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For my granny Lena Blanton.
 I miss you more than words can say.
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Kentucke, Indian Territory, 1777 

In the fading lavender twilight, at the edge of a clearing, stood half a dozen Shawnee warriors. They looked to the small log cabin nestled in the bosom of the greening ridge, as earthy and unassuming as the ground it sat upon. If not for the cabin’s breathtaking view of the river and rolling hills, arguably the finest in the territory, most passersby would easily dismiss such a place, provided they found it at all. The Indians regarded it with studied intent, taking in the sagging front porch, the willow baskets and butter churn to one side, and the vacant rocking chair still astir from the hurry of a moment before. Six brown bodies gleamed with bear grease, each perfectly still, their only movement that of sharp, dark eyes.

Inside the cabin, Ezekial Click handed a rifle to his son, Ransom, before opening the door and stepping onto the porch. His wife, Sara, took up a second gun just inside. A sudden breath of wind sent the spent blossoms of a lone dogwood tree scurrying across the clearing. From the porch, Click began speaking in the Shawnee tongue. Slowly. Respectfully. A smattering of Shawnee followed—forceful yet oddly, even hauntingly, melodic.

Sara and Ransom darted a glance out the door, troubled by every word, yet the unintelligible banter continued. At last, silence came. And then, in plain English, one brave shouted, “Click, show us your pretty daughter!”

Within the cabin, all eyes fastened on the girl hovering on the loft steps. At thirteen, Lael Click was just a slip of a thing, but her oval face showed a woman’s composure. Her pale green eyes fastened on her father’s back just beyond the yawning door frame.

She put one cautious foot to the floor, then tread the worn pine boards until she stood in her father’s shadow. She dared not look at her mother. Without further prompting she stepped forward into a dying shaft of sunlight. A sudden breeze caught the hem of her thin indigo shift and it ballooned, exposing two bare brown feet.

The same brave shouted, “Let down your hair!”

She hesitated, hearing her mother’s sharp intake of breath. With trembling hands she reached for the horn combs that held back the weight of fair hair. Her mane tumbled nearly to her feet, as tangled and luxuriant as wild honeysuckle vine.

Woven in with the evening shadows was a chorus of tree frogs and katydids and the scent of soil and spring, but Lael noticed none of these things. Beside her, her father stood stoically and she fought to do the same, remembering his oft-repeated words of warning: Never give way to fear in an Indian’s sight.

Softly she expelled a ragged breath, watching as each warrior turned away. Only the tallest tarried, his eyes lingering on her as she swept up her hair with unsteady hands and subdued it with the combs.

At last they were gone, slipping away into the wall of woods. Invisible but ever present. Silent. Perhaps deadly.
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Evening was a somber affair, as if the Shawnee themselves had stayed for supper. To Lael, the cold cornbread and buttermilk that filled their wooden bowls seemed as tasteless as the cabin’s chinking. Somehow she managed a sip of cider and a half-hearted bite now and then. Across from her, her mother managed neither. Only her younger brother Ransom ate, taking his portion and her own, as if oblivious to all the trouble.

Looking up, she saw a hint of a smile on her father’s face. Was he trying to put her at ease? Not possible. He sat facing the cabin door, his loaded rifle lounging against the table like an uninvited guest. Despite his defensive stance, he seemed not at all anxious like her ma but so calm she could almost believe the Indians had simply paid them a social call and they could go on about their business as if nothing had happened.

He took out his hunting knife, sliced a second sliver of cornbread, then stood. Lael watched his long shadow fall across the table and caught his quick wink as he turned away. Swallowing a smile, she concentrated on the cabin’s rafters and the ropes strung like spider webs above their heads. The sight of her favorite coverlet brought some comfort, its pattern made bright with dogwood blossoms and running vines. Here and there hung linsey dresses, a pair of winter boots, some woolen leggins, strings of dried apples and leather-britches beans, bunches of tobacco, and other sundry articles. Opposite was the loft where she and Ransom slept.

The cabin door creaked then closed as Pa disappeared onto the porch, leaving her to gather up the dirty dishes while her mother made mountain tea. Lael watched her add sassafras roots to the kettle, her bony hands shaking.

“Ma, I don’t care for any tea tonight,” she said.

“Very well. Cover the coals, then.”

Lael took a small shovel and buried the red embers with a small mountain of ash to better start a fire come morning. When she turned around, her ma had disappeared behind the tattered quilt that divided the main cabin from their corner bedroom. Ransom soon followed suit, climbing the loft ladder to play quietly with a small army of wooden soldiers garrisoned under the trundle bed.

Left alone, she couldn’t stay still, so taut in mind and body she felt she might snap. Soon every last dish and remaining crumb were cleaned up and put away. With Ma looking as though she might fall to pieces, Lael’s resolve to stay grounded only strengthened. Yet she found herself doing foolish things like snuffing out the candles before their time and pouring the dirty dishwater through a crack in the floor rather than risk setting foot outside.

The clock on the mantle sounded overloud in the strained silence, reminding her the day was done. Soon she’d have to settle in for the night. But where was Pa? She took in the open door, dangerously ajar, and the fireflies dancing in the mounting gloom. She sighed, pushed back a wisp of hair, and took a timid step toward the porch.

How far could an Indian arrow fly?

Peering around the door frame she found Pa sitting in the same place she’d found him years ago that raw November morning after his escape from the Shawnee. They had long thought him dead, and indeed all remnants of his life as a white man seemed to have been stamped out of him. His caped hunting shirt was smeared with bear grease, his deerskin leggins soiled beyond redemption. Except for an eagle-feathered scalp lock, his head was plucked completely clean of the hair that had been as fair as her own. Savage as he was, she’d hardly recognized him. Only his eyes reminded her of the man she once knew, their depths a wild, unsurrendered blue.

Tonight he was watching the woods, his gun across his knees, and his demeanor told her he shouldn’t be disturbed. Without a word she turned and climbed to the loft where she found Ransom asleep. There, in the lonesome light of a tallow candle, she shook her hair free of the horn combs a second time.

The shears she’d kept hidden since the Shawnee departed seemed cold and heavy in her hand, but her unbound hair was warm and soft as melted butter. She brought the two together, then hesitated. Looking down, she imagined the strands lying like discarded ribbon at her feet.

A sudden noise below made her jerk the scissors out of sight. Pa had come in to collect his pipe. Her sudden movement seemed to catch his eye.

“You’d best be abed, Daughter,” he called over his shoulder, his tone a trifle scolding.

She sank down on the corn-husk tick, losing the last of her resolve, and tucked the scissors away. If she changed her mind come morning, they’d be near. Catlike, she climbed over the slumbering body in the trundle bed beneath her, surprised that a seven-year-old boy could snore so loud.

The night was black as the inside of an iron skillet and nearly as hot. She lay atop the rustling tick, eyes open, craving sleep. The night sounds outside the loft window were reassuringly familiar, as was her brother’s rhythmic breathing. All was the same as it had ever been but different. The coming of the Indians had changed everything.

In just a few moments’ time the Shawnee had thrown open the door to Pa’s past, and now there would be no shutting it.

She, for one, didn’t like looking back.
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Lael leaned over her mother’s shoulder, thinking how small and dark she was, her hair black as a crow’s wing yet tipped white at the temples. Standing behind her so fair and tall, they hardly seemed related. Lael supposed she was her father’s daughter from head to foot. Sometimes it seemed she’d received nothing from her ma except the privilege of being born.

Lately Lael wondered if she might better understand her ma if she tried to be more like her. As it was, she couldn’t quite grasp her mother’s longing for a civilized life and her hatred of all things savage, nor her stubborn refusal to stoop to settlement speech, never uttering so much as an aye or a nay. Around her Lael took care to never utter so much as an ain’t.

