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CHAPTER
1

Sunday, July 8, 1755

She shivered, despite the heat of the hearth, and glanced again toward the sunny rectangle of the cabin door. No one was there, not a shadow. But she felt that same uneasiness that had returned to her several times this morning: a sense that if she had looked a second sooner there would have been a figure in the doorway.

It was not the nature of Mary Draper Ingles to be afraid in the daytime. Sometimes in the deep wilderness nights, when the wolves wailed and the owls conspired high on the Blue Ridge east of the valley, when the dying fire made shapes move on the ceiling and the restless sleeping children rustled their corn-shuck mattresses, Mary Ingles would feel frightened. But seldom was she fearful in bright daylight like this, when the valley was familiar and peaceful and the locusts unreeled their eternal dry shrills under the summer sun.

Mary turned back to the cookfire. Its heat baked her sweaty face. The little black iron stewpot with the rabbit in it was almost bubbling over now. She pulled it across the iron arm a little, moving it away from the hottest coals, so that the stew might simmer the afternoon away and be at its tenderest when William came back up from the fields. The old clock at the far end of the room ticked slowly.

She brushed a strand of sweat-damp auburn hair back away from her cheek. She braced her palms on her knees to help lift her weight from the low puncheon stool and stood up, wheezing with the effort. Her swollen belly, firm and turgid with life, tugged down at all the strong young muscles of her torso. She smoothed the faded homespun cloth of her dress down over the mound and cupped her palms underneath, a caress and an appraisal. It would be happening any day now; she could feel that.

She paused there, looking through the sunny doorway, out at the lush meadows, over the dark green treetops, toward the ranks of somber Allegheny mountains marching away to the west where no one except Indians lived.

This little group of cabins at Draper’s Meadows was deeper into the mountains than any other white community in Virginia. It was the first settlement west of what her husband Will called the Allegheny “divide.” She and Will had been, indeed, the first white people wed on this wild side of the Blue Ridge. Five years ago, it had been: a pastoral wedding between the blue mountains with God seeming to breathe through the whole vast stillness of it. And they had lived prosperously and happily and in peace those five years. Their health was robust and both of their first two children had lived. The valley, fertile with limestone-rich soil where dense bluegrass grew and rippled, was irrigated by never-failing limestone springs, whose waters flowed down crystalline creeks into the lovely, twisting New River and thence out of their valley into the uncharted west. It was a place for health and high spirits, where one’s first look out the cabin door every morning made the heart swell up. So, surely her uneasiness of this morning would pass.

Of course, Mary Ingles knew, a woman’s feelings are at their most unsettled, their most skittish, when she is full of the humors of childbearing. She tried to smile away her anxiety. Even William had made light of it this morning, as he often made light of women’s fears. This morning he had passed it off just that way, as the spookishness of a mother-to-be.

“Must’ee go?” she had asked him after their Sunday morning prayers, when the valley had still been full of the shadow of the ridge. “I … I be afraid, a wee bit.”

And William Ingles had hesitated here in this cabin door with his cradle scythe over one shoulder, a bag of hoecake and a watergourd over the other. He had never before heard Mary profess fear in the daytime. “Why afraid?” he had said then, with that joshing smile of his, looking down at her swollen middle. “When Tommy an’ Georgie come, y’ squzz ’em oot slick as a grape-pip. And your ma’s here to help. Bettie’s here, too, who wasna before. And if ’ee start birthin’, why, only send down for me, and y’ know I’ll come a-runnin’, Mary darlin’.”

So she had smiled him away down toward the grainfield, that great, dear, strong, hairy man whom she loved till her heart ached with the sweetness of loving, that man who kept her from being as fearful as she might have been here in the wilds with a lesser man. She had not tried to explain to him this morning that it was not the birthing she feared. Nor, really, was it anything else she could name. She had stood in the doorway and watched him join her brother Johnny Draper at the edge of the meadow, strong Johnny with his own scythe over his shoulder, and they both had turned to wave back at her as they disappeared—seemed to sink—below the rippling grass at the brow of the meadow.

They would have been working four hours in the barley by now, she reckoned—scarcely ever pausing, shirtless, pouring sweat, probably singing to give a cadence to the sweep of their scythes. She knew how they looked working because she had always worked beside them. This was the first year she had not helped with the harvest; her term was too close. But she could envision them as clearly as if she were down there. Those two were durable men and could work all day long, even in this July sun.

Her eye somehow went to William’s long rifle, which lay across its two pegs on the far wall, beside the grandfather clock, a powder horn and bullet bag hanging under it, and again she felt the foreboding. Should not he have carried the gun down to the fields with him, as he had done in the first few years? Lately he had simply dismissed it as extra weight.

The Indians who had passed up and down through Draper’s Meadows since their arrival here in 1748 had never annoyed them nor given them cause for alarm. Usually they were parties from north of the distant O-y-o River, going down to raid their enemies, the Catawbas, who lived farther south. For centuries they had used the New River as their war road through the mountains. They had caves in its cliffs and canoes secreted in its tributaries. But even in their war paint, they had always been friendly with this little vanguard of white families here in the valley. They would always drink spring water offered them in gourd dippers, smacking their lips and smiling, apparently trying to dispel any uneasiness their war-painted faces and their bristling weaponry might be causing. Sometimes they would take bread that was offered to them, eat it while nodding in appreciation, and then stand and raise their hands in a peaceful salute and continue down the ridges. And then the white people who had remained hidden inside the cabins with their flintlocks cocked, ready for the first unfriendly move, would ease forward the hammers of their guns and exhale in relief, hang up the guns and come out to resume their work or to watch the savages fade into the woods. Only twice had Indians caused any mischief in this valley: in 1749 when a band had raided the cabin of Adam Harmon to steal furs, and in 1753 when another party had stolen skins from George Hoopaugh and Jacob Harmon and killed their barking dogs. Those were old and negligible incidents. So William Ingles had got out of the habit of taking his gun with him to the fields. “More sensible, I’d say, to leave it here for your peace o’ mind,” he had joked to her once this summer.

