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    A young woman’s integrity is tested by desire, duty, and the hierarchies that govern her world. Audrey is a novel by American author Mary Johnston, a leading voice in early twentieth-century popular fiction. First appearing in the early 1900s, the book extends Johnston’s interest in morally charged narratives set against an evocative past. Without relying on elaborate contrivance, it seeks emotional truth through character and atmosphere, inviting readers into a society where reputation, allegiance, and survival are intertwined. The result is a work that couples accessibility with literary poise, offering an entry point to Johnston’s broader body of historical storytelling.

As historical fiction with romantic and dramatic currents, the novel draws on the texture of an earlier era while foregrounding the choices of its central figure. Published in the early twentieth century, it arrived at a moment when readers were captivated by stories that revisited formative periods through a vivid human lens. Johnston’s attention to period cadence and social custom grounds the narrative without turning it into a catalogue of antiquarian detail. The historical milieu becomes a field of pressure—status, labor, faith, and habit—rather than a backdrop alone, shaping what is thinkable, what is speakable, and what costs must be paid for either.

At the center stands Audrey, whose modest beginnings leave her outside established power, yet whose moral clarity draws notice she did not seek. As she encounters those whose wealth, education, or position eclipse her own, she must navigate offers of protection, competing affections, and the subtle compromises that promise advancement. The narrative follows her movement from private spaces to public ones where judgment is visible and consequences ripple outward. Rather than hinging on a single revelation, the plot advances through accumulating choices, asking what integrity demands when every path is tangled with another person’s wishes, debts, and claims.

Johnston writes with a balance of lyrical description and plainspoken momentum, favoring clear scenes, tactile settings, and dialogue that signals class and temperament without mannered excess. The pacing is deliberate, allowing reflection to stand beside moments of uncertainty and risk, and the voice maintains a poised third-person intimacy anchored in the heroine’s perspective. Mood shifts—from pastoral quiet to social brightness to moral dusk—are handled with restraint, yielding a dignified tone that trusts readers to infer as much as they are told. The result is an immersive reading experience that values atmosphere and character as much as event.

Themes of class mobility, gendered expectation, and ethical self-possession thread the narrative. The book probes how kindness can shade into control, how protection may arrive with conditions, and how affection is meaningful only when it honors freedom. It considers the legacies people inherit—names, loyalties, obligations—and the possibility of reshaping those inheritances through courage and patience. Institutions are not painted as wholly benevolent or malign; they appear as webs that hold communities together even as they constrain. Within this web, the heroine’s insistence on seeing clearly becomes both a vulnerability and a quiet strength that guides her decisions.

For contemporary readers, the novel’s questions feel immediate: What does agency look like when the terms of life seem prewritten? How do we weigh gratitude against autonomy, ambition against fairness, safety against truth? The historical frame offers enough distance to examine power without defensiveness, yet it reveals patterns recognizable today—gatekeeping, moral compromise, and the long reach of reputation. Those interested in women’s interior lives, the ethics of attachment, and the costs of social ascent will find resonant material. The book’s emotional core remains empathetic rather than sentimental, inviting reflection and conversation rather than prescribing answers.

Approached now, Audrey offers the satisfactions of a character-driven historical novel: steady immersion in time and place, a heroine whose choices carry weight, and a narrative that invites both suspense and contemplation. It rewards patient reading with a cumulative moral clarity achieved through earned recognitions rather than theatrical turns. As an early twentieth-century work by Mary Johnston, it stands as a notable example of the period’s popular historical fiction and its capacity to pair entertainment with ethical inquiry. For readers seeking an elegant, humane story about character under pressure, it remains an inviting and thought-provoking companion.
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    Set in colonial Virginia in the early eighteenth century, the novel follows Audrey, a young woman of uncertain parentage who grows up on the margins of plantation society. The world around her is sharply stratified, governed by parish, court, and planter authority, with towns like Williamsburg linking frontier and Atlantic worlds. Audrey’s circumstances are precarious yet shaped by integrity and quiet resilience. Her path crosses that of a returning gentleman, Haward, whose estate and influence place him at the center of local power. Their meeting introduces questions of duty, protection, and social distance that will guide the story’s movement through public rituals and private choices.