She watched as Ma fumbled with a bolt of cloth, nearly sending it off the table. Lael caught the fabric with a steady hand, struck by sudden sympathy. Her ma hadn’t stopped shaking since the Shawnee appeared. Had it been only yesterday? Since then she’d waited for Pa to announce he was moving them to the fort like he’d done in the past when Indian sign was prevalent. Keeping them at home, especially in light of her mother’s nerves, seemed tantamount to sitting on a keg of gunpowder. But Pa was not given to flinching at shadows, even if his wife was.

“I never thought to see such fine fabric on the frontier,” Lael finally said, helping to smooth out the soft folds.

Just last winter they’d paid for the costly silk with three bundles of feathers and a bearskin. A pack wagon had come to the fort just before Christmas with a wealth of eastern cloth, and they’d liked this best. In the candlelight the green fabric looked like a polished apple. An extravagance of milk white ribbon lay alongside it, garnered with a bushel of salt.

“Time you had a new dress, and some petticoats beside,” Ma said. “Susanna weds the first of June. We’ve nary a week to finish this gown if you’re to stand up with her.”

So soon, Lael thought, but given the trouble, would they go to the wedding? She felt like holding her breath in anticipation. Settlement frolics were few and far between, and she so loved to dance. She’d been pleased but not surprised when Susanna had picked her as a bridesmaid. Ever since settlement school they’d been fast friends, unsullied by the trouble swirling around them. Although Pa disliked the quarrelsome Hayes clan, he had a soft spot for Susanna. He wouldn’t attend the wedding himself but said she could. Now she prayed he’d not change his mind.

“I’ll help sew,” Lael offered, though she hated to. Handwork had always eluded her. She was ashamed to admit her uneven stitches were pronounced “crooked as a dog’s hind leg” by every seamstress in the settlement.

“I’ll manage,” Ma said with a sigh, straightening to look her over. “But I do wish you’d stop growing. You’re a whole head taller than me already. And look at those feet! Why, they’re as big as your pa’s!”

Lael said nothing to this. There was simply no pleasing her mother. She nearly winced as Ma passed to the back of her and clucked her tongue ominously. With a start, Lael touched her heavy braid and remembered the scissors.

“You’ll not take a hand to her hair, Sara Jane.” From the shadows her father forbade any further talk. He sat by the rock hearth in a ladder-back chair, his rifle against one knee, a small worn copy of Gulliver’s Travels in his hands. He’d read it countless times, both aloud and silently, and could quote long passages by heart. Somehow it had survived his Indian captivity, returning as intact as he himself.

As Lael studied him he looked up at her, the light of affection in his eyes. Once again she found herself wishing she could sift his secret thoughts. It was too quiet in the cabin. Every ear seemed tuned to trouble. She glanced toward a half-shuttered window, her thoughts in a worried tangle. Surely the Shawnee wouldn’t come a second twilight eve.

Ma rose from the table in search of something, while Ransom lounged near the barred door with Nip and Tuck. The old hounds weren’t often allowed inside. Their presence was another reminder of how everything had changed. Nip was asleep, but Tuck’s heavy head was raised as if listening. Lael felt unease steal over her at his intensity. Animals always sensed trouble first, whether it was hens refusing to lay or cows balking at being led to pasture.

“I never misplace my scissors,” Ma was saying, rummaging through her sewing chest in a corner of the cabin. Her strident tone cut through Lael’s reverie and sent her scurrying up the loft ladder where she groped about in the darkness beneath the trundle bed. The cool metal was a potent reminder of what she’d almost done, and she breathed a silent prayer to the Almighty who’d spared her so foolish an act.

How could she possibly have lopped off her hair then stood before the whole settlement, shorn like a sheep? But it wasn’t the settlement she cared about, truly. Only one man mattered, and merely thinking about him sent her down the ladder with a pink sheen to her cheeks.

Furtively she placed the scissors next to the fine fabric, saying nothing but feeling her father’s eyes still on her. Tonight his close attention was especially unnerving. Since yesterday he seemed to regard her in a new way—fiercely, even a bit desperately—as if she might disappear and he wanted to be sure he remembered every nuance of her form and face.

Despite the heat of the closed cabin, she shivered. Her father was a man of deep feeling and few words, and tonight his eyes told her a host of things she’d rather not know. She sat down on the bench beside the trestle table, hardly hearing her ma’s exclamations of pleasure at the reappearance of the shears.

A hard knot of alarm formed in Lael’s throat as she toyed with the frayed hem of her cambric apron. If only Pa would explain some things, help her make sense of the Shawnee’s sudden appearance. Her nerves were rubbed raw when it came to the tallest warrior, the one who’d called her out of the cabin. He had so startled her by speaking English that her eyes had lingered on him a bit too long, and now her memory refused to give him up.

But it was more than this, truly. The bewildering way Pa had spoken to him—to them all—only added to her confusion. As the strange Shawnee words spilled from his lips like music, every syllable undergirded with familiarity and affection, she’d known without the slightest doubt that these six warriors were no strangers.

“Lael, are you listening? We’ll have to make half a dozen jam cakes for the wedding supper,” Ma was saying, her hand slicing through the green fabric with the newly sharpened shears. “That calls for thirty-six eggs, so be sure you don’t drop a one.” Her warning gaze touched Ransom then took in Lael. “You’ll need a new pair of shoes if you’re to stand up before the whole settlement. I’ll not have you barefoot, or worse, in moccasins.”

Lael shifted uneasily in her seat, amazed at her mother’s sudden shift in mood. How could she possibly talk trivialities at such a tense time?

“I suppose my old slippers might fit you, though they’re liable to rub you raw with all the dancing. I’ll never forget when Will Blanton wore those too-tight boots to his own wedding years ago. One made a sore on his heel and he lost a leg.” Laying the scissors aside, Ma crossed to a large trunk and opened the heavy lid, sorting through a host of nearly forgotten things, finally holding the shoes aloft. Long and elegant with small, square heels, they were the color of butter and spoke of a different life—a civilized life—lived long ago. Their appearance seemed to unlock a storehouse of memories, and Lael saw a sudden wistfulness touch her mother’s face.

The shoes fit, but barely. Lael stood unsteadily, accustomed to being flat-footed. It was sheer work to keep from wincing. A few sets of Roger de Coverley in these and she might lose a leg too. Still, she’d manage if it would please her ma.

From the door, Ransom looked hard at her, then ran a grubby hand through hair as black as Ma’s own. “Do we have to stay for all the dancin’?”

Ma gave a slight shrug and resumed her cutting. “You’d best speak to your sister about that. I believe she’s as intent on the dancing as you are on the wedding supper.”

His eyes sparked and he looked at Lael. “Reckon you’ll get married next?”

She nearly smiled, but the sweet thought was snatched away when she looked at her mother.

Ma’s eyebrows arched. “Married? Well, I can’t imagine whom to.”

“I can,” he replied with a wide grin. “Everybody in the whole settlement knows she’s sweet on—”

“You’d best keep your tongue between your teeth, Son.” Pa’s chair, tipped back till now, came down with a decisive thud.

The rebuke settled harshly in the still cabin, and Lael watched as Ransom scampered up the loft ladder out of sight.

Looking after him, Ma’s voice wilted to a whisper. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about Simon, Lael.”

Simon. They could never speak of Simon civilly, if at all. He was a Hayes and belonged to that segment of the settlement Pa had blacklisted long ago. She was glad the dim light hid her face. Glancing toward the hearth, she found Pa had resumed his reading. Privacy in a cramped cabin was hard to come by.

The snip of the scissors seemed to underscore Ma’s words. Her bent head nearly touched Lael’s own. “I don’t mind if you dance with him a time or two, but any more than that gives rise to gossip. The way he . . .” The cutting ceased as she groped for the right words. “The way he corners you for every single set is unseemly.”

Lael took a deep breath. “It means little, Ma, truly. Simon taught me the steps when I lived with them years ago. We’ve been dancin’ together since I was Ransom’s age.”

Ma’s mouth set in a firm line. “There’s no need to remind me of all that. Best leave the past alone.”

