Jamie is out there. Pearce, we must break down the door and go to him.”

“Be sensible, Flora. We are to escape by the window and signal the coach. Have you a white handkerchief?”

“In the top left drawer of the dresser.”

He took one out and stuck it in his belt. “Now out the casement we go. Get on my back.”

“No! Our son is in danger. Besides, I am perfectly capable of climbing down myself.”

He’d forgotten how difficult his wife could be during all those days on the road and aboard ship when he’d only remembered her warm body pressed to his. Just minutes ago, he’d sunk his toes into the thick branches of ancient ivy and climbed swiftly to her open window where the Shawnee ornament hung, never letting his weight rest too long in one spot. Flora stood in the moonlight waiting with her golden curls brushed out of her severe coiffure, her pale form clad in her Indian wedding dress. She had moccasins on her feet and the cradleboard on her back. He’d allowed only one swift embrace after he slipped over the sill.

“No time for more, dearest. We must make our escape immediately. I hear people in the hall.”

Then, Jamie had cried out as if someone were tearing off his leg.

“You must break down the door and save him. I won’t go without him.”

He knew that look on her face and simply gave up, rammed a shoulder to the door, and burst out into the well-lit hall swarming with armed men, two women, and a screaming baby. The footman who had turned the key in the lock sank slowly to the carpet, stunned by the slam of the door into his face. Pearce drew his knife and crouched.

“Magnificent,” Lady Rushmore breathed, her pistol turned on Longleigh. Her narrow eyes widened as they took in his nearly naked torso from the thunderbird tattoos on his broad chest to the tensed calf muscles of his bare legs.

“Splendid,” Fortescue agreed, entirely distracted.

“Take your eyes off my husband!” Flora shouted right behind him.

“Flora, go inside and shut the door,” Pearce ordered.

“I will fight beside you.”

“No, go inside. You know what you must do. Do it now!”

Suddenly obedient to her husband’s words, Flora moved back and did as she was told. Had Roddy been there, he might have suspected some mischief, but Lady Rushmore had less experience of her sister-in-law. She kept her pistol trained on Longleigh but spoke to the Duke.

“Will you choose your son or your grandson, Bellevue? Or will you surrender all arms and ride away to arrange a generous ransom for both of them and Flora, since we seem to have gained yet another hostage. An infant might die in the night, such a shame. A deranged woman since her ordeal, poor Flora must be sent away to some secure facility immediately. As for your son, I am sure Rushmore must have a dungeon somewhere strong enough to hold him—or I could simply shoot him here for breaking into my home and attempting to kidnap my dear sister by marriage.”

“You are a foul woman, but a worthy adversary.” The duke bowed his head. “I admit defeat. I am naught but an old man with gouty joints who was able to sire only one son. Spare him, I beg of you.”

He turned to Fiona. “Little lass, take the child to his nursery and shut the door behind you.”

“Giving up? No wonder ye lost the war,” the American maid said with some disgust as she patted Jamie’s bottom and quieted his squalls.

“Go now. I’ve given you an order.” The duke shooed her away with the free hand not resting on his sword.

“I never thought Lady Flora would be so meek, but now I know for myself how she must feel to have all her efforts set aside.” In a huff, Fiona turned on her heels, took Jamie back to the nursery stairs, and snapped the door shut behind her.

“I see we must get rid of the impertinent maid as well,” Lady Rushmore remarked.

“But please, spare my heir.” The duke’s eyes found and held his son’s gaze.

Slowly, Pearce rose up, dwarfing the footmen who still stood at the ready, but seemed to have no idea how to proceed. Their bewigged heads turned one way and then another as their betters spoke.

“I’ve had such trouble with the boy. You see he is still more savage than Englishman. I did my best to raise him, truly I did. He knows not how much I love him.” The duke pounded his fist over his heart. A single tear ran down his sagging cheek.

Pearce frowned. His father had softened with the years, but now he appeared to have reached his dotage in a single evening. Had he suffered a fit of the dementia that accompanied old age? The Armstrong brothers remained alert, but entirely bemused by what was happening to their leader.

“You begin to remind me of my late first husband,” Lady Rushmore said with scorn.

“Lord Downing, an old friend of mine. Yes, old. He should not have taken such a vigorous young woman for a bride. It did him in. God rest his soul. Let us offer a prayer for his eternal rest.”