Audrey’s early life is marked by hardship under the roof of a dissipated clergyman, Darden, and his embittered household. She works tirelessly, learning to navigate meager resources, sharp tempers, and the expectations of a parish community. Occasional glimpses of gentility—fine manners at a plantation table, the bearing of educated men—throw her humble station into relief. Haward’s return from England, complete with the polish and authority of a transatlantic gentleman, draws attention wherever he goes. Observing Audrey’s circumstances, he is moved to small practical acts that shift her prospects. The novel uses these encounters to sketch how charity and obligation are entangled within a hierarchical world.

As Audrey’s situation gains notice, her safety and reputation become contested. A frontier trader with French ties, Hugon, exhibits a possessive interest that amplifies local tensions. Parish wardens, court officers, and tavern gossips form a chorus through which the community monitors conduct. Haward’s efforts to shield Audrey prompt misread motives and whispered speculation. What begins as a discreet kindness grows into a web of favors, debts, and expectations that no one can fully control. The narrative emphasizes how quickly lives in a small colonial society can be shaped by rumor, and how the language of honor governs responses to even modest acts.

The scene shifts toward Williamsburg, where legal sessions, assemblies, and public entertainments draw planters, lawyers, and clergy. Audrey travels there under pressing circumstances connected to parish affairs and domestic cares. Urban bustle—ordinary inns, courthouse steps, and processionals—contrasts with the quiet of the plantations. A moment of crisis brings Haward decisively into Audrey’s orbit, creating an opportunity for a safer placement and further instruction. Yet the arrangement raises delicate questions: how to show protection without patronage becoming impropriety, how to accept aid without surrendering independence. Through these negotiations, the book traces the boundaries of rank, reputation, and the careful balance expected of women.

Conflicts intensify as individuals pursue pride and desire under the watch of a judgmental public. A quarrel tied to Audrey’s honor escalates into challenges governed by the code of the duello, where status and courage are measured before witnesses. Darden’s debts and lapses pull Audrey toward fresh dangers, even as she seeks modest work and anonymity. Haward faces pressure from his peers to maintain appearances, while adversaries press advantages through intimidation and legal maneuver. Meetings in parlors and exchanges at taverns frame these turning points, as the narrative builds tension between private conscience and public face, setting the stage for decisions neither side can easily reverse.

A period of movement follows, with journeys by river and road threading plantation land, pine barrens, and swamp. Messengers, delays, and bad weather generate distance at critical moments, and the uneven pace of colonial travel complicates intentions. Haward attends to estate and public business while Audrey finds provisional refuge within a respectable household, gaining practical skills and a wider view of genteel customs. Meanwhile, the trader’s designs persist, and local officers keep watch where they can. The book broadens its canvas to include backcountry traders, Indigenous intermediaries, and enslaved laborers, presenting a society whose everyday routines can quickly become precarious under strain.

Questions about Audrey’s origins surface, hinted at through tokens, rumors, and fragments of testimony. Darden’s past becomes newly relevant, and the legal consequences of earlier choices are measured against present needs. As uncertainties mount, adversaries move to fix Audrey’s place by force or contract, hoping to foreclose alternatives. A near-disaster underscores the stakes, prompting Haward to clarify his position before authorities and friends. Quietly but steadily, Audrey asserts her judgment, weighing the cost of protection against the value of autonomy. The narrative maintains suspense around identity and future station, using inquiries, letters, and formal hearings to channel private truths into public forums.

Events converge in formal settings—a magistrate’s chamber, a parish precinct, or a plantation hall—where testimony, pledges, and measured words carry binding force. Wrongdoing meets response, and parties consider remedies that preserve both dignity and order. The resolution turns not on spectacle but on deliberate choices, the acceptance of obligations, and a redefinition of ties within accepted custom. Landscapes that once signaled peril—the river bend, the dark wood—come to frame calmer passages. Without overturning the world it depicts, the novel allows its characters to shape their conditions more humanely, leaving key outcomes implied through settled accounts, altered arrangements, and a guarded, forward-looking quiet.