At once Lael realized her error. “But I didn’t mean—”

Ma began folding up the cut-up cloth, signaling an end to the conversation. Just as suddenly, Pa got up and unbarred the door, Nip and Tuck in tow. Lael fought the urge to follow him, to find some solace lest she spend another sleepless night. But he seemed in no more mood for conversation than her ma.

Reluctantly, Lael climbed the loft ladder to where the shadows hid her as she shed her dress. Too weary to free her hair from its tight braid, she lay down atop the worn coverlet and let her gaze linger on the fitful form of her brother. He rolled this way and that in the trundle bed, as if trying to escape a bad dream.

Bending low, she touched his dark hair, the ends curled with sweat. Tomorrow she’d teach him to make a fan from the old newspaper she’d seen spill out of the trunk when Ma was searching for the slippers. Perhaps they could sit on the porch come morning and fan themselves for a spell since Pa was allowing them to do little else. Being confined to the stifling cabin a second day couldn’t be borne.

She’d sooner face the Shawnee.
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The next morning Lael sat imprisoned on the porch behind the screen of roses. Done with churning, she collected the ball of butter and salted it, setting it in a covered crock to carry to the springhouse. Pale yellow light framed the eastern forest, and the woods were a symphony of sound. She looked up as a joree bird called from a laurel bush. The sound was so pure it seemed to pierce her with its sweetness. She waited a few seconds before she gave the answering call, smiling as it echoed back to her. She liked daybreak best, unsullied as it was.

Every morning of her life she’d come out onto this porch to find things the way they’d been the day before. She loved the solid beauty of the barn and the skeleton of a fence that ran to the river and hemmed in the horses. The woods surrounding the cabin were ever changing with the seasons yet somehow stayed the same. Even the old door stone beneath her feet was as much a part of her as the roses that hid the lazy slant of the porch while attempting to climb into the cabin.

She could hear Ma moving about with a kind of restless energy, not yet at work with her spinning wheel. Ransom was still abed and out of mischief, but Pa had been gone long before daylight. She caught sight of him now emerging from the trees, his rifle nestled in the crook of one hard arm. He wore the garb of the woods, buckskin breeches and long linen hunting shirt, heavily fringed to wick away water. She could see him scan the clearing, weighing every nuance and shifting shadow.

He moved the quietest of any man she knew. Even his dogs had been trained to walk softly behind him, noses to the ground, nearly tripping over their cumbersome ears. Nip and Tuck had been yearlings when Pa led his first party of settlers over the Gap the Indians called Ouisita. No man had lived in Kentucke then, either Indian or white, though the Shawnee and Cherokee claimed it as a sacred hunting ground. She reckoned they still did, leaving plenty of sign in the settlement and taking what they pleased.

Pa paused briefly to look east, and she did the same, her gaze lingering on the far mountains framed with yellow light. Was he remembering his roots or missing the land from which he came? She doubted it. He rarely spoke of his Quaker heritage, though Ma talked freely of her own family, English weavers who’d come to the colonies fifty years before.

She always listened quietly as Ma shared memories of her loved ones, but to Lael they were simply names without faces, all of them. She’d never known anything but Kentucke, never been beyond the wilderness, nor wanted to. Ma’s talk of cobbled roads and church steeples and hordes of people pressed together in one place left her cold.

Pa paused at the far end of the porch to drink deeply from a gourd dipper hanging above a piggin of water, his eyes on the woods all the while. For a man not yet fifty he looked older. Hardened, careworn. His tobacco-brown face was as lined as the marks on a surveyor’s map, but his frame was as lean and well muscled as that of a far younger man.

Lael stood up slowly, the crock of butter at her feet. The half hour she’d spent churning had given her sufficient time to gather the courage to confront him. She simply had to know about the Shawnee—what they wanted and why he hadn’t moved them to the fort.

“Any fresh sign, Pa?” Her voice shook a bit and belied her skittishness.

He turned earnest eyes on her and took his time answering. “Aye. One Shawnee in particular.”

One. The tall one? Somehow she sensed it was, and looked down at her apron, a flush creeping into her face. He was studying her again in that absorbing way that made her feel he knew her every thought—or worse, that she was somehow the cause of all the worry.

“Any trouble elsewhere?” she asked.

“None that I know of,” he replied, a wry twist to his mouth. “Just hereabouts with a gabby yellow-haired gal in an indigo dress.”

Giving him a halfhearted smile, she fingered her heavy braid. “Ma keeps threatenin’ to shear me.”

He shifted his gun to his other arm and returned his attention to the woods. “Reckon she thinks she’ll save the Shawnee the trouble.”

At this she sobered, searching for a speck of teasing in his sober features. Suddenly the almost romantic notion of letting down her hair for all those dark warriors turned terrifying. “Pa, you don’t think . . .”

He lifted linen-clad shoulders in a shrug. “With the British paying bounties for settlement scalps, it might prove a formidable temptation.”

“But I thought—” She paused, pushing into uncharted territory with her next words. “I thought since you . . . knew them, lived with them . . .”

A flash of something inexplicable crossed his face, and she sensed she’d gone too far. Never had they spoken of the past or the Shawnee, and doing so now seemed to bring about a wall that shut her out. Stung, she sought for words to soothe the strained silence, but her mind emptied of anything but a simple “sorry.”

Her lips parted, but before she could utter another sound, he said, “Stay close to the cabin.”

With a warning look he was gone, leaving her alone with all her anxiety. She sat down hard in her churning chair, near tears, forgetting the crock of butter. Oh Pa, I’m sorry, truly sorry. But there are so many things I long to know. She watched him disappear into the woods leading to the river, fighting the urge to run after him. Reaching into her pocket, she removed the aged newspaper she’d meant to make into a fan for Ransom. Just this morning she’d remembered it, wedged as it was between the trunk and a wall, forgotten. Before she’d pocketed it she caught sight of three arresting words: The White Indian. Beneath this, in bold print, was her father’s name.

Now, unfolding the paper, her own hands seemed to tremble. The Virginia Gazette was widely circulated in the settlement, Kentucke being thought of as an extension of that state. Sometimes Pa left copies of it about the cabin. But never before had she seen this. Dropping her head, she read quickly, hungrily, not wanting to be discovered, vowing to return it to the trunk when she was through. The entire front page was devoted to her father with a detailed sketch that was remarkably his likeness. Was this why Ma had kept it?

The headlines presented the story of his captivity with startling simplicity. Though it had been well over six years since he’d disappeared, she knew the facts by heart. The day their world was upended, her father had been on a salt-making expedition for the settlement. This was tiresome, sweaty work, the steam of the huge kettles competing with the suffocating heat. But salt was survival, necessary for preserving meat and curing hides, and the salt-rich Licking River provided plenty.

It had been summer and twilight, her father’s favorite time of day. She knew just how the river had looked then—a beguiling blue before giving way to silvery white to match the moon. Without so much as the rustle of a bush for warning, the Indians had surrounded them. Her father had been the first to lay down his rifle. Rather than fight, he’d surrendered.

The very word seemed at odds with everything Pa was, yet that’s what he’d done. She fought the urge to ball the paper into her fist. What choice did he have when faced with ninety-three Shawnee? He’d been but one of twenty men from the settlement. Her father was no fool. She read further without wanting to, a hard knot forming in her throat.

He soon learned the Indians were planning to attack Fort Click. With most of the settlement men away making salt, the stockade was easy prey. Certain all within would be killed or captured, her father had struck a bargain. He assured the Shawnee the fort was at its strongest and the planned siege would be a costly mistake. If the Indians would take him and his men prisoner instead, and assure them fair treatment, they could be ransomed to the British in the north for bounty.

She stopped suddenly, the words a blur of black ink. All she remembered of her father’s absence was the hollowness of hunger and a loneliness she couldn’t name. The fort’s corn crop soon ran out and there were too few men to supply meat for all the women and children within. Babies died. An old man shot himself in the blockhouse. With the first snow came much sickness. And while they suffered, her father turned Shawnee.