“What nonsense,” Lady Rushmore said. “He’s been dead and gone over a year. Now, put down your weapons and...”

Carriage wheels crunched in the drive and threw up a spatter of gravel as they stopped abruptly. Issuing their version of a war cry, The Tribe rushed in through the still open front portal, surged past the recumbent Dodson, and charged the stairs. Flora brought up the rear brandishing Butterworth’s hatchet. Pearce allowed himself one very un-Shawnee-like grin. His motley assortment of warriors had come to his assistance.

“Attack!” shouted the duke, who raised his saber and crashed it down on the hilt of Fortescue’s slim rapier breaking the weapon and the man’s hand as well. His frilly opponent crumbled in a faint.

Malcolm Armstrong went low under a clumsily held pike and butted the nearest footman over the balcony. His brother grasped the wrist of another holding a pistol and twisted the weapon loose. The third, unfortunately, panicked and fired into the faux Indians climbing the stairs. Giles Moncton fell back into Butterworth, regained his balance, and came on. Butterworth bulled his way to the front and took down the shooter. Salisbury looked around for someone to wound with the coach’s pistols and found no enemy left standing.

During the melee, Pearce watched for an opening and made his move. “Everyone stop or the lady dies.”

His voice boomed above the chaos. He held his knife to Lady Rushmore’s throat. Distracted by the arrival of The Tribe, she’d let her pistol waver for a single moment. He had strength and quickness and used them both to disarm her. Priscilla rested tight against his chest.

“Do as he says. Stand aside and allow them to leave.” Despite her predicament, Lady Rushmore’s voice did not quaver. She pressed closer against Laughlin.

“Are we going then?” said Fiona, cautiously opening the nursery staircase door. “You took long enough and now Mrs. Pease is blundering about, screaming loud enough to make me ears bleed, and the babe is crying again. It echoes something terrible in here.”

Flora rushed to the maid and exchanged the hatchet for her son. “Mama is here. Oh, don’t cry, Jamie. What’s this?” She examined an angry red mark on one of baby’s flailing arms.

“Well, I gave him a pinch to warn ye we were all out here, but instead of going out the window, ye came through the door. I couldn’t let that bitch know what side I was on right then,” Fiona justified.

“We will discuss that later. Here, put him in the cradleboard for now and go fetch the wet nurse. Unfortunately, we’ll have need of her.”

A shriek followed Fiona’s dash up the stairs. Something clattered down the steps. “Sorry. I forgot I held the hatchet,” she called out.

Butterworth got off the footman he still crushed beneath his bulk and went to retrieve his weapon. Below, the man Malcolm had pushed over the rail groaned, broken but not dead. Dudley gathered scattered weapons and retained those that were still charged.

“Shall we put them all in Lady Flora’s room since we have the key?” he asked.

“Do,” answered the duke. “Hold her steady, son. Don’t let that one bite. She probably has poison in her fangs.”

“Actually, I am quite comfortable here,” Lady Rushmore answered with a purr.

The two footmen who could still walk went willingly. The Armstrongs dragged Fortescue and the concussion victim into the chamber.

“You are next, Priscilla.” Pearce removed the arm around her neck and lowered his knife.

Lady Rushmore put a finger thoughtfully to her narrow lips before moving. “An idea—you, me, and Chanel at her new establishment, a threesome? We needn’t be enemies simply because I sought to save the family fortune.”

“I think not.”

“But Flora is so small, so puny, she can’t give you much pleasure.”

“Give me the hatchet!” Flora shouted. “I think I will begin my new scalp collection with Priscilla’s coiffure. Get away from my husband, you poisonous asp!”

“If I were you, I’d seek my safety behind a closed door right now,” Pearce suggested.

Lady Rushmore moved away from the hard planes of his body. “Keep my offer in mind.”

Not giving her a second glance, he watched his small, fierce wife trying to pry the hatchet from Butterworth’s ham of a hand and said, “Lady Flora is my life’s love, my heart’s blood. If I have not made that clear, I am sorry.”

Flora, having gained the hatchet, stilled. In case she charged again, Malcolm Armstrong nudged Lady Rushmore quickly into the bed chamber and turned the key in the lock. Flora steadied herself on Butterworth’s scratched arm. No one spoke. Even Jamie had quieted at hearing his father’s voice. Embarrassed men began to shift. She dropped the hatchet, ran to Pearce, and flung her arms around his broad torso.