True, there was war in the land now, in distant places along the frontier, war against the French and their Indian allies. And once, a few months ago, a young Virginia lieutenant-colonel named Washington, a serious-looking giant of a fellow but a gentleman withal, had passed through this valley with a small escort of horsemen, talking to Colonel James Patton, the valley’s militia leader, about what was happening in the distant conflict. Colonel Washington had advised Patton to have his people on their guard for armed Indian bands with Frenchmen among them.

But the people of Draper’s Meadows had seen no Frenchmen, and only friendly Indians; and the weeks had rolled on, and the plantings had been done; the crops had grown, and edibles from the woods had been gathered and preserved, and Bettie Draper’s infant son had learned to crawl, and Mary Ingles’ baby had made movements inside her; those were the main concerns of the people in this isolated valley where war surely had no reason to come. Their King was two thousand miles away in London Town and surely gave no more thought to these distant subjects of his than they gave to him. If he was at war with France, how could it affect them here in this valley His Majesty had never even heard of?

Still, Mary would think now and then with dread about Indians. Her mother, Elenor Draper, was a widow because George Draper had failed to return from a hunting expedition ten years ago and was presumed to have fallen victim to Indians. And though Mary had never seen any Indian exhibit a hostile look or gesture in her life, their existence out there beyond the western mountains did nonetheless hang like a dark cloud on the horizon of her mind, the only thing that seemed likely ever to trouble this Eden folded between the mountain ranges.

But now Mary was here on a peaceful summer Sunday, cooking for her beloved William, as on any day; in a moment she would take the family’s soiled clothes over to the spring under the big willow and wash them there in that delightful cool place where the water purled and gurgled and refreshed one’s soul as well as one’s heated body. Her sister-in-law was over there already—Mary could hear her slapping her family’s wet clothes against the rocks—and they would talk while they worked.

Thanks be to heaven that Johnny found himself such a cheerful and pretty wife, Mary thought. Mary had come to love and admire Bettie Robertson Draper, in the year since Johnny had gone over the mountain and brought her back as his bride. Mary had been midwife for Johnny and Bettie’s firstborn, and that did make a bond between women.

Aye, Mary thought, the dread now beginning to drift off of her soul as she tied the soiled clothes and a cake of tallow soap into a bundle, there’s nought to fear in this good place. Through a window she could hear the voices of her sons laughing and murmuring as they gathered berries in a nearby thicket with their grandmother. Aye, Mary felt, surely all’s well here.

And so, swinging the bundle of clothes over her shoulder as easily as a man might, Mary went out the door of the cabin, preceded by her swollen belly into the sunny fresh air.

The moment her gaze fell over the settlement, she realized that what she had been dreading was about to happen:

Indians were running crouched and swift toward every cabin in the settlement.

Shwop! Shwop! Shwop!

Bettie Draper, kneeling on a flat rock beside the spring near her cabin, slapped her husband’s soapy shirt several times against the rock, then dipped it into the pool of cool water, held it there a moment, pulled it up and twisted it to wring the water out. She was in the shade of a big willow whose gnarled roots bulged out right over the spring. The constant shade and the delicate green ferns growing around the spring kept the place pleasant on the hottest days. Nearby, spread to dry over sunbaked rocks beyond the shade, more of her family’s laundry lay, creamy-white linen and faded gray homespun. She hummed as she worked, pausing now and then with an ear toward the house for sounds of her baby’s awakening. Her husband, Johnny, had built both a front door and a back door in their cabin, and when both doors were open, as now, the breeze up from the valley could flow through the house and the baby could nap comfortably in his hollowed-log cradle, not waking fitful and flushed and sweat-damp as he often did in the night when the doors were kept shut. It was so cool in the Draper cabin, in fact, that sometimes on the hot days Mary would bring her two-year-old boy Georgie over to nap there instead of in his own bed. “By heaven, Bettie,” Mary had said with a conspiratorial smile only yesterday, “one day after the harvest, you and I sh’ll take my Will from both sides at once, and ’suade that old hardhead t’ saw me oot a back-way just like’t.”

Shwop! Shwop! Shwop! John’s spare pair of britches now. As usual with a button off one knee and a tear in the seat, she noticed. A hard-working and a hard-playing man he was, strong as a bull and just as heedless, and there was something to mend every week when he changed his clothes. But Bettie smiled. She rejoiced in any chance to do some little thing for him. Johnny was a prize of a man indeed.

Now wringing out the britches, Bettie looked up and saw Casper Barrier, a neighbor, coming up toward the spring with two empty oaken pails dangling by ropes from a yoke across his shoulders. Casper was a widower, bald and lonely, and Bettie had observed that he would always drop whatever he was doing to come fetch his water when there was someone doing laundry at the spring. And he would strike up a chat, all innocent enough, and stay there wistful-eyed for as long as the hapless laundress would listen, talking about how good his wife had been to everyone, and about how he would never find as good a one to marry, so why even leave the valley to seek? Well, I won’t have much time t’ hear out Mr. Barrier’s woes today, Bettie thought, inspecting the tear in the britches. With mending to do and all … the Sabbath’s no day of rest when ye’ve a man to care for …

When she looked up again, Casper Barrier was no longer walking toward the spring. He was lying face down on the footpath. A naked Indian, painted and shining in the sunlight, crouched over him, chopping into the back of his head. Casper’s bald scalp was bright with new blood. There were other Indians running down the slope from the path.