Unable to read further, she folded the paper and tucked it away, but the memory seemed to dog her as she did her chores. On her hands and knees, scrubbing the puncheon floor with sand and a bristle bush, she tried to forget about the past. At the same time, she made sure the paper was safe in her pocket. When she was alone again she’d read the rest.

Toward noon, Nip and Tuck’s barking brought her back onto the porch. Tied up in the side yard, they were a welcome alarm and she relaxed at their halfhearted warning. In moments a familiar figure crossed the clearing on a big bay horse, copper hair bright as a candle flame. Lael flew off the steps, skirted the dogwood tree, and felt the cool breath of the stone springhouse as she passed.

She could hear her mother’s frantic calling, but she kept on, scattering chickens and kicking up dust devils as she ran. Seeing Susanna turned Lael’s thoughts at once to Simon. Same astonishing hair. Eyes like chicory coffee. The familiar mouth and noble nose. But whereas Susanna was small, her brother was easily the tallest man in the settlement.

As Susanna slipped to the ground, Lael hugged her wordlessly. Susanna studied her with a half smile, smoothing her wrinkled linsey skirts. “It’s been too long, Lael Click. How you keepin’?” 

“Right smart,” she said, her smile snatched away by the sight of Susanna’s father emerging from the woods behind them on a matching bay.

Lael studied him, a bit breathless. Since when did Harrison Hayes set foot on Click land? The hard lines of his face were like limestone, and not a nod of acknowledgment did he give her, though she stood directly in his path. Spotting her pa along a rail fence in the pasture, he made straight for him, leaving the two girls alone.

Susanna took the opportunity to pass Lael a piece of paper, folded tight. “From Simon,” she whispered.

Startled, Lael slipped it in her pocket, tamping down the urge to open it in plain sight.

“Pa’s here to settle a land dispute, if you’re wonderin’, ” Susanna told her. “I asked to come along—begged, nearly. I’ve been afraid you’ll not come to the weddin’. ”

“Ma’s already at work on my dress,” Lael reassured her, turning to watch the two men.

“I’m glad to hear it,” Susanna said, standing beside her. “Isn’t it a wonder? I don’t think they’ve spoken since the courtmartial. But Pa’s desperate to settle this tetchy business with the Canes.”

Lael nearly smiled at the irony. The Canes and Hayes, clearly the most contentious clans in the settlement, had brought about the court-martial against her father years before. Now Harrison Hayes had come begging. With Pa appointed as magistrate, what choice did he have? His only recourse was to ride clear to Virginia and seek counsel. Watching, she felt a tad uneasy . . . yet jubilant.

Lael turned back to Susanna. “Only a few more days and you’ll be wed. You look wonderful—like a bride should.”

“I’ll be glad to get the deed done and move on over to Cozy Creek. Will’s finally finished the cabin. He’s not built the barn yet, but your pa said he’d help.”

“We’ll be glad to get you as neighbors,” Lael told her. “Pa’s always had a fondness for Will.”

Will, but not Simon. If only he thought so well of Susanna’s brother. The court-martial had taken care of that, though it had been father, not son, who’d started it. A tiny flicker of hope rose in her heart. Perhaps now, with Hayes here, matters would mend.

Susanna untied her bonnet and began to fan herself. “I’ll be glad to get shed of the fort, though Ma’s sad to be losin’ both of us at once. I guess you heard Simon left home in the spring. He has four hundred acres of his own now, surveyed by your pa and registered with the Transylvania Land Company.”

Lael looked at her and the quiet fell between them like a curtain.

“You didn’t hear, did you?” Susanna surmised. “Well, it’s true. Simon’s got a fine piece of property near your Uncle Neddy.”

Lael’s surprise deepened. She’d not seen Simon for months, or Neddy for years.

“I know there’s still bad blood between your pa and his brother,” Susanna said softly. “But Simon’s got a good neighbor in Neddy.” She paused as if weighing each word, her eyes on Lael’s. “Neddy asked Simon about you—said he’d like to see you.”

Lael felt her color rise. “Seems like he’d rather see Ransom than me.”

“A man ought to be able to see his own son.” Susanna’s voice was soft but filled with conviction, mirroring Lael’s own deep feelings, though she didn’t say so.

“Ransom doesn’t know about Neddy,” Lael told her. Not yet. But everyone else in the settlement knew who sired Sara Click’s son.

Susanna touched her arm. “I know you don’t like to talk about the past, so we’ll just talk about the future.” Her tone turned a trifle teasing, the light in her eyes inviting. “I’ve been thinkin’— since Simon’s standin’ up with Will at the weddin’, and you with me, why not make it a double match? You’re nearly fourteen.”

Fourteen to Simon’s twenty. Lael put her hand in her pocket absently, feeling for the note. Ma had been fifteen when she married Pa. And thirty-two when she ran off with Neddy. That memory wouldn’t budge, no matter what. She could still recall the precise shade of her mother’s dress the night she disappeared. An unforgiveable forget-me-not blue. Only six, Lael had been left at the fort and the Hayes clan had taken her in. Like a stray cat, some said.

“I’d rather have you for a sister-in-law than anyone in the settlement,” Susanna went on with a winsome smile, filling the silence.

“Seems like Simon should be the one askin’ me, not you,” Lael chided softly.

“Maybe he is,” she replied, pointing to Lael’s pocket. With a smug smile she turned and climbed back up on her horse, the copper coil of her braid touching the bay’s broad back.

Lael looked over her shoulder and found the two men still deep in conversation. Standing so far from the cabin left her feeling slightly skittish, though she knew Pa’s surveillance never ceased. She dried her damp face with the hem of her apron, looking askance at the noon sun.

As if sensing her mood, Susanna glanced toward the woods. “What’s this I hear about the Shawnee comin’ to your cabin?”

Lael turned back to her, wondering just how much she knew. “I don’t think they meant any harm. I wouldn’t be here if they did.” Even as she said it the remembrance brought heat to her face.

“You’d best be careful,” Susanna cautioned. “I’ve heard what happens once they get hold of us womenfolk.”

Lael wrapped her arms around herself, amazed that she could shiver and sweat all at once. “What do you mean?”

“Well,” Susanna said, voice low. “Old Jemima Talbot was taken by the Cherokee as a girl in North Carolina. On the trail to the Indian towns . . . she had to pick their hair for nits.”

Lael waited for more, then smiled with relief. “Is that all?”

“Is that all? No, that ain’t all. Then they picked hers.”

Lael laughed and touched her own clean braid. “Jemima’s lucky she kept her scalp. I aim to do the same. And I promise to be right beside you come the sixth of June.”

With a cursory glance at the woods Susanna chuckled and waited for her father to join her. As they rode away she looked back once, mouthing the words Lael had been hearing all her life. Take care, Lael Click, or the yellow jackets’ll sting you.

The old settlement saying squared sourly with the near breathless elation she felt when her fingers touched her pocket. The Shawnee might sting, but they couldn’t steal her joy. Her hands almost seemed to dance as she held open the note. There, upon the scrap of paper, as big and bold as Simon Hayes himself, was a heavy scrawl that seemed more command than invitation.

Lael Catherine Click, save every dance for me. Simon Henry Hayes.
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The next morning Lael felt an unusual lightness in spirit. Thoughts of the frolic to come, of fiddling and feasting and dancing, filled her with gladness. Even her chores seemed less like work and more a means of drawing her closer to the coveted event. Pa had eased his tether a bit, letting her go to the barn and springhouse but no farther. With Simon’s note in her pocket she felt she’d turned a new page and taken a step toward the future.

With a wary glance at the woods she entered the barn, thankful for the stillness of the bright May morning. Settled beside the docile Tillie, she filled her bucket and squirted a stream of milk at a passing barn cat before rising from her stool and journeying to the springhouse. The heavy door creaked and the shadows within smelled of dirt and dampness and pickled beans. Wrinkling her nose, she lifted her heavy bucket and poured the warm milk into a cold crock, then toted a piggin of old cream to the cabin.