Overall, the book presents a study of rank, conscience, and social surveillance in colonial Virginia, filtered through Audrey’s movement from obscurity toward recognized standing. It emphasizes how honor, law, and church structure everyday life, while personal character tests the edges of these systems. The narrative balances public scenes—courts, assemblies, gatherings—with domestic spaces where decisions are truly made. While romantic feeling motivates several actors, the plot remains anchored in practical questions: security, livelihood, and name. The central message underscores that protection, when tempered by respect, can open constrained paths, and that integrity, though modest in manner, quietly reshapes the limits set by custom.
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    Mary Johnston’s Audrey is set in early eighteenth-century colonial Virginia, principally within the Tidewater region anchored by the James and York Rivers and the new provincial capital of Williamsburg (established 1699). The period spans the 1710s to 1730s, when plantation society matured under Anglican establishment and mercantile ties to London and Bristol. Great houses, parish churches, county courts, and tobacco warehouses structured daily life, while ferries, rivers, and crude roads linked plantations to town. The backcountry beyond the Fall Line remained a fluid zone of surveyors, traders, and Native nations. Johnston places her characters within this stratified world—gentry, smallholders, indentured servants, and enslaved people—where credit, reputation, and kinship determine fate amid a still-forming provincial elite.

The tobacco economy frames the colony’s social and political order. Under the Navigation Acts (1651, 1660, 1663), Virginians shipped hogsheads to English ports through factors who advanced credit for tools, textiles, and luxury goods. Price volatility plagued planters: the 1709 slump and recurrent gluts undermined middling growers. The Virginia Tobacco Inspection Act of 1730 created standardized warehouses at sites such as Shockoe, Yorktown, and Norfolk, mandated public inspectors, and generated the famed tobacco notes used as a circulating medium. Roads were widened as rolling roads for hogsheads. In the novel, fortunes, marriages, and promises hinge on crops, liens, and shipments, mirroring how plantation credit networks bound personal destinies to distant markets and metropolitan judgments.

By Audrey’s timeframe, labor had shifted decisively from indenture to racialized chattel slavery. The Virginia Slave Codes of 1705 consolidated statutes making enslaved status hereditary through the mother, codifying harsh punishments and limiting Black mobility, testimony, and self-defense. Demographically, Virginia’s enslaved population grew from roughly 16,000 in 1700 to more than 40,000 by the 1730s, supplied by an expanded Atlantic trade after the Royal African Company’s monopoly ended in 1698. Coastal auctions at Yorktown and the James estuary dispersed people to plantations. Johnston’s story registers this hierarchy—contrasting the precarious freedom of poor white dependents with the absolute dispossession of the enslaved—and uses domestic and field settings to expose the legal, sexual, and economic power asymmetries sustaining plantation gentility.

Colonial governance and Anglican institutions shape public and private reputations. The House of Burgesses sat at Williamsburg’s Capitol (opened 1705), while governors such as Alexander Spotswood (1710–1722) pressed for reform and imperial order. Parish vestries levied tithes, enforced moral discipline, and administered relief to the poor; county courts met on fixed court days, dispensing justice and performing probate and guardianship functions. The Governor’s Palace rose between 1706 and 1722 as a symbol of authority. Bruton Parish Church anchored elite sociability. Audrey draws on this ceremonial and litigious world—assemblies, sermons, court petitions, and guardians’ bonds—to show how patronage, honor culture, and statute law govern women’s status, inheritance disputes, and the carefully staged negotiations of class and marriage.

Expansion toward the Blue Ridge forms a compelling backdrop. Spotswood’s 1716 Knights of the Golden Horseshoe Expedition crossed the mountains, ceremonially claiming the Shenandoah for Virginia. He had earlier established Germanna (1714) on the Rapidan River, planting German settlers near his ironworks and palisades to secure the frontier. The 1722 Albany Treaty with the Iroquois helped delimit hunting grounds and reduce raids on the Virginia line, while traders pushed into the Valley. In the novel’s world, surveying parties, land patents, and the lure of new creeks and bottoms suggest opportunity shadowed by dispossession and danger; journeys westward symbolize ambition and moral testing, counterpointing the fixed certainties of the Tidewater’s old plantations.

Maritime peril and piracy color the Atlantic frame. During and after the War of the Spanish Succession (1702–1713), privateering blurred into piracy, culminating in the 1718 killing of Blackbeard (Edward Teach) at Ocracoke Inlet by Lieutenant Robert Maynard, dispatched under Virginia’s Governor Spotswood. Smuggling, wrecking, and prize-taking were familiar along the Chesapeake approaches. Yorktown, Hampton, and the James River landings served as conduits for goods, news, and people. The novel echoes this world of convoys, embargoes, and rumored captures; letters and cargoes are delayed or imperiled, and characters’ prospects rise or fall with a vessel’s safe arrival, capturing how global warfare and sea-lanes penetrated even quiet parish life.