A scream tore out of Bettie Draper’s throat. She jumped to her feet. By instinct she sprinted toward the cabin, to get to her sleeping baby. She screamed again and again as she ran, screams that were not coherent words because there were no words for this.

In the corner of her eye she saw figures running as if to flank her, heard the slumping of their breath. She leaped with flying skirts upon the front-door threshold and into the cabin’s shadowy interior. She snatched her baby boy out of the cradle and ran straight out the back door. “PLEASE GOD!” she was screaming now. “HELP! MARY! ELLIE! INDIANS! THEY KILT CAS … OH GOD HELP!…”

Colonel James Patton was sitting at a table inside the door of his cabin, writing a report to Colonel Washington—a report of nothing. The region, which he knew well because of his huge landholdings and his responsibility as militia chief, had lain in utter peace since Colonel Washington’s visit; there had not been a tremor of disturbance anywhere on this western side of the Blue Ridge. Colonel Patton was in fact just now trying to organize the early harvest rather than any sort of military readiness. He had just sent his nephew Bill Preston down Sinking Creek to Philip Lybrook’s house to ask him to come up and help with the barley cutting.

James Patton leaned back in his chair and looked at the page upon which he had been writing. He put the quill in the ink bottle and twirled it there, resting his other hand on his thigh. White chin-whiskers hid his broad chest. His chair creaked under the weight of his powerful frame as he extended a leg straight out under the table. Sitting cramped him, and he hated anything—ledgers and letters—that took him off his horse or out of the fields or woods and made him have to fold himself up to fit furniture.

On the table by his right hand lay a great antique weapon that he had kept with him ever since he had grown big enough to carry it. It was a claymore—a straight broadsword, as long as an ordinary man stood tall, and it weighed as much as an axe. It had been passed down through his family along with a legend that it had belonged to some ancestor who had been a Scottish Highland chieftain. Its hilt was made to be held by two hands, and an ordinary man needed two hands to wield it. But old James Patton, who was four inches over six feet tall, had always been able to swing it, with equal facility, by either hand, and could do so even now as a sixty-three-year-old widower. Though it was too precious to use as an everyday tool, James Patton had found occasion in camp or in the fields to lop down thick hardwood saplings or branches with this great weapon, usually in a single stroke.

The dazzling doorway suddenly was darkened. At the same moment, a woman’s voice screamed outdoors. Colonel Patton looked up from his word gathering, and his heart leaped. Two painted Indians had entered, each with a raised tomahawk, and as James Patton grabbed the handle of his great sword, he saw others at the door.

The colonel wasted no time getting free of the furniture. Rather, he exploded into a standing position, hurling the heavy table at the Indians with an upsweep of his left arm while the chair fell backward with a clatter behind him. The flying table slammed one of the braves back against the doorway. The second warrior had nimbly sidestepped, and with a gurgling yell he aimed a tomahawk blow at the old man’s forehead. But the broadsword swished, glittering, and the warrior felt a strange tug in his shoulder and saw his forearm fall to the floor, spurting dark blood. It was the last thing the warrior saw; the great sword whiffed again and his head rolled on the cabin floor.

Another warrior was in the doorway. He saw the terrible old man advancing on him holding the long, bloody sword by both hands and roaring with fury. As the brave raised his tomahawk to strike, the old man grunted and swung and the sword came around and passed through the Indian’s waist, parting everything but his spine. The Indian sagged, his bloody intestines spilling out.

Colonel Patton tried to ready his sword for the next Indian in the doorway, but at the end of his last great upward swipe, the point of the blade had jabbed two inches deep into one of the low ceiling beams. Blood ran down the blade to the hilt and reddened Colonel Patton’s hands. And as he strained to free the weapon from the wood, the Shawnee on the threshold took aim and pulled the trigger of his musket. There was a roaring orange flash, and a musketball smashed through Colonel Patton’s temple into his brain.

The Indians crouched in the doorway speechless for a moment in the blue powder-smoke and watched the white-haired giant begin to fall. One bloody hand slipped off the sword hilt, and then the other, and his huge body bumped to the floor.

The hilt of the embedded claymore thrummed up and down, spraying blood onto the corpse.

Bettie Draper was running hard now toward the Ingleses’ cabin, her crying baby clutched in her right arm. She saw Mary Ingles standing dumbstruck on the doorstoop in the sunlight with a bundle over her shoulder. And the Indians, their presence now revealed by Bettie’s alarm, broke their silence with yelps and howls. They sounded like a hundred devils wailing in the valley.

One of the warriors pursuing Bettie stopped in his tracks, aimed his musket and fired.

Her scream broke off in a gasp of pain as the musketball broke her right arm. The infant fell to the ground and Bettie spun away, falling to her knees. Her face was chalky with shock. She saw her baby lying sprawled in the grass a few feet away; she saw lithe, yipping savages running toward him with their tomahawks and clubs.

Bettie lurched back to her feet, ran to where the baby lay, scooped him up from the ground with her good arm and continued running.

Bettie’s plight at last jolted Mary into action. She dropped her bundle of clothing and turned back inside the cabin. She grabbed Will’s loaded rifle off its wall pegs and waddled back to the door with it. In the front of her mind was the urgent need to save Bettie and the baby; in the back of her mind was an awful question: whether the savages had yet found her own little sons and her mother.

The scene outside the cabin door made Mary, for the first time in her life, furious enough to kill.