She paused for a moment to admire the roses wending their way along the porch rail. The buds were open and a warm wind spread their scent hither and yon. All was still save the rooster crowing around the side of the barn. ’Twas early still, though Pa had gone hunting hours ago. She considered his leaving a good sign, as he’d kept so close to the cabin lately.

Her bare feet tread the worn porch planks when she noticed her churning chair was slightly askew. The strangeness of it slowed her. On edge again, she set the bucket down hard and hesitated.

At the far end of the porch, coiled like a copperhead, lay a necklace.

Her gaze ricocheted to the woods, then back. She heard Ma moving about the cabin, busy at the hearth most likely, judging from the sizzle and snap of a frying pan. A dozen different emotions sliced through her, but fear cut the deepest.

She bent and grabbed the necklace, gathering the beads into her balled fist. Oddly, they were warm and she longed to look at them.

“Lael, aren’t you done yet?” Ma called.

Done? She swallowed, feeling a bit ill. Why, she’d hardly begun. She sank into the chair, heart hammering. How in heaven could she sit and churn when the gift giver likely watched her from the woods?

She cast a glance at the dirt yard. Pa could ferret out a moccasin print at fifty paces. She saw none, nor wanted to. Just then Ma appeared, wiping her hands on her apron. Lael tried hard to smile but still looked stricken. Her hand closed tight around the beads as if squeezing harder would make them disappear.

Ma stopped just shy of the door, dark eyes intense. “Lael, are you ailing?”

“Just a mite woozy, is all,” she managed. Truly, she didn’t lie. 

“I reckon I’ve been workin’ you overmuch. A body’s liable to melt in this heat.” Ma took the lid off the churn and emptied the cream in.

The smell of it nearly curdled Lael’s stomach. Desperate, she grabbed the dasher with her empty hand. “I’ll be fine, Ma, really I will.”

Now that was a lie.
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That afternoon, Lael dampened the rows with a gourd dipper, the tension inside her ratcheting up alongside the rising heat. The garden, framed by a paling fence, was within a stone’s throw of the cabin. There Lael never left her mother’s watchful eye.

Had it been only this morning that she’d found the Indian beads? Since then time seemed to have ceased and flown, causing dread to tick inside her like a clock, drawing her ever nearer to some unspoken calamity. Despite Pa’s presence, she felt nearly frozen with fear. Through the screen of roses she could see the glint of his gun barrel as he sat on the porch.

His voice was deep and untroubled as he spoke of mustering the settlement militia at Fort Click. Several settlement scouts had brought word that the Shawnee leader, Blackfish, was ailing and there was to be a new chief. In the meantime bands of young braves were coming across the Ohio, making mischief, and reports of horse stealing abounded. Some of the more contentious settlers were threatening to take matters into their own hands and shoot at whatever provoked them. But this was hardly the time for a wilderness war, not with all the trouble between the Redcoats and colonists in the east.

Leaning on her hoe, Lael stood, sweat trickling down her face and neck. Through the trees the river beckoned with a blue finger, making her feel feverish with longing to jump in, dress and all. The memory of how she once did with near abandon seemed to cut her. Now the Shawnee were out there, somewhere. Waiting. Watching. Biding their time till they caught her unawares at the river. Or calling the cow home from the woods. Or digging herbs in some lonesome hollow.

Had she become something of a prize to them, being Ezekial Click’s only daughter?

Her fingers went to her pocket, now nearly bulging with newsprint, Simon’s note, and the blue beads. Like a string of speckled robin’s eggs, their glassy brilliance took her breath. She’d seen the beads the traders used in their dealings with the tribes. Pa kept a glass bottle of them under the bed, a veritable rainbow of bewitching colors blended with silver ornaments and tinkling brass cones. Some had clear cores the Indians called white eyes. But never before had she seen beads of such a startling blue.

Packed away in her pocket, she longed to look at them but knew she mustn’t. They would stay a secret to her dying day. What a ruckus she’d raise if she pulled them out to parade them! Her forehead furrowed as she thought of where she might hide them lest they spill out of her pocket and expose her. Perhaps in the woods, if she could get to them.

The Click cabin was beginning to feel overfull of secrets. Her mother’s. Pa’s from his Shawnee past. Even Ransom’s, though he didn’t know he had any.

And now her own.
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Sometime in the night Ma had finished the apple-green dress. Lael awoke to find it dangling from a peg opposite her bed, two days ahead of the nuptials, leaving time for the fine fabric to hang and work out the wrinkles. The finery lent a touch of civility to the rough wall she’d been looking at her whole life. She spied two new muslin petticoats as well and the slippers sitting underneath in expectation. With the stifling June heat she’d need no stockings or garters. When Ma wasn’t looking she planned to shed her shoes for the dancing, hiding her bare feet beneath the generous hem of her gown.

Rolling over, she ran a hand underneath her pillow, netting the blue beads and Simon’s note in one sweep. The necklace provoked her, while the note continued to please no matter how many times she read it. The dilemma she now faced was how to appease both Ma and Simon. Her mother would be watching to see how many sets she danced, and Simon would simply keep asking.

Pushing aside the thin sheet, she swung her feet to the floor, crossing to the cracked glass to take a long look at herself. Pale as frost. She’d finally slept from sheer exhaustion, but the worry she felt seemed to tell on her face. Would Simon notice—or care? She’d not seen him since winter when they’d last spent time at the fort and he’d been spelling his father at the smithy.

Although he was supposed to be intent on shoeing their new gelding, the way he’d looked at her as she waited with Pa turned her to jelly. Each time she saw Simon he seemed to have changed ever so slightly. Taller, broader of shoulder, with a hint more swagger to his step. Sometimes he seemed almost Goliath-like. Willowy as she was, she barely reached his chin.

“Lael, you’d best come down and eat your breakfast.” Ma’s voice seemed shrill in the stillness, and Lael hastened into her linsey shift, forehead furrowed.

Their close confinement of late was clearly taking a toll on her mother. Lael could hear her muttering as she moved about the cabin and hoped Ransom was well out of her way, as it was he who got the brunt of Ma’s broom and ill temper. She sighed as she pocketed both the note and beads. What would Ma do if she knew the Shawnee had come calling not once but twice?

Click, show us your pretty daughter.

The memory made a deep ache inside her. She looked askance at the length of her hair. Like a bolt of yellow cloth, it seemed to have no end. Hastily she braided it, wondering whether to wear it up or down for the wedding, only to hear Ma call a second time.

“Comin’, Ma,” she shot back, tying off the end with a piece of whang leather. She’d save her ribbons for the wedding. Today was wash day—a hot, smelly business if there ever was one. Descending the loft ladder, she spied the hipbath by the hearth and caught the tail end of her father’s stride as he went out the door.

He’d brought the tub in on account of the festivities, she gathered. Its rotund belly held twenty-two buckets of water from the spring that bubbled in back of the house, a rare treat when heated and scented with the soft soap they made. Ma added a handful of lavender to sweeten each batch, and the smell lingered long about the cabin. But the tub was out of place in summer. Its appearance spelled trouble, or at least caution. Until now, the river had sufficed in warm weather, its cool blueness as refreshing as it was deep.

“I’ve already milked,” Ma said over her shoulder, frying bacon in a heavy skillet. “You’ve been acting so poorly, I thought I’d better let you sleep.”

Lael sank onto the bench, suddenly wearier than when she’d gone to bed. Did Ma somehow suspect the beads hidden away in her pocket? She tried to smile as Ma passed her a bowl of mush laced with long-sweetening and a strip of bacon. Across from her Ransom finished his helping and eyed hers. When Ma turned her back, Lael slid her bowl toward him, and with a grin he gave up his.

“Well, at least your appetite’s some better,” Ma said, coming back around and eyeing her empty bowl. “Now go on and see to the garden. Something’s after my melons.”