Transatlantic politics and finance exerted visible pressure on colonial society. The 1707 Act of Union forged Great Britain; the Hanoverian succession placed George I on the throne in 1714, followed by the Jacobite rising of 1715 (defeated at Sheriffmuir and Preston). In 1720 the South Sea Bubble burst, spreading credit panic among British investors and colonial correspondents reliant on metropolitan houses. Simultaneously, a consumer revolution broadened access to ceramics, printed cottons, books, and instruments. Williamsburg mirrored London’s fashions in assemblies and card rooms. In the novel, deference to the Crown, anxieties about solvency, and emulation of metropolitan taste structure elite behavior, while reversals in credit or reputation precipitate crises of duty, loyalty, and identity.

Audrey functions as a social critique by dramatizing the constraining architecture of patriarchal and planter power. It interrogates guardianship, patronage, and the law’s complicity in subordinating women, servants, and the poor, while juxtaposing genteel codes of honor with economic coercion and sexual vulnerability. Church vestries, courts, and dueling mores appear less as guarantors of justice than as instruments of class preservation. Even where slavery is not thematically central, the narrative exposes its silent centrality to wealth, leisure, and authority. By tracing how reputation, credit, and kinship dictate outcomes, the book indicts a system that sacralized hierarchy and commerce, revealing the moral costs masked by ceremony, luxury, and imperial loyalty.
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THE CABIN IN THE VALLEY

The valley lay like a ribbon thrown into the midst of the encompassing hills. The grass which grew there was soft and fine and abundant; the trees which sprang from its dark, rich mould were tall and great of girth. A bright stream flashed through it, and the sunshine fell warm upon the grass and changed the tassels of the maize into golden plumes. Above the valley, east and north and south, rose the hills, clad in living green, mantled with the purpling grape, wreathed morn and eve with trailing mist. To the westward were the mountains, and they dwelt apart in a blue haze. Only in the morning, if the mist were not there, the sunrise struck upon their long summits, and in the evening they stood out, high and black and fearful, against the splendid sky. The child who played beside the cabin door often watched them as the valley filled with shadows, and thought of them as a great wall between her and some land of the fairies which must needs lie beyond that barrier, beneath the splendor and the evening star. The Indians called them the Endless Mountains, and the child never doubted that they ran across the world and touched the floor of heaven.

In the hands of the woman who was spinning the thread broke and the song died in the white throat of the girl who stood in the doorway. For a moment the two gazed with widening eyes into the green September world without the cabin; then the woman sprang to her feet, tore from the wall a horn, and, running to the door, wound it lustily. The echoes from the hills had not died when a man and a boy, the one bearing a musket, the other an axe, burst from the shadow of the forest, and at a run crossed the greensward and the field of maize between them and the women. The child let fall her pine cones and pebbles, and fled to her mother, to cling to her skirts, and look with brown, frightened eyes for the wonder that should follow the winding of the horn. Only twice could she remember that clear summons for her father: once when it was winter and snow was on the ground, and a great wolf, gaunt and bold, had fallen upon their sheep; and once when a drunken trader from Germanna, with a Pamunkey who had tasted of the trader's rum, had not waited for an invitation before entering the cabin. It was not winter now, and there was no sign of the red-faced trader or of the dreadful, capering Indian. There was only a sound in the air, a strange noise coming to them from the pass between the hills over which rose the sun.

The man with the musket sent his voice before him as he approached the group upon the doorstep: "Alce, woman! What's amiss? I see naught wrong!"

His wife stepped forward to meet him. "There's naught to see, William. It's to hear. There was a noise. Molly[2] and I heard it, and then we lost it. There it is again!"

Fronting the cabin, beyond the maize field and the rich green grass and the placid stream, rose two hills, steep and thickly wooded, and between them ran a narrow, winding, and rocky pass. Down this gorge, to the listening pioneer, now came a confused and trampling sound.

"It is iron striking against the rocks!" he announced. "The hoofs of horses"—

"Iron!" cried his wife. "The horses in Virginia go unshod! And what should a troop of horse do here, beyond the frontier, where even the rangers never come?"