Several warriors were having sport with Bettie’s shrieking baby, tossing it back and forth between them, while another held Bettie by her dark hair and forced her to watch. She was on her knees, and her shrieks sounded as if they must be tearing out the membranes of her throat. One of the Indians was trying to hit the baby with his tomahawk as it hurtled through the air. The blade struck the baby and brought him to earth. Then the warriors scrambled for him as if they were playing some game of ball-scrimmage. They were laughing and howling; Bettie and the baby were screaming.

Mary’s head was roaring with outrage. She tried to cock the flintlock hammer. Twice it slipped under her sweating hand.

Now one of the Indians had the bleeding screaming baby by its ankle. Lurching away from the other two, he swung the baby in a wide arc and dashed his brains out against the corner logs of the cabin. The baby’s screams were punctuated by that awful squishing thud. Bettie’s cries stopped also: she was beyond being able to scream.

In that awful silence the warrior, pirouetting triumphantly and holding the baby high overhead, its smashed skull dribbling blood on him, turned to find another white woman, this one big with child, standing on a doorstoop five feet from him with a cocked rifle aimed straight at his eyes. He froze. His mouth dropped open. Baby blood was spotting the ochre and blue paint on his face.

Mary pulled the trigger.

The hammer clicked. The gun did not fire.

She remembered then that Will always left the barrel loaded, but the firing pan uncharged, when he hung up the gun.

“No,” she groaned. She simply stood there, resigned, the useless gun still at her shoulder, her eyes now darting wildly toward the berry patch for a last sight of her mother and sons. She felt strong hands grab her hair from behind and her head was yanked back and all she could see was the clear blue sky and the eave of the cabin roof.

She felt the the gun being torn from her hands and heard the Indians laughing at her.

* * *

Elenor Draper loved to take her grandsons berry picking in the summer, and herb gathering and mushroom and wild-grape hunting in their season, mostly because little Thomas had such an inquisitive mind and imagination. Tommy had been born here in Draper’s Meadows and had never been anywhere else in his four years of life, but he was endlessly fascinated by the idea that his grandmother had once lived in a land far beyond a great ocean. They would reach carefully into the wild raspberry brambles and gently squeeze off the bright red berries, squeezing them ever so lightly so as not to crush them, reaching gingerly so as not to scratch their hands on the thorns, and as they did this with half their attention she would try to make him visualize what an ocean was. They had recited all this many times and surely would do it many times more, because his curiosity about the Atlantic Ocean seemed insatiable.

“Now, look’ee then to th’ top o’ that mountain yonder, Tommy-lad …” He stood up straight and looked where she pointed, his dark eyes squinting, freckled nose crinkling, a breeze moving wisps of his thick red-brown hair across his forehead. “…  an’ suppose now that was water all the way to there.” He nodded in appreciation of that wonderful notion but waited to hear the rest. “And now suppose y’ come all that way on th’ water …”

“In a boat.”

“…  in a boat, and then ten times that far …”

He held his hands up with his ten berry-stained fingers spread.

“…  Aye, an’ then suppose ten times even farther than that …”

And little Georgie, two years old, trying to match his brother’s concentration and understanding, held up his hands in imitation at the word ten.

“…  An’ then still ten times more …”

Tommy nodded with satisfaction now, knowing those were the numbers of tens in her recitation.

“And beyond all that water, ten times ten times ten, with neither tree nor hill to be seen, y’d find a wee land called …”

“Ireland!” he cried.

“Ireland. And up in Ireland ye’d find a place called …”

“County Donegal!”

“County Donegal. And that is where y’r grandfather George Draper an’ me come from on a boat, twenty-six years ago …”

“George! Me!” interjected Georgie, his namesake.

“Aye. When I were a young lass an’ pritty just like y’r mama be now …”

“An’ sh’ll I ever go over the ocean to County Donegal?” That was the question Tommy liked to ask each time at this point in their reverie.

“Ye might; aye, ye might. But rather, I see ye goin’ still farther th’ other way. Ten times ten times ten,” she said, pointing westward, “right over that mountain there, and on, Tommy, as we ha’ been a-comin’ bit by bit by bit since y’r grandfather an’ m’self was young like y’r own mother an’ father …”

She stopped talking suddenly.

Screams, wordless, terrified screams, were coming up from the cabins. Elenor Draper’s face turned nearly as white as her hair. It was the voice of her daughter-in-law.

“What’s wrong with Auntie Bettie?” asked Tommy. Little Georgie ran into his grandmother’s skirt and hugged her leg. The awful tone of the screaming voice had scared him speechless.

“Come,” Elenor Draper urged. She put down the pail of berries and grabbed the children’s hands, hurrying them out of the brambles onto the path down to the cabins. Bettie must have hurt herself somehow, she thought.

Elenor and the boys emerged from the thicket onto the meadow by the cabins just as the Indian yells and gunfire broke out. She stopped suddenly, a shiver of terror pouring through her, and turned to drag the boys back into concealment.

But it was too late. Three Indians running with guns had seen them and now came bounding up the path with quavering mad howls.

Elenor Draper thrust the children ahead of her into the path among the berry bushes. “Go hide!” she hissed, then turned to face the pursuers.

She had nothing to fight with but her fingernails. Not even teeth.

The first Indian was upon her at once. His dark eyes glittered with the hunter’s thrill. Old Elenor Draper struck into them with fingers hooked like claws. The Indian bellowed and, blinded, dropped his gun and tomahawk to capture her wrists. Then another Indian came close and she felt a blade go into her side, under her ribs. She heard her own gurgling animal growl as she sank.