A bit lightheaded, Lael went out, her need to see her father nearly overwhelming. The clearing and outbuildings stood golden in the rising sun, empty of his reassuring presence. She hesitated before stepping off the porch, hoping he’d appear. Her attention was drawn to the smoke pluming in back of the cabin, making the place appear like it was on fire.

Ma had hung a huge kettle to boil, and the smell of lye was overwhelming. Mouth wry, Lael watched Ransom wander out and cavort about the flames, as naked as decency allowed. Stripped to his skivvies, he set to work chopping brush with his small hatchet and feeding the fire while she rounded the cabin to tend the garden.

Though still early, sweat darkened her hairline and trickled into her eyes, stinging them as she walked. If this was but June, July would be all ablaze. Folks were already talking about the queer weather. Winter seemed to have jumped right into summer, bypassing spring altogether.

At the garden gate, her fingers fumbled with the latch on the paling fence but touched fabric, not wood. She drew back as if bitten.

There, draped over the gate, was a blanket.

An Indian blanket.

The familiarity of it stunned her. Hadn’t she seen the very same hanging from the tall Indian’s shoulder when the Shawnee came calling? The square of white wool bore a solid blue stripe. Backing up, she tried to take a breath, but it caught in her throat. This time there was no ignoring the footprints. Mingled with those made by her own moccasins, they stretched solitarily to the woods.

“Lael, I want you to water the beans a mite heavy this morning and then—” Ma came around the corner, seeing her daughter standing in front of the blanket she couldn’t hide. For a moment her expression was empty, then understanding dawned and she gave a startled cry.

With a ferocious jerk, Ma pulled the blanket from the pickets and rushed to the back of the cabin. Lael ran after her, aghast as her mother threw the gift into the fire. Billows of gray smoke poured forth as the heavy wool smothered the flames beneath the kettle.

“Nay!” Lael cried.

Pushing past her, she grabbed a corner of the blanket and pulled it free. Would her mother’s impetuous act bring death down upon them? Shawnee were watching from the woods— whether two or twenty did not matter. Frantic, she scanned the clearing.

Oh Pa, where are you?

Holding the blanket tight, she stamped out the fire from it with one moccasin, sickened as she did so. Did her actions encourage her Shawnee suitor? In saving the blanket did she somehow seal his ardor? If she’d been in doubt about the beads, the blanket confirmed her fears. One look at her mother’s face and she knew Ma surmised the same. The Shawnee had come calling again, and his intent was now clear.

The blue beads seemed to burn a hole in her pocket.
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By sunset the air inside the shut-up cabin was stifling and still, and they could hear the cow bawling to be milked beyond the barred door. Lael peered through a crack in the shuttered window, searching for any sign of the Shawnee. A footfall on the porch made her breathless. When she heard the reassuring voice of her father calling her name, she fumbled with the latchstring and let him in.

Even before he set eyes on the fire-blackened blanket in the cabin corner, her tense expression told him what she couldn’t say. Setting his rifle and powder horn atop the trestle table, he listened as she poured forth her story. Unable to hide them any longer, she produced the blue beads. “I found these on the porch yesterday morning.”

Ma’s sharp intake of breath jarred her. She hadn’t meant to deceive, just mollify her ma. Why had she thought hiding them would be a simple matter? A lie always came to light. Pa had taught her to be truthful even if it hurt.

Her mother’s hand came down hard and swept the necklace off the table. The beads clattered to the floor but didn’t break. The leather string that bound them was too strong. Next she turned on Lael and smacked her hard, then ran weeping from the room.

Like a flustered squirrel, Ransom looked out from under the table where he’d been hiding and scampered up the loft ladder. The cheek that bore the stinging handprint led to a queer emptiness in Lael’s breast.

“Pack your things,” Pa told her. “We’re headed to Pigeon Ridge.”
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Pigeon Ridge was miles away and already the twilight was falling fast. Seated behind Pa on a dun-colored mare, Lael watched as the dying sun pulled a purple curtain over the mountains and seeded the sky with a million stars. She knew they’d soon be benighted in the woods. Better that, she thought, than a cabin crammed with ill will. Evidently her father felt the same.

As they rode, she finally gave in to the question she’d longed to ask ever since the Shawnee first appeared in the cabin clearing. “Pa, I’ve been wonderin’ . . .” She swallowed hard, the words seeming to stick in her throat. “Are you afraid the Shawnee mean me harm?”

“I’m not fearful, just cautious,” he said evenly. “They’re somewhat chancy. Best stay one step ahead of ’em.”

“But I don’t want to cause trouble for Ma Horn,” she said quietly. “Seems like the Shawnee’ll be able to find me up on high same as at home.”

“Not likely. They’re a mite afraid of her.”

“What?” She leaned into his shoulder, breathing in sweat and damp linen.

“Every time she meets up with an Indian in the woods, she acts crazy or spouts Scripture at ’em so they leave her be. You’re safer with her than you would be locked up at the fort.”

Truly? A tickled smile pulled at her solemn face, and she nearly laughed outright. She let the strangeness of the words seep over her and settle her. Now that he’d spoken, it seemed he’d left the door open for her to ask him a dozen other things, things no one had dared ask him, not even Ma. Quietly she rehearsed them in her heart. Pa, did you like living with the Shawnee? Do you ever miss those days? Did they come by the cabin just to see you? What exactly did they say?

Taking a deep breath, she gathered her courage about her, then felt it dwindle. Last time she’d probed, he’d called her a gabby, yellow-haired gal and shut her out. Maybe she had no right to ask about his past. But it seemed that his past was now intruding on her present in a bewildering way.

As they brushed by a sorrel tree she stripped off one narrow leaf, chewing it to quiet her thirst. If only she had something to still her heart. She fished in her pocket, empty of the beads now, and found Simon’s note alongside the old newspaper. This would have to do.

When the darkness hemmed them in and they could go no farther, they made a cold camp in a small clearing. Crickets hollered all around them and sang them to sleep as they lay on hard ground with nary a blanket. Before dawn they rose, dew covered and slightly stiff, and journeyed on.

After being tethered to the cabin for days on end, Lael felt a queer elation with every step, her spirits rising like the swell of mountains they traversed. At noon they crested a steep divide and looked down upon the river bottoms from which they’d come. Far below, the Kentucke River lay at low ebb, a startling sapphire blue.

Lael took off her bonnet, the fabric limp and lifeless in her hand, the dye long since washed out. Though the sun couldn’t touch them through the thick stands of timber, the woods were nearly suffocating. Even the mare turned mulish. Stopping at every creek and branch, they chewed on ginseng root to revive themselves.

Toward nightfall they found themselves high atop a rocky ridge where the air was thin and pure and the sound of pigeons punctuated the growing gloom. Weary, Lael studied the one-room cabin in their path, mountain laurel hugging its walls as if hiding it from passersby. She doubted there were many. A rail fence zigzagged across the yard, penning in poppies and hollyhocks, bellflowers and foxglove, reminding her of her mother’s own.

“I misdoubt even the Indians could find us way up here even if they wanted to,” she said as they drew nearer.

A woman, lean and brown as a strip of jerky, stood in the doorway as if expecting them. There was no porch, but a fine rock chimney climbed one wall, puffing smoke. As she dismounted Lael lost her bearings and swayed, then felt her father’s hard hand steady her. She’d not make a fool of herself and faint, she determined. She reckoned she’d caused enough trouble for one day.

After a long night on hard ground and nothing to eat, they were welcomed with a water bucket and gourd dipper. Lael drank thirstily, standing apart from her father and the only granny she’d ever known. They spoke in low tones and she could only guess what it was they said, struck by her pa’s sudden talkativeness. The woman who listened was no stranger, and Lael felt relieved at the very sight of her.