The man shook his head, a frown of perplexity upon his bronzed and bearded face. "It is the sound of the hoofs of horses," he said, "and they are coming through the pass. Hark!"

A trumpet blew, and there came a noise of laughter. The child pressed close to her brother's side. "Oh, Robin, maybe 't is the fairies!"

Out from the gloom of the pass into the sunshine of the valley, splashing through the stream, trampling the long grass, laughing, and calling one rider to the other, burst a company of fifty horsemen. The trumpet blew again, and the entire party, drawing rein, stared at the unexpected maize field, the cabin, and the people about the door.

Between the intruders and the lonely folk, whose nearest neighbors were twenty miles away, was only a strip of sunny grass, dotted over with the stumps of trees that had been felled lest they afford cover for attacking savages. A man, riding at the head of the invading party, beckoned, somewhat imperiously, to the pioneer; and the latter, still with his musket in the hollow of his arm, strode across the greensward, and finding himself in the midst, not of rude traders and rangers, but of easy, smiling, periwigged gentlemen[1], handsomely dressed and accoutred, dropped the butt of his gun upon the ground, and took off his squirrel-skin cap.

"You are deep in the wilderness, good fellow," said the man who had beckoned, and who was possessed of a stately figure, a martial countenance, and an air of great authority. "How far is it to the mountains?"

The pioneer stared at the long blue range, cloudlike in the distance. "I don't know," he answered. "I hunt to the eastward. Twenty miles, maybe. You're never going to climb them?"

"We are come out expressly to do so," answered the other heartily, "having a mind to drink the King's health with our heads in the clouds! We need another axeman to clear away the fallen trees and break the nets of grapevine. Wilt go along amongst our rangers yonder, and earn a pistole[5] and undying fame?"

The woodsman looked from the knot of gentlemen to the troop of hardy rangers, who, with a dozen ebony servants and four Meherrin Indians[3], made up the company. Under charge of the slaves were a number of packhorses. Thrown across one was a noble deer; a second bore a brace of wild turkeys and a two-year-old bear, fat and tender; a third had a legion of pots and pans for the cooking of the woodland cheer; while the burden of several others promised heart's content of good liquor. From the entire troop breathed a most enticing air of gay daring and good-fellowship. The gentlemen were young and of cheerful countenances; the rangers in the rear sat their horses and whistled to the woodpeckers in the sugar-trees; the negroes grinned broadly; even the Indians appeared a shade less saturnine than usual. The golden sunshine poured upon them all, and the blue mountains that no Englishman had ever passed seemed for the moment as soft and yielding as the cloud that slept along their summits. And no man knew what might be just beyond the mountains: Frenchmen, certainly, and the great lakes and the South Sea: but, besides these, might there not be gold, glittering stones, new birds and beasts and plants, strange secrets of the hills? It was only westward-ho! for a week or two, with good company and good drink—

The woodsman shifted from one foot to the other, but his wife, who had now crossed the grass to his side, had no doubts.

"You'll not go, William!" she cried. "Remember the smoke that you saw yesterday from the hilltop! If the Northern Indians are on the warpath against the Southern, and are passing between us and the mountains, there may be straying bands. I'll not let you go!"

In her eagerness she clasped his arm with her hands. She was a comely, buxom dame, and the circle on horseback, being for the most part young and gallant, and not having seen a woman for some days, looked kindly upon her.

"And so you saw a smoke, goodwife, and are afraid of roving Indians?" said the gentleman who had spoken before. "That being the case, your husband has our permission to stay behind. On my life, 't is a shame to ride away and leave you in danger of such marauders!"

"Will your Excellency permit me to volunteer for guard duty?" demanded a young man who had pressed his horse to the leader's side. "It's odds, though, that when you return this way you'll find me turned Papist. I'll swear your Excellency never saw in Flanders carved or painted saint so worthy of your prayers as yonder breathing one!"

The girl Molly had followed her parents, and now stood upon a little grassy knoll, surveying with wide brown eyes the gay troop before her. A light wind was blowing, and it wrapped her dress of tender, faded blue around her young limbs, and lifted her loosened hair, gilded by the sunshine into the likeness of an aureole. Her face was serious and wondering, but fair as a woodland flower. She had placed her hand upon the head of the child who was with her, clinging to her dress. The green knoll formed a pedestal; behind was the sky, as blue as that of Italy; the two figures might have been some painted altar-piece.