She felt fingers pulling at her hair, pulling hard, felt herself hanging above the ground with all her weight depending from the roots of her hair. Naked, greasy brown limbs—legs and arms—moved around her, struggled with her. A knee smashed into her face and her nose caved in. Then she felt another blade slice into her scalp. Blood ran down over her eyes. She felt her scalp separate from the skull with a pop and then she was lying on the bloody green grass, a distance of ten times ten times ten from the green grass of County Donegal, all her life running hot and wet out of her.

Footsteps ran away through the brambles, faint and more faint until she could hear nothing but the rushing of an ocean.

Mary Ingles stood in the blood-spattered yard in front of her house. Her wrists were bound tight behind her with leather thongs and an Indian still held her erect by his grip in her hair. Her scalp anticipated the slash of the knife. She was praying silently, moving her lips.

Dear Heavenly God I do not want to die. But if Thou’ll spare William and our sons and my mum I am ready to go in their place.

The shooting had stopped and the Indians had ceased their yipping. They were coming into the yard a few at a time from various places in the settlement. They were grinning, thrusting their weapons at the sky, laughing, some smeared with blood. Four warriors came down the slope from the little cabin of Henry Lenard, dragging him along on the ground by a noose. His hands were bound behind him. He struggled silently, in spasms of effort. Henry was an unmarried man, more hunter than farmer by nature, who had come to this valley with the Draper and Ingles families. He was a short and slight man, and the Indians dragged him with ease despite his kicking. He was not bloody, apparently having been caught unwounded.

Bettie Draper knelt nearby on the grass over her slaughtered baby, her shoulders quaking with a voiceless weeping. Her broken arm hung bloody and unheeded, as if she could not even feel it through the pain in her heart. Mary wanted to go to her but could not move. She stood and scanned the thicket, beginning to have a hope that her mother and sons had slipped away undetected during the attack.

Then she saw a movement in the edge of the berry thicket, and her heart surged. “Mum!” she cried. “Go back! Run!”

But it was an Indian who emerged from the foliage. He raised his arm and waved something gray and red. Mary looked at it as the warrior came near, and with a feeling that her soul was being crushed, recognized it as her mother’s scalp. She lunged and wailed, only to be yanked back by her own hair so forcefully that she fell on her back to the ground, her bound wrists twisted under her back.

The Indian whom Mary had tried to shoot a few minutes before came and stood over her, grinning as if very amused. He bent and prodded the bulge of her belly with hard fingers. He said something, and the other Indian, who now had a foot on her neck to pin her down, answered with a short laugh.

The warrior quit prodding her belly and reached down for the hem of her skirt. He began drawing it up, until it was gathered under her breasts. The sun beat on her naked legs and loins and the turgid mound of her abdomen. She watched him with loathing and a rising panic as he reached for the waistband of his breechclout.

“Heavenly God!” she screamed. That they would rape a woman in full term of pregnancy, about to give the sacred gift of life, was to her an inhumanity even beyond murder. She shut her eyes and locked her legs together and prayed with all her soul for some miraculous strength, or death itself, to protect her from this final brutality.

She felt a pain at her navel: a sharp point of pain, pressing inward there. The Indians were laughing and talking. She was not being raped. Not yet. What …

She opened her eyes. The Indian was kneeling beside her and was watching her face is if he had been waiting for her to look at him. Her terror deepened when she saw what he was doing.

The savage was pressing the point of a knife hard against her abdomen, almost breaking the skin. He nodded at her, as if to say: Now watch what I am going to do. She had heard tales of pregnant women being slit open and their babies cooked and eaten by savages in blood lust.

She could not even pray now. She rolled her eyes back into her head and tried to die. She felt the knife point moving from her navel downward toward her genitals. She felt the rough grass under her bare back. A warbler was singing nearby. And she heard Bettie Draper saying, barely above a whisper:

“Oh, no. Don’t do that to her.”

A rush of love swept through Mary. That Bettie in her grief could plead for me! she thought. The terrible moment suddenly took on a strange, desperate beauty. If Mary and her unborn baby were to die, it would not be in a truly loveless world, after all.

Several of the Indians were talking now, one in a great, deep voice. And through their voices Mary thought she heard Tommy’s voice. The pain went away from her stomach. The foot was lifted off her neck. She opened her eyes and looked at the Indian, who was rising and sheathing his knife. Whether he had only been terrorizing her or had decided not to rip out her womb she did not know. A tall warrior with the air of a chieftain stood nearby and his was that powerful deep voice; perhaps he had ordered this to cease. Mary felt a swollen and almost delirious sense of deliverance. Henry Lenard was on his feet a few yards away, still tethered by the neck, his face mottled red and averted from Mary’s sprawling nakedness.

And then there was Tommy’s voice again. He was uttering a low, terrified moan. Mary looked around and saw her two sons. A warrior stood between them, holding each by the hair. Their faces were contorted and flushed and wet with tears, blood and slobber, and they appeared to be out of their senses with fear. Mary turned onto her side and tried to rise but could not with her hands bound. She lay now with the side of her face on the ground and looked at them. “Tommy,” she said, surprised that she could produce a calm voice. “Georgie.” She had learned to anticipate the worst and expected that they had been brought here to be slaughtered before her eyes.

“Tommy. Georgie,” she repeated. They gave no sign of hearing.

The delicate, sweet voice of the warbler continued.


CHAPTER
2

“Hold,” said William Ingles.