A great aunt in the Click clan, Ma Horn was a spinster whom some said had a horde of shillings stashed away beneath the thatch of pea vine and clover around her cabin. But no one truly knew, for Ma Horn was more interested in the ailments of others than telling secrets about herself. She’d come to Kentucke on Pa’s second foray years before, the only woman among eighteen men. Together they’d built the cabin in the tiny clearing, a place few had seldom seen. Ma Horn was often on the move, dispensing tonics and herb bundles, and usually came to them.

“Come in the cabin, Lael, and rest a spell,” she finally said, wiping gnarled hands on a worn apron.

Lael. Lay-elle. The genteel pronunciation of her name was not lost on Lael. Of all the Click clan, Ma Horn was the only one who could pronounce her name properly. Not hard and fast like Ma spoke it, often in a fit of temper, nor the neglectful way Pa had of just calling her “Daughter,” but soft and dreamy as a song. After all, she’d been named after Ma Horn’s own mother.

She watched as her father turned and rode off down the mountain without so much as a backward glance. The slight stung far more than Ma’s smack, and she bit her lip before turning and following the old woman into the tiny cabin. Once inside the gloom made her pause. Only one window, a stingy square above a trestle table, let in light. In the corner was a feather bed, the once fine coverlet white as a cloud. A single chair sat to one side of the fireplace. Everything was as clean and spare as could be.

Without a word Ma Horn removed the lid from a black kettle and forked a potato onto a wooden plate. A slice of hoecake and some bacon followed. Without being told, Lael took a seat at the table and ate everything without a word, aware of being watched. Afterward she fell back on the feather tick and went to sleep.
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When she opened her eyes she spied what seemed to be a hundred sundry baskets suspended from the cabin ceiling. Without stirring, she watched Ma Horn move about, using a long-handled wooden hook to fetch this one or that. Remembering what day it was, Lael nearly groaned as she turned over and buried her face in the feather tick. Images of Susanna in her heirloom wedding dress, of trestle tables mounded with roast meats and ripe vegetables and stack cakes, of old Amos’s fine bow hand as he pulled out his fiddle, threatened to undo her.

She shut away the thought of Susanna’s dismay but had less luck with Simon. What would he think in her absence? Pondering it all, her disappointment was bitter and complete. By supper she was nearly sinking. Even nature seemed unkind, the day dawning bright as a bride, then fading to fill the sky with a full moon. A lover’s moon.

If Ma Horn noticed her distress, she made no mention of it. As she packed her clay pipe full of dried tobacco crumbles, Lael reached into the hearth embers with a little shovel and retrieved a live coal with which to light it.

From outside the open door came the plaintive sound of doves cooing. Listening, Lael felt almost at home. She loved the mountain silences, so different from the river bottoms below. In times past this place had eased her heartache; perhaps now it might even dull the sting of Ma’s slap and Pa’s forgetfulness in saying good-bye.

At her feet lay a tangle of honeysuckle vine, soaked and set for weaving into baskets. Ma Horn had taught her the art years before when she’d toddled behind her in the woods. She was glad to be occupied, her hands deftly working the handles first, then the baskets themselves, finally joining the two.

Across from her, Ma Horn puffed contentedly on her pipe, watching her weaving. Tendrils of tobacco smoke encircled them, oddly fragrant. She was so often quiet, like Pa himself, and Lael felt a little start when she finally said, “So Captain Jack’s come a-courtin’.”

Her hands stilled on the basket. “Who?”

“The tall Shawnee who come by your cabin.”

The tall one. Lael felt a small surge of triumph at learning his name. Captain Jack. Oddly, she felt no embarrassment. Lifting her shoulders in a slight shrug, she continued pulling the vines into a tight circle. “He come by, but I don’t know why.”

“Best take a long look in the mirror, then.”

Lael’s eyes roamed the dark walls. Ma Horn didn’t own one.

“Beads and a blanket, was it?”

She nodded and looked back down. “I still can’t figure out why some Shawnee would pay any mind to a white girl like me.”

Ma Horn chuckled, her face alight in the dimness. “Why, Captain Jack’s as white as you are.”

“What?” she blurted, eyes wide as a child’s.

Ma Horn’s smile turned sober. “He’s no Indian, Shawnee or otherwise, so your pa says. He was took as a child from some-wheres in North Carolina. All he can remember of his past life is his white name—Jack.” She paused as if weighing what she knew. “You could say he and your pa are right well acquainted. He was one of the warriors who captured him and his men and carried them to the Falls of the Ohio.”

Listening, Lael looked back. Her recollection of the young warrior standing outside their cabin was as fresh as yesterday. Silver arm bands. Buckskin breech-clout. She’d counted three eagle feathers fluttering from his dark hair. The telltale trade blanket had been draped over one broad shoulder, and his skin was baked the color of dried blood. Captain Jack looked Shawnee to the core.

She suppressed a sigh. “Ma nearly had a fit, finding six Indians at her door.”

Ma Horn drew deeply on her pipe. “And you didn’t?”

“I . . .” Lael left off, unable to sort out the tangle of emotions she’d felt at their coming. Fear. Curiosity. Fascination. Shame. “It’s been hardest on Ma,” she lamented, looking down at her basket.

Ma Horn nodded sagely. “I reckon she don’t like the reminder.” 

So that was it. Ma’s black mood hinged on being confronted with a past better left alone. Lael looked hard at Ma Horn, free to ponder it all for the very first time. She felt a sudden stab of sympathy for her moody mother. Was she now reliving the ugly day of Pa’s capture? Her own disgrace? Could she ever forget the shock of his homecoming or the ensuing silence that shut them out and seemed to overlook two lost years? When they thought the worst was over, the Canes and Hayes clans had brought about a court-martial branding him a traitor. Had that returned to haunt her too?

“Some family skeletons are best left buried,” Ma Horn said, interrupting her reverie.

Lael sighed and set down the basket. “Seems like the Clicks have more than their share.”

The old woman’s face creased like a dried apple when she smiled. “We ain’t a boresome bunch, are we?”

Lael shot her a wounded look. “Am I supposed to be proud of that?”

“Beats cryin’, don’t it?”

Lael swallowed down another sigh and looked at the finished baskets at her feet. Tomorrow they’d fill every one. The long days offered plenty of daylight to wander the woods, and a huge harvest still waited. As if pondering the work ahead, Ma Horn rose from her rocking chair and bade Lael good night, taking a small pallet in the corner and leaving Lael the prized feather tick. Though she’d protested, Ma Horn wouldn’t hear otherwise.

Left alone, she moved the tallow candle closer and took Simon’s note from her pocket. Smoothing the crumpled paper, she wondered if Ma Horn watched her from the shadows. The bold words still seemed to leap off the page. That he’d remembered her middle name and signed off with his own was almost intimate somehow. But it was what he didn’t write that held her. Simon Henry Hayes was in need of a wife and he meant to have her.

She expelled a rush of air, suddenly sleepy, wondering when her father would come back to fetch her. How had he and Ma explained her absence at the wedding? Likely, they hadn’t. Her disappearance would simply be another secret whispered of in the settlement. Just one in a long line of secrets.

Truly, she thought wearily, the Click clan is rife with them.
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Lael and Ma Horn traipsed from hollow to cove, then ridge and river bottom and back, baskets adorning their arms like jewelry. Every morning they would go gathering once the dew was dried, with nary a thought for the heat. Though her feet felt scalded, Lael refused to complain, knowing she’d toughen in time.

“Take care to find four of the same plant before you take the one, lest they won’t grow back,” Ma Horn cautioned her, standing knee deep in a patch of boneset.

Lael helped strip the tiny white flowers and leaves from the stalks, listening as Ma Horn talked.

“Boneset tea will nearly always break a fever, but it’ll make you sick if you take it hot. Now, look at this Jack-in-the-pulpit. Take this here hoe and dig some roots. Nothin’ better for snakebite.”