“I knew that when you gave up your freedom to come after me. But oh, to hear it said aloud and before witnesses!”

“I would say it again—if we had the time.” Pearce Longleigh had followed the vision of his white doe all the way to England and freed her from the castle.

“Ahem,” said the duke. “We must be going.”

A buxom figure filled the doorway to the nursery. Her gown poorly done up, her bonnet mashed hastily atop her bun of mousey brown hair, Mrs. Pease said, “I have never worked in such an establishment before. Half-naked men, Indians, shooting in the hallway. Disreputable!”

“No matter now. You are coming to work for the Duke of Bellevue. Do you need assistance on the stairs, Madam?” Dudley Armstrong held out his arm.

“Oh, it’s a step up then, for me. I can send for the rest of my belongings later. Glad to be gone from this—this irregular place.” She took the offered arm, and like a barge on the Thames, moved slowly down the main staircase with Fiona following. The Tribe straggled after, no one worried about precedence at the moment. Pearce stroked the top of Jamie’s head where it peeked out from his carrier and escorted Flora. The duke and Malcolm uncharacteristically brought up the rear. They paused to replace the key in Dobson’s pocket. The butler did not stir, but this breath came evenly.

“If you can hear me, old man, give us some time,” The duke murmured.

The coach overflowed with Mrs. Pease’s bounteous thigh pressed against the duke’s leg, Flora, holding the cradleboard on her lap, squeezed in between Bellevue and Pearce. Across from them, Moncton lay with his head in Fiona’s apron, his legs slung across Butterworth and Salisbury.

“I am sorry. My wound has made me faint. “Tis true. In the heat of battle, I felt no pain, but now it is coming on.”

As Malcolm Armstrong whipped up the horses, his armed brother by his side, the duke leaned forward and raised Moncton’s buckskin shirt. “Bah, a deep flesh wound across the ribs. Pour a little whiskey in it and sew it up. You’ll be fine.”

“The only casualty for our side at the Battle of Rushmore Manor,” remarked Butterworth enviously.

“Oh, look,” said Salisbury, peering out the window he sat pressed against. “The ivy has given way beneath a footman trying to climb from Lady Flora’s chamber. Too much traffic tonight for their rootlets. A few bricks coming loose, too. Ouch! Careful, don’t run down Roddy. Really, no decent man clad in a nightshirt and dressing gown should be coming from his stables at this hour unless his prize mare is giving birth.”

Moncton, reveling in Fiona’s light caress of his temples, kept his eyes closed and muttered, “Roderick Everton was never decent.”

“To the inn to change and gather our belongings, then off to Bellevue Hall,” Pearce said with deep contentment.

“Um, no, son. We must to London. Salisbury’s father-in-law, the bishop, waits with the license to marry you properly in the Church of England. Once this is done, none can take your wife from us.” The duke attempted to gain some space away from Mrs. Pease, but only crowded Flora further.

“But we are married twice over!” she protested.

“Yes, yes, simply a solemnization of your previous vows, he understands, but we must dot those I’s and cross those T’s to ensure Jamie’s future.”

“For Jamie then, I’ll do it.”

“And not for me?” Pearce asked.

“You are and always will be my beloved husband.”
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Forty-one
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After driving all night, Flora wanted to go before the bishop immediately as she was, dressed in her Shawnee tunic and with Jamie on her back in his carrier, since she had left all other clothes behind at Rushmore Manor and had no wish to wait. The women of The Tribe, Constance, Emily, and Amabel, Moncton’s sister and dear friend, gently persuaded her otherwise.

They made a party of it, bringing their needles and redesigning one of Emily’s gowns since she was closest in size. The white sprigged underskirt patterned with yellow rosebuds would do with just a little shortening. The overskirt of pale blue they enhanced with flounces held up by silk rosettes. The bodice had to be let out, but the froth of netting dotted with the tiniest artificial flowers covering the bosom would hide the adjustment. Amabel’s hairdresser arranged Flora’s curls in the loose manner she preferred, and Constance presented the perfect hat with a small, charming veil to sit amidst the coiffure.