“What is’t?” asked John Draper. They stopped and stood still, holding their scythes. Will squinted over the sun-bright field and listened. Nothing but the rush of the breeze and the rasping shrill of insects, and their own heavy breathing. John’s torso was streaming sweat. His shirt was off, its sleeves tied around his neck so that it hung like a short mantle to protect his shoulders from the sun. He mopped his face with a corner of it and turned his head this way and that. “Y’ heard somethin’?”

“A gun, I thought,” said William. “Might be just my head a-poppin’ in this heat, though. Y’ heard nought, eh, Johnny?”

John Draper shook his head. “But I hear my guts a-grumblin’ for victuals, an’ I’m as dry as last year’s gourd. Now’t we be stopt, what say y’ to a little grub and water?”

They grounded their scythes and went among their shocks of newly cut barley to the deep shade of a great elm in the middle of the field. They sat and leaned their backs against the trunk and drank water. Then they dug into their pouches for chunks of hoecake and began to eat. William’s brindled chinwhiskers rose and fell over his sweat-soaked shirtfront as he chewed. The breeze made the wet shirt almost shivery cool.

“What crossed my mind, ’twere a signal Mary’s started t’ labor,” he mused.

“More likely Hank a-shootin’ ’imself some beastie f’r the cookpot,” said John. “Mary’s no sort to fetch y’outer th’ field for a mere birthin’.”

“True. Lest she was a-havin’ trouble with it.” He remembered her strange confession of fear that morning.

“Not Mary,” said John around his bread. “Tougher’n either you nor me. Growed up ’longside me, just like a man. Y’know, how she c’d mount a horse in a leap. Jump over a chairback from a standstill. Naw. Like ’s not she’ll have th’ baby on ’er teat and be splittin’ cookwood with ’er free hand by th’ time we’re home.” He chuckled. He was proud of his sister, and thought Will coddled her too much.

Will grinned. There was truth in Johnny’s words. Mary at twenty-three was fit as green hickory, and a joy to behold. Wide enough in the hips to give birth easily, but slim and firm and smooth-skinned. William thought of her now with a longing and a tingling. It had been a long time since they had embraced that way, and Will Ingles was a vigorous and needful man by nature. When she was with child, Will would daydream a lot about their nakedness and her flat stomach that he remembered, and the surges of strength with which she would give herself to him.

And her eyes. In the firelight her eyes would blaze when they were doing that. Dauntless and willing and happy. Will and Mary had always rejoiced in each other and in the way they fit and in the way they loved. Folks often would remark that those two needed only each other and the rest of the world could go hang. But of course anybody who said that didn’t know how important their land and children were to them. Now, give me my Mary and my wee’uns and my land, Will thought, and the rest can go hang.

His heart swelled with these feelings now, with longings that came from way back and went far ahead, as if spanning mountains. This was like the feeling of prayer to Will Ingles, to think of what he had and what might yet be. And in the heart of this feeling there was always Mary’s face, those straightforward eyes, that golden down on her jaw, finer than peach fur, that stealthy smile that came at the oddest times and made three tiny dimples under each corner of her mouth. I wonder if most men pass as much time as I do with their heads full of their wives, he thought.

But again he remembered her anxious face this morning. She has a way of knowing things are going to happen, he admitted. When she had an instinct, he couldn’t ignore it, even if he might try to laugh it off or say something to set her womanly qualms at ease. She just knows, somehow, like animals before storms.

“Johnny,” he said suddenly, “y’ might hop back to work or y’ might nap, but I’ve got it in me t’ walk up there an’ look in on Mary. I jus’ can’t seem t’ shrug it.”

“So be it. As y’ will, y’will, Will.” Johnny chuckled. He liked to say that. Ol’ Will. Always fussing over Mary as if she were frail and helpless. Still, better your sister’s married to a man who cares too much than one who cares too little.

A copse of timber, marking the head of a wooded gully, jutted into the grainfield between the settlement and the elm where Will Ingles now left his brother-in-law resting, and the tops of its trees hid their view of the distant cabins. Will waded through the sunny fields toward the end of that timber, to go around it and then up. His leggings whisked in the high grain, and butterflies tumbled away before him. At the edge of the wood he saw a flash of brown: a deer plunging down into the gully.

I’m doubtless a fool, he thought, wasting an hour of good working light just to settle some head-spook Mary gave me.

But when he cleared the end of the woods, he saw smoke rising from among the house roofs, half a mile away. His heartbeat quickened, and he broke into a run up the long meadow, raced through a field of green corn and jumped over a rail fence.

By the time Will reached Casper Barrier’s cabin and saw it burning, he was sure that Draper’s Meadows had been attacked by Indians, though he had not seen any of them yet. He dropped to a crouch and moved with stealth, his pulse pounding in his ears. He crept to a corner of the cabin, hearing the busy crackle of flames inside, and peered around. Now he could see the knot of Indians, milling about in the yard up near his own cabin. There seemed at first glance to be perhaps twenty warriors, Shawnees, judging by their paint and ornamentation, some of them handling the settlement’s horses, other carrying household items out of the cabins and sorting and examining them. They were in high spirits. Will craned and leaned forward, his nape bristling with anger and the chill of fear as he searched the clearing for a sign of Mary or the children. Then some Indians moved aside and he saw them, the abject little cluster of captives sitting, bound, among pots and kettles and blankets and other booty.