Up so high, Lael seemed to shed her burdens. Thoughts of Captain Jack were fleeting, if at all. She had less luck with Simon. The note remained in her pocket, perused in solitary moments when she relieved herself behind a bush or tree. With Ma Horn busy stuffing her head full of herbal lore, Lael felt she was back in settlement school again, only the learning was different and altogether more pleasurable.

Unexpected riches bloomed around every bend. Golden ginseng. Velvety sumac. Indian peaches and pale red serviceberries. Lael would bend down a limb and stand and eat her fill before filling her basket. Once back at the cabin, they dried herbs and berries on strips of chestnut bark in the sun. A butter churn was filled to the brim with blackberry wine. Lael looked about in wonder as every barrel, bucket, piggin, and washtub seemed overflowing with nature’s offerings.

Ma Horn never stopped until nightfall when she’d crack the cabin door and sit and smoke her pipe. Her rifle was ever near, a reminder of troubled times. Lael wondered if she used it for much other than meat. She didn’t know what one old woman and an older gun could do against even one Indian but held her tongue.

Each evening Ma Horn would make a tonic, one for herself and one for Lael, and Lael would try to guess which herbs she’d used by the way they scented the room.

“Take this basswood blossom tea,” Ma Horn urged. “It’s good for female troubles. I’ll settle for some clover. It’ll help me to sleep.”

“But I don’t have any female troubles,” Lael said. “Leastways, not bodily.”

“Well, fine and dandy, just drink it down anyway. It does a body good.”
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June melted into July. The woods were kiln hot, flowers and berries bursting forth before their time. Lael felt feverish and wondered how her mother’s garden fared. Up so high, Ma Horn had no garden to speak of. Most everything she ate she ate wild from the woods. Meat and meal were traded for her herbs, but when her larder ran low, she simply prayed and it was provided.

“The Almighty knows what I need before I ask Him,” she’d say, “but I ask just the same.”

Lael wondered if the Almighty knew she needed to stay atop Pigeon Ridge, out of sight and trouble. She missed home, but not Ma’s fractious temper. Once Pa came and left a sack of salt, but they didn’t see him, busy as they were gathering wads of wild grapes and Indian peaches to dry. Although he wasn’t there, she sensed he was often with her. Comforted, she clung to this whenever she felt afraid, when the shadows of twilight fell and she imagined she heard Indian drums in the distant darkness.

 As the days melted together they worked feverishly to harvest all they could, for it would keep them—and the settlers—in good health through the coming winter. When the gathering was done, they simply filled the hours a different way, distributing tonics and herb bundles all over the settlement. Once, Lael awoke to find Ma Horn gone, but by dusk she’d returned with a fresh ham to hang and a mess of beans as payment for a birth. Twins, she said.

“Ain’t you ever fretful, Ma Horn?” Lael asked, staring pensively at the dark woods.

But Ma Horn just chuckled, revealing tobacco-stained teeth. “If them Indians want my old hide, they can have it.”

Lael found it hard not to laugh at the sight of her on old Soot, her black-clad legs thin as broom handles, one stiff petticoat rising above boots bearing silver buckles. With her black bonnet on her head, she looked dark and pensive. Like a crow, Lael thought.

“I believe your pa’s fixin’ to come get you,” she said in early August. “I’ll sure be lonesome when you go. But before you do, there’s one last call we need to make.”

The intensity of her tone made Lael wary. “Where to?”

Ma Horn looked straight at her. “Your Uncle Neddy.”

She felt her mouth go slack, then she recovered and looked around for the mule. She’d not thought of Neddy since Susanna had mentioned him in early summer and revealed that his land bordered Simon’s own. What would Pa think? Ma? Neddy’s face came to mind, more shadow than substance. She’d spent years trying to put his memory down only to have it resurrected twice now.

Ever perceptive, Ma Horn studied her and said, “You still sore about it all?”

Lael shrugged, her face as stoic as her father’s. The youngest of the Click clan, Neddy looked enough like Pa to be his twin, and some said this was the reason Ma ran off with him. But to Lael they were as different as sugar and salt. While Ezekial Click was taciturn and callous, Neddy was like his name, affable and dreamy, tending his crops by day and reading poetry by night.

Ma Horn’s voice was gentle yet firm. “Your ma thought your pa was dead, understand.”

But he wasn’t. She bit back the retort and stared straight ahead. If not for the Hayes clan, who would have taken her in when she’d been left at the fort? Though Ma had come to her senses in just a few days, the damage was done.

“I remember how excited you was when it was your mother’s time,” Ma Horn said quietly, getting back on the trail. “I thought for sure the way she was carryin’ spelled a girl.”

Lael smiled wryly. Ransom Dunbar Click was hardly the girl she’d been hankering for. Even Pa had seemed surprised, as if he thought such dallying was sure to produce a female. Recently escaped from the Shawnee, he’d come in and held the infant up to the light. The tiny boy grimaced and opened wide blue eyes. Looking on, Lael thought he was the handsomest baby she’d ever seen, no matter who’d fathered him.

“One Click’s as good as another,” Pa had said with a shrug, handing him back to Ma.

And so it was that Uncle Neddy, a bachelor recluse, fathered his first and only son. Pa’s revenge was to keep him.

“I haven’t seen hide nor hair of Uncle Neddy since Ma ran off with him,” Lael told her.

“Well, time’s a-wastin’, ” she said.
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The trip to Uncle Neddy was not a simple social call. As they neared his home place, Lael remembered he’d never married and rarely went to the fort named after his brother, even in times of Indian trouble. Though he’d once been a beloved uncle, Lael felt he was dead to them. His name was never mentioned, at least not in their own cabin.

But now, riding nearer, the past was fast unfolding and curiosity overcame her with every step. “What’s ailin’ Uncle Neddy?”

“Settlement fever.”

Lael shuddered. The malady was generous with its misery, sapping the life from many a settler, fooling them into a period of wellness only to take them down at a later date. “You see him often?”

“Often enough. He’s in need of an herb bundle now and again.”

“What do you suppose he’ll do when he catches sight of me?”

Beneath the black bonnet came a chortle. “What’ll you do when you catch sight of him?”

Lael fell silent, unable to say.

Ma Horn continued, her voice a bit hushed, as if sharing some family secret. “Neddy’s changed a mite. I give him a Bible sometime back, after all the trouble. He was always one for readin’, if you remember. Before long I began to see a change in him. Turns out he can quote whole passages by heart. All that bitterness toward your pa—his lonesomeness for your ma— just left him. I reckon if you spend enough time in the Word it changes you, just like Scripture says.”

Lael thought of their Bible at home, rarely removed from its wooden box. Only in times of stress did Ma reach for it. And Pa, never.

In the distance, Neddy’s cabin was nearly as small as Ma Horn’s, hemmed in by corn on all sides. Lael flicked a yellow jacket off her sleeve and tried to swallow, but her throat was so dry she felt strangled. The sun was directly ahead and heat shimmered all around them, the land giving off its rich, ripe scent. They dismounted and from somewhere—the fields?—Neddy appeared. Lael took off her bonnet and flipped her heavy braid back over one shoulder, her feet in a firm stance that belied her skittish feelings.

He was walking slowly toward them, scarecrow thin, his fair hair tied back with whang leather. When he saw her, he stopped. She took a shy step toward him and did the same.

Try as she might, she couldn’t master her swirling emotions. Something lonesome and long dead pulled at her as she looked at him and remembered a great many things at once. Neddy reading to her in the firelight. Neddy teaching her to spell her name. Neddy bringing her a sugar lump from the fort store. Tears mingled with her salty sweat and stung her flushed face.

Without a moment’s hesitation Neddy did what Pa would never do. Reaching out a long arm, he pulled her into a snug embrace and let her cry.

“Lael girl, you look the same as you did when you were six years old, only handsomer.” His voice was deep and warm; he smelled of smoke and dirt and toil. His thin face seemed almost to shine.

“Well, now,” Ma Horn huffed, looking as if she might crow at any minute. “Let’s go in and have us a little visit.”
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