The sprightly company, which had taken for its motto "Sic juvat transcendere montes," looked and worshiped. There was a moment of silent devotion, broken by one of the gentlemen demanding if 't were not time for dinner; another remarked that they might go much farther and fare much worse, in respect of a cool, sweet spot in which to rest during the heat of the afternoon; and a third boldly proposed that they go no farther at all that day. Their leader settled the question by announcing that, Mr. Mason's suggestion finding favor in his sight, they would forthwith dismount, dine, drink red wine and white, and wear out the heat of the day in this sylvan paradise until four of the clock, when the trumpet should sound for the mount; also, that if the goodwife and her daughter would do them the honor to partake of their rustic fare, their healths should be drunk in nothing less than Burgundy[6].

As he spoke he swung himself from the saddle, pulled out his ruffles, and raised his hat. "Ladies, permit me,"—a wave of his hand toward his escort, who were now also on foot. "Colonel Robertson, Captain Clonder, Captain Brooke, Mr. Haward, Mr. Beverley, Dr. Robinson, Mr. Fontaine, Mr. Todd, Mr. Mason,—all of the Tramontane Order. For myself, I am Alexander Spotswood, at your service."

The pioneer, standing behind his wife, plucked her by the sleeve. "Ecod[4], Alce, 't is the Governor himself! Mind your manners!"

Alce, who had been a red-cheeked dairymaid in a great house in England, needed no admonition. Her curtsy was profound; and when the Governor took her by the hand and kissed her still blooming cheek, she curtsied again. Molly, who had no memories of fine gentlemen and the complaisance which was their due, blushed fire-red at the touch of his Excellency's lips, forgot to curtsy, and knew not where to look. When, in her confusion, she turned her head aside, her eyes met those of the young man who had threatened to turn Papist. He bowed, with his hand upon his heart, and she blushed more deeply than before.

By now every man had dismounted, and the valley was ringing with the merriment of the jovial crew. The negroes led the horses down the stream, lightened them of saddle and bridle, and left them tethered to saplings beneath which the grass grew long and green. The rangers gathered fallen wood, and kindled two mighty fires, while the gentlemen of the party threw themselves down beside the stream, upon a little grassy rise shadowed by a huge sugar-tree. A mound of turf, flanked by two spreading roots, was the Governor's chair of state, and Alce and Molly he must needs seat beside him. Not one of his gay company but seemed an adept in the high-flown compliment of the age; out of very idleness and the mirth born of that summer hour they followed his Excellency's lead, and plied the two simple women with all the wordy ammunition that a tolerable acquaintance with the mythology of the ancients and the polite literature of the present could furnish. The mother and daughter did not understand the fine speeches, but liked them passing well. In their lonely lives, a little thing made conversation for many and many a day. As for these golden hours,—the jingle and clank and mellow laughter, the ruffles and gold buttons and fine cloth, these gentlemen, young and handsome, friendly-eyed, silver-tongued, the taste of wine, the taste of flattery, the sunshine that surely was never yet so bright,—ten years from now they would still be talking of these things, still wishing that such a day could come again.

The negroes were now busy around the fires, and soon the cheerful odor of broiling meat rose and blended with the fragrance of the forest. The pioneer, hospitably minded, beckoned to the four Meherrins, and hastening with them to the patch of waving corn, returned with a goodly lading of plump, green ears. A second foraging party, under guidance of the boy, brought into the larder of the gentry half a dozen noble melons, golden within and without. The woman whispered to the child, and the latter ran to the cabin, filled her upgathered skirts with the loaves of her mother's baking, and came back to the group upon the knoll beneath the sugar-tree. The Governor himself took the bread from the little maid, then drew her toward him.

"Thanks, my pretty one," he said, with a smile that for the moment quite dispelled the expression of haughtiness which marred an otherwise comely countenance. "Come, give me a kiss, sweeting, and tell me thy name."

The child looked at him gravely. "My name is Audrey," she answered, "and if you eat all of our bread we'll have none for supper."

The Governor laughed, and kissed the small dark face. "I'll give thee a gold moidore, instead, my maid. Odso! thou'rt as dark and wild, almost, as was my little Queen of the Saponies that died last year. Hast never been away from the mountains, child?"