There was Mary; she seemed not to be hurt. She was kneeling on the ground, facing Georgie and Tommy, who sat on the ground near her. Even from this distance, Will could see that the boys’ faces were pallid with fear. There too was Bettie Draper, her head hung far forward. Henry Lenard stood nearby, bound, an armed Indian holding him secure by a neck noose. Will looked for his mother-in-law and for Colonel Patton and Casper Barrier and Bill Preston and Jim Cull, all the other people who had been present at the settlement that morning, but could not see them. Either they had escaped or were lying dead somewhere, he guessed. He edged forward to the door of Casper’s cabin to look in. The most pressing desire in his hammering heart was to get his hands on a gun. Then he could try to imagine what to do next, though there seemed nothing he could do against so large a body of savages. But with a gun he would be a little less helpless …

Two braves emerging just then from the smoky interior of Casper’s house, their arms full of blankets and clothing and utensils, almost stepped on Will. Their eyes bugged and they dropped their loot and yelled. Will turned and bolted back the way he had come.

His feet thudded in the grass. He leaped the rail fence and plunged through the cornfield. He could hear both braves behind him, yipping, their bodies swishing through the corn-leaves as they came after him. He was sprinting with all his power, but they were swift and he was not getting away from them. Bursting out of the corn and pounding down across the meadow, he glanced back and saw them coming, each with a drawn tomahawk.

He realized that he had started running directly toward the place where he had left Johnny Draper, as if Johnny might help him. But Johnny was unarmed, too. Mustn’t lead them onto him, Will thought. He veered to his left, heading toward the wooded gully where he had seen the deer vanish minutes before. If I can get in there … maybe lose them, he thought. Or at least find a stick to … fight ’em with …

His legs were burning with exhaustion. His breath wheezed. But the Indians’ yells were coming from a little farther back now; he had gained ground here in the open.

He plunged into the moist green shadow at the edge of the wood, down the gully. Leafy limbs lashed at his face and shoulders as he plunged headlong through them like a bullet. He could hear the rustling progress of the Indians in the woods behind him. They seemed to be gaining again.

A huge fallen ash lay on the gully slope across his path. Its great root system jutted up from the hole in the forest floor where it had been anchored. Will had too much momentum to veer around it; instead he leaped to clear the trunk. He did not leap high enough. His foot struck the top of the log and he somersaulted through space. He landed with a grunting thump on his shoulders in a shower of last year’s dead leaves. Before he could regain his footing, the two warriors sped by, around the upturned tree roots and down the gully, disappearing into the underbrush below. They had not seen him!

Will scrambled to his feet and struck off at a right angle from the path of the chase. They would discover soon that he was no longer ahead of them, and they would double back. He would have all he could handle to shake them. Later then he could find Johnny Draper. Then the two of them would …

Would what? They were unarmed. They were helpless to follow and rescue Mary and Bettie and the children from so large a war party. And it would be at least a two-day trip back over the Blue Ridge to raise an armed company to go in pursuit—even if anyone would come …

God, O God Eternal, big Will Ingles thought as he trotted through the woods, feeling more hopeless and helpless with each step. God tell me what to do! In his mind he saw Mary’s comely face and the faces of his boys and the old gray head of Elenor Draper. He knew it was likely that they all would be murdered before this day was out. His entire family! And not a drop of his blood would then pump through any other living heart!

Something kept telling him he should have plunged in among the Indians and fought and died with his family.

He plodded on through the woods, his soul crushed, and soon every step he took jarred a sob of guilt and misery out of him.

The warriors led their train of stolen horses out of the sunlight of the meadows down into the profound humid green shade of the forest and into a creek bed. They went westward in the ankle-deep water, which washed away their trail at once.

In bundles on the back of one horse were the bodies of the two braves Colonel Patton had killed with his broadsword. On the horse behind that one, Mary Ingles rode, holding her son Georgie before her. She rode unblinking, in a state of shock, her head wobbling on a limp neck with the horse’s movements. She had hardly heeded the Shawnee chieftain when he had said, in English:

“Mo-ther will ride.”

And they had put her on the horse, and had handed her little boy up to her.

Bettie Draper, in a trance of grief, rode astride the next horse, with Tommy behind her. He sat with his arms around her waist and the side of his face pressed against her back, his eyes glazed. Bettie’s broken right arm hung bloody and untreated at her side.

The other horses were laden with everything the Indians had seen fit to carry away from the burning settlement: tools, clothing, pots and kettles, blankets, guns and ammunition. From the Ingleses’ house they had brought virtually every movable thing except the grandfather clock; they had shied away from its mysterious ticking noise and left it standing by the wall.

Still secured by wrist-thongs and the noose around his neck, Henry Lenard splashed afoot down the stream. The other end of his noose was tied to the baggage on a horse’s back. If he lagged, he would be jerked forward and fall, to be dragged almost under the horse’s hooves. Thus he concentrated on his pace and footing and did not try to speak with Mary Ingles or Bettie Draper. Nor did he try to look back and see whether their husbands were following. He simply behaved very well, knowing that his life depended on it.

The creek curved around the base of a mountain. After progressing about half a mile, the party emerged into the sunlight in a cleared patch of bottomland. Through the numbness of her soul, Mary Ingles was vaguely aware that this was the little homestead of old Phillip Barger. This brook they had followed, she knew, led to Sinking Creek, whereon Mr. and Mrs. Lybrook lived farther down. And their house was the last they would encounter. At the end of Sinking Creek they would come to the New River, upon which, she knew, no white man lived. Adam Harmon and his sons had a hunting shack and a cornpatch there, but seldom stayed there. There was too much Indian traffic on the New River.

The Shawnees stopped the horses a few yards from Mr. Barger’s cabin, which was little more than a hut. The tall chieftain spoke to two warriors, who vanished into the corn toward the cabin with their muskets at the ready.

Mary suddenly was aware that they were going to attack the old man.