Her friends, new and old, made Flora tell her tale as they turned her and pinned her and fussed over every detail. Though their unending attentions made her want to scream a Shawnee war cry, Flora granted them all Shawnee names for their help: Buffalo Woman (an honor, not an insult, she assured Constance), Singing Bird, and Always Smiling. They adorned themselves and sent word that the bride was finally ready.

Her groom waited at the bottom of the stairs. He held out a white-gloved hand. Lace spilled from his cuffs and cascaded over his embroidered gold waistcoat. He’d chosen dark blue broadcloth for both jacket and knee britches. Tight silk hose showed off his magnificent calves. The duke’s diamond shoe buckles glittered on his footwear. But above all that, his face shone bronze and unpowdered as if he no longer had any need to deny his heritage or mock his adversaries. Pearce took Flora’s small, white hand in his and smiled down at her.

“I suppose we are civilized again,” she said, returning his smile.

“Me, perhaps. You, never.”

~ * ~
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THE SERVICE WAS BRIEF, attended only by the duke, The Tribe, and their ladies. Flora insisted on adding a hasty christening for James Logan Longleigh with the members of their Tribe and their spouses all agreeing to serve as godparents. Far too late for a traditional wedding breakfast, a late dinner party followed. The guests did not linger unduly but left in a spate of well wishes for the thrice married. The duke sipped a last brandy and wrapped up a few loose ends.

“You say Fiona will never be an adequate maid?”

“She is loyal and brave, clever too, but light-fingered and impertinent. Still, I wish to do well by her for all her aid. She is skilled with a needle. We might apprentice her out to a dressmaker,” Flora suggested.

“Ha! She’d grow bored with taking orders and pocket the silk roses. No, I have another idea. I sponsor a troupe of players who could use a woman to mend their costumes and make new ones. She might fill in as a page or do a breeches role, slim as she is. I suspect she has the audacity for it.”

The young couple looked at him with astonishment.

“Papa, you consort with actors?”

“One should support the arts. They do mostly the works of the Bard of Avon, but an occasional farce now and then. Besides, they have from time to time allowed me to perform—in deep disguise, of course. Once I was the wizard Prospero, another time King Lear, and also a rather brawny witch in the Scottish play. I hunched way over, you understand. Son, you came by your ability to mimic animals honestly. Lavinia never knew. A man must have some sport.”

The duke continued. “Did you not appreciate my fine rendition of a doddering, senile old man at Rushmore Manor as I stalled for time? I counted on Flora to signal the carriage and our reinforcements from her window, though I did not expect her to climb down the ivy and assist in the raid.”

“Wait until you know her better. I surmised that is exactly what she would do.” Pearce squeezed Flora’s hand fondly.

“What of Dodson? Priscilla will turn him out in his old age without a reference for helping us. He was ever loyal to my father,” Flora fretted.

“She counted on his handing over the key and luring us to your room. I shall offer him a pension. He can live out his days at Bellevue.”

“Many thanks, my new papa.” Flora stifled a yawn. Pearce did not bother. His was large and obvious.

“Yes, yes, an exciting few days. All worn out. I shall sleep like the dead.” The duke rose and took up a night candle to light his way.

~ * ~
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FLORA AND PEARCE WAITED only a moment to rush to their bedchamber, enter, and shut the door behind them.

“If you are truly exhausted, I can restrain myself one more evening, but only one,” Pearce offered, quite the gentleman.

Tearing at her pretty gown, Flora flew at him. “Get me out of this finery. I cannot stand to be laced-in another moment.”

“Should I call a maid?”

“No, you do it, only you.”

His fingers fumbled in their haste. When the knot tying her corset would not give way, he slashed it with a penknife. She wriggled from the rest of her undergarments and rose from a heap of petticoats, split sleeves and torn netting wearing nothing but her white silk stockings tied up with blue ribbons. Flora bent to remove them, her white breasts hanging free. Pearce stayed her hand.

“Leave them. Unclothe me.”

She pulled off his coat so swiftly the sleeves turned inside out. Her nimble fingers undid the buttons of the waistcoat, shirt, and his breeches in mere seconds while he kicked off his shoes and cast his wig aside. She rolled down his stockings and pushed away his undergarments to find what she wanted. Giving the tip of his very ready penis a light kiss, she made a small leap and wrapped her legs about his waist. Her fingers raked his short-cropped hair.

“Oh, how I wish it were long again.”

“I shall never shave it again, I swear.”