“Mister Barger!” she cried at the top of her voice. “Indians!” In …” her voice was choked off by a strong brown hand at her throat. And as she tried to take in breath through that powerful grip, she saw the snowy-haired old man emerge into the sunlight at his cabin door, blinking, looking around. He did not see the two Indians until they materialized on both sides of him and pinioned his arms.

Then the chieftain called something to them. He drew Colonel Patton’s broadsword from its scabbard, which was lashed to the side of one of the packhorses, and strode through the corn. He stopped in front of the old man and said something to the two braves, who then twisted the old man’s arms up behind him and forced him into a kneeling position, bent so far forward that his silvery forelock almost swept the ground. Holding the broadsword in both hands, the tall Shawnee laid the blade on the back of Philip Barger’s neck for an instant, then raised it.

Mary Ingles shut her eyes and put her hand over Georgie’s face to shield his eyes.

Even at this distance, she heard it, the swish of the great blade, then the murmur of the Indians’ voices.

When the chieftain came grinning back to the pack train, he held the bloody sword in one hand. From his other hand hung a cloth bag, stained red, something heavy and round in it. Mary tried not to look at it as the party proceeded down sinking Creek toward the Lybrook house. The warriors were in a cheerful mood now, laughing and chatting, as if the beheading of Philip Barger had fulfilled some last requirement of their bloody mission. Revenge, perhaps, for what another old white man had done to two of their brothers with that same big Scottish sword.

Colonel Patton’s nephew, Captain Bill Preston, was at that moment leaving the Lybrook cabin with Philip Lybrook. They had shouldered the tools they would need to help with the harvest up at Draper’s Meadows, said good-bye to Mrs. Lybrook and her small son John and started up Sinking Creek.

“Now I’d reckon,” said Mr Lybrook, “we’d save us a half hour if we jus’ cut across th’ mountain here. They’s a good path ’crost t’ the Drapers’. If’n y’ don’t mind a wee climb.”

“Lead on, Mr. Lybrook.”

They left the creek bottom and turned into the forest and began a diagonal ascent up the steep mountainside along a well-worn deer path. Sunlight penetrated the oak and maple foliage and dappled the fern-covered slope, the mossy stone outcroppings. The climb quickened their breathing and they talked little.

“And how fares your uncle?” Philip Lybrook said after a while as they labored toward the crest of the ridge.

“As always,” said Preston. “In the best of health and still working like a yoke of oxen.”

“Good. And pray what says ’ee to th’ Indian War?”

“That we hearabouts sh’ll likely never get even a whiff of it … Whoa, now!” They had reached the stony spine of the ridge. Preston pointed toward Draper’s Meadows. “Look ’ee yonder. They’s somethin’ big a-burnin’ there.”

“Aye!” Philip Lybrook began trotting heavily down the mountain path. “Folly me lively. Might be we can help ’em put it out yet!”

Mrs. Lybrook stepped to her cabin door at the sound of hooves grating on the creekbed gravel. Her son Johnny came running up through the garden looking back fearfully. He grabbed her wrist and dodged behind her skirts to peer out at the Indians and horses that had just halted in the creek.

“God help us,” murmured Mrs. Lybrook. She had caught a glimpse of blue and gray cloth and white faces among the Indian party, and she squinted hard. “They’ve got Bettie and Mary. Oh, God help us!”

Three of the Indians had detached themselves from the group and were coming toward the house. They were smiling and talking cheerfully and seemed not to be armed; but for the sight of their captives, Mrs. Lybrook might have presumed they were friendly.

The tall, lithe warrior leading the trio raised his hand in greeting as he came. His smile was handsome and pleasant despite the parallel streaks of ochre paint across his nose and cheekbones; his teeth were white in his russet face. Mrs. Lybrook stood frozen with fear and doubt, afraid that she would provoke them if she ducked inside for Philip’s gun. And Philip, she thought, dread building inside her: What have they done to my Philip? He and Captain Preston surely would’ve met these savages up along Sinking Creek, aye, but minutes ago.

The chieftain emerged from the garden now and stopped a pace in front of Mrs. Lybrook. He raised a cloth bag darkened with blood and held it up to her. Johnny was quaking so hard he was shaking her.

“Man here you know,” said the Indian, glancing at the laden bag and then back at her eyes. He thrust it closer to her. He wanted her to take it.

Mrs. Lybrook was growing dizzy. All her blood seemed to be draining to her feet; she felt certain at once that the bag contained some grisly remnant of her husband.

Finally the Indian grabbed her arm and thrust the neck of the bag into her hand.

She stood there holding it, holding its awful swinging weight, while the warrior said something to his braves. They shoved past Mrs. Lybrook and her son into the cabin and then came out carrying Mr. Lybrook’s musket and a bag of barley, four big turnips and half a haunch of cooked venison—all the ready food that had been in the house. They spoke to their chieftain and went back toward the horses. Then he raised his hand again, still smiling that mocking smile, and turned away to go after them.

Mrs. Lybrook stood, she knew not how long, holding the bloody bag in her shaking hand, until its weight made her arm ache and she had to do something about it. She clenched her jaw, shut her eyes and prayed a moment for strength, and ordered Johnny to go into the house and wait. She took one last look after the party of Indians and captives, seeing a glimpse of Bettie Draper’s white face turned back toward her just before they vanished into the leafy shadows. Then she opened the bag and peered down into it with God’s name on her lips. She gasped and flung the bag away and sank to her knees in a turmoil of gratitude and horror as the bloody package thumped to the ground and rolled flopping to the garden’s edge.

It was not her husband, thank the Lord.

But she knew that her soul was marked forever by the vision of old Philip Barger’s bulging dead eyes staring up at her from among strands of bloodied white hair in the bottom of a stained linen bag.
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