He took her down into the deep feather mattress where they worked the bed ropes well until the best kind of exertion overcame them and they slept.

Deep in the night, Flora woke and could not find her husband. “Pearce,” she cried out. “Where are you?”

“Down here. Still getting used to those soft beds again. Come join me, my love.”

Flora pulled a cover from the bed and went to lay her head on his broad chest. He kissed her curls. At last, that pale hand lay on his bronze chest again.

“You’re shivering.” He tucked her tighter against his warmth.

“Yes, I had a bad dream, and when I awoke, you were gone.”

“As you see, I’m still here. Tell me about it.”

“I saw Snakeroot muttering a spell over a boiling cauldron.”

“My father’s allusions to Shakespeare’s works have stuck in your mind and Macbeth rose to the surface, the three witches brewing trouble for the king—or the future duke, as the case might be.”

“Or perhaps your wedding gift of Rattler’s scalp, black feather and all, wrapped up in that fancy box brought it on. You did wrong him. He never touched me in that way.”

“He would still have his life if he had not boasted and lied.”

“I outwitted him with guile and the extravagant compliments men are wont to believe of themselves. Snakeroot has reason to curse us for his death, no matter what blood price you paid. In my dream, she said we would never sit quietly by our fire and enjoy peace.”

“Does that bother you, dearest?”

“No, not as long as you are by my side. When I woke and found you gone, then I trembled.”

“Let me give you another cause to tremble.” Pearce moved his large hand lightly over her breast. “Doe Eyes said we would have many children filling our wigwam, and we do have quite a wigwam, plenty of room for them.”

“Children can be a great deal of trouble. I know I was.”

“And I was not easy on my father. Let’s not worry about our offspring now. Perhaps James is the only child we shall have, and he is quite sufficient.” His other hand roamed down Flora’s belly and made its way to the wet heat of her core.

She moaned but still had the presence of mind to say, “Spread out the sheet before we besmirch the Turkey carpet. We don’t want to leave our family with stained rugs.”

“What do I care? Let them buy another.” He judged her ready and mounted, but Flora kept talking. She stayed him with that small hand.

“Pearce, thank you for rescuing me.”

“As often as necessary. It will be my pleasure. Speaking of which....” He plunged.

“Yes, my pleasure, too, but that is not what I meant. I did not want to lead a boring, ordinary life full of restrictions and worry over what others might say. You have rescued me from any possibility of that. Promise we will be the eccentric Longleighs who do as they please.”

Had he missed her chatter? Yes. But now was not the time for it.

“I avow. You will never have an ordinary life.”

He sealed that promise with a deep kiss, engaging her tongue in other wonderful ways.
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Epilogue
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Bellevue Hall, March, 1784

Flora handed baby Thalia over to the new nursemaid, so much quieter than Fiona, whom she rather missed. The damp spot on the Turkey carpet had dried without leaving a stain, and she need never explain her origins to her first-born daughter. The long visit to the morning room at Bellevue Hall had made the infant fussy and ready for Mrs. Pease’s bountiful breasts. That woman had settled into the nursery like a fat, brooding hen. She rarely came downstairs unless summoned. As luck would have it, James weaned the month Thalia arrived in the world, and they’d kept her on.

At first, Flora thought to suckle her daughter, but then the temptation of being recovered enough for most of the London season presented itself, and she had succumbed to the longing to dance before all of the society with her imposing husband. What better way to regain one’s figure than that? The cold North Country rain poured down outside the window, and a large fire kept the room cozy, but surely the weather would be more clement in London. She said as much to Pearce, who sorted through an extraordinary abundance of newly arrived mail.

“Come, the duke has already gone to the city and opened the townhouse. I want to show off my beautiful children and dance with my husband shockingly often. I know the minuet does not compare to our Shawnee wedding dance, but it will have to do. Don’t you want to visit The Tribe and see how they get on?”

“I have a letter from Butterworth right here that tells me all I need to know. Constance is in her sixth month, and poor Salisbury has yet to get a child on his Emily. I suspect with her religious upbringing and his innate shyness, they don’t go at it enough. Perhaps I should send him some helpful suggestions.”

Flora raised her brows. “Advice best given in person. A bit proud of ourselves, are we? Thalia is a beautiful babe with your dark eyes and hair, but my curls. Her complexion seems more olive than bronze, though. You wanted a daughter the first time and now you have one.”

“I am having second thoughts about a girl being less trouble. She will be a beauty if nature allows her your form and not mine. Only a month old, and I see mischief in her eyes.”

“My spirit shining through, I suspect.”

“Curse it, why are we being hounded with invitations?” Pearce knocked over a pile of engraved cards onto the floor. “I suppose you will have to respond to every one of them. Simply tell them we aren’t coming to town.”

“Now, dearest, it won’t hurt you to put in an appearance. We need not stay the whole time. I want to see Fiona in her role as Rosalind in As You Like It. To think she caught on so quickly to proper grammar and diction.”

“Far faster than I did. Butterworth says Moncton has become her devoted admirer, easier than finding a wife, I suspect.”

“Has he taken her for a mistress, then?”

“No, I believe she will wait for her fame to grow in her new guise as Miss Fanny LaFievre and look higher.”

“I pity Giles. I must find him a true match when we get to the city. A shame Fiona had to change her name simply because anything Scotch or Irish is not favored.”

“Anyone who treads the boards does the same to keep from embarrassing their families. When my father takes a notion to step in, he is Gui de Rocheford. To think I saw him perform once while at school and never knew.”

“I do love your papa. He is not nearly so cold as you made him out to be.”

“No, he felt my resentment at being torn from the Shawnee keenly and thought it better to keep a distance. And then, Lavinia was not exactly welcoming. Here, a package. Did you order a book?”

“No, we have vast library full of them. What is the title?”

He examined the slim, leather-covered volume stamped in gold and possessed of marbled endpapers, an elaborate autograph on the frontispiece, and numerous engravings that flew by as he thumbed it. The True and Exciting Adventures of Pearce Longleigh and the Rescue of Lady Flora as told to this correspondent, Elias Meriwether, Esq. I’d forgotten all about it. He did remember to dedicate it to me and has enclosed a cheque for my percentage of the sales on the first American edition minus his production costs, a piddling amount. His note indicates a second American edition is in the works and ‘by the time you receive this very special edition created for inclusion in the ducal library, the book will be available in London. You have made my fortune. Yours, most humbly and gratefully, Elias Meriwether.’”

“Here, let me see it.”

The nursery maid returned, leading Jamie by the hand. He’d walked at nine months, a big, strong boy with a burnished complexion and straight, dark hair, but he had yet to utter his first clear word other than “Papa”.

“Here is Master James to visit.”

The child toddled immediately to his father and climbed aboard his big knee for a horsey ride. His parents had learned separate visits were best, as Jamie tended to push his baby sister from his mama’s arms.

“Oh, dear! We cannot let James see this, ever.” Flora threw down the volume as if she had drawn blood from its spine. “I am naked above the waist in nearly all the pictures, even the one depicting our wedding dance. You are shown in only your breechcloth in several. Apparently, you wrestled the bear as a naked tot.”

Pearce took up the book and held it above his son’s eager hands. “Artistic license, I suppose. This explains all the invitations, sheer curiosity about Laughlin and his wife.”

“You must put that thing at the very top to the library shelves where the children will never run across it.”

“What, you don’t want me to burn it?”

“Mr. Meriwether did go to a great deal of trouble and expense to tell our tale. There must be some fact in it. No, simply put it high on a shelf and take me to London to correct the errors.”

“You wanted an interesting life, Flora, and I believe you’ve gotten one worth reading about, true or false. You will never allow us to sit quietly by the fire, will you?

“I think not.”



The progeny of Pearce and Flora Longleigh, Duke and Duchess of Bellevue, as recorded in the family Bible:

James Logan Longleigh, Storm Cloud, born in the Ohio Territory, April 12, 1784

Thalia Amabel Full Moon Woman Longleigh, b. March 1, 1785

Iris Emily Doe Eyes Longleigh, b. October 16, 1787

Twins, Calliope Constance Corn Tassel & Clio Judith Small Turtle, b. June 22, 1789

Joshua William Big Paw Longleigh, b. January 24, 1791

Jason Samuel Benjamin Rattler Longleigh, b. January 24, 1792

Pandora Jane Black Wing Longleigh, b. September 15, 1794

Euphemia Dorcas Little Dove Longleigh, b. December 31, 1795

Justinian Giles White Bull Longleigh, b. July 10, 1800

And all made the lives of their parents very interesting.
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