Audrey shook her head, and thought the question but a foolish one. The mountains were everywhere. Had she not been to the top of the hills, and seen for herself that they went from one edge of the world to the other? She was glad to slip from the Governor's encircling arm, and from the gay ring beneath the sugar-tree; to take refuge with herself down by the water side, and watch the fairy tale from afar off.

The rangers, with the pioneer and his son for their guests, dined beside the kitchen fire, which they had kindled at a respectful distance from the group upon the knoll. Active, bronzed and daring men, wild riders, bold fighters, lovers of the freedom of the woods, they sprawled upon the dark earth beneath the walnut-trees, laughed and joked, and told old tales of hunting or of Indian warfare. The four Meherrins ate apart and in stately silence, but the grinning negroes must needs endure their hunger until their masters should be served. One black detachment spread before the gentlemen of the expedition a damask cloth; another placed upon the snowy field platters of smoking venison and turkey, flanked by rockahominy and sea-biscuit, corn roasted Indian fashion, golden melons, and a quantity of wild grapes gathered from the vines that rioted over the hillside; while a third set down, with due solemnity, a formidable array of bottles. There being no chaplain in the party, the grace was short. The two captains carved, but every man was his own Ganymede. The wines were good and abundant: there was champagne for the King's health; claret in which to pledge themselves, gay stormers of the mountains; Burgundy for the oreads who were so gracious as to sit beside them, smile upon them, taste of their mortal fare.

Sooth to say, the oreads were somewhat dazed by the company they were keeping, and found the wine a more potent brew than the liquid crystal of their mountain streams. Red roses bloomed in Molly's cheeks; her eyes grew starry, and no longer sought the ground; when one of the gentlemen wove a chaplet of oak leaves, and with it crowned her loosened hair, she laughed, and the sound was so silvery and delightful that the company laughed with her. When the viands were gone, the negroes drew the cloth, but left the wine. When the wine was well-nigh spent, they brought to their masters long pipes and japanned boxes filled with sweet-scented. The fragrant smoke, arising, wrapped the knoll in a bluish haze. A wind had arisen, tempering the blazing sunshine, and making low music up and down the hillsides. The maples blossomed into silver, the restless poplar leaves danced more and more madly, the hemlocks and great white pines waved their broad, dark banners. Above the hilltops the sky was very blue, and the distant heights seemed dream mountains and easy of climbing. A soft and pleasing indolence, born of the afternoon, the sunlight, and the red wine, came to dwell in the valley. One of the company beneath the spreading sugar-tree laid his pipe upon the grass, clasped his hands behind his head, and, with his eyes on the azure heaven showing between branch and leaf, sang the song of Amiens of such another tree in such another forest. The voice was manly, strong, and sweet; the rangers quit their talk of war and hunting to listen, and the negroes, down by the fire which they had built for themselves, laughed for very pleasure.

When the wine was all drunken and the smoke of the tobacco quite blown away, a gentleman who seemed of a somewhat saturnine disposition, and less susceptible than his brother adventurers to the charms of the wood nymphs, rose, and declared that he would go a-fishing in the dark crystal of the stream below. His servant brought him hook and line, while the grasshoppers in the tall grass served for bait. A rock jutting over the flood formed a convenient seat, and a tulip-tree lent a grateful shade. The fish were abundant and obliging; the fisherman was happy. Three shining trophies had been landed, and he was in the act of baiting the hook that should capture the fourth, when his eyes chanced to meet the eyes of the child Audrey, who had left her covert of purple-berried alder, and now stood beside him. Tithonus, green and hale, skipped from between his fingers, and he let fall his line to put out a good-natured hand and draw the child down to a seat upon the rock. "Wouldst like to try thy skill, moppet?" he demanded.

The child shook her head. "Are you a prince?" she asked, "and is the grand gentleman with, the long hair and the purple coat the King?"

The fisherman laughed. "No, little one, I'm only a poor ensign. The gentleman yonder, being the representative in Virginia of my Lord of Orkney and his Majesty King George the First, may somewhat smack of royalty. Indeed, there are good Virginians who think that were the King himself amongst us he could not more thoroughly play my Lord Absolute. But he's only the Governor of Virginia, after all, bright eyes."

"Does he live in a palace, like the King? My father once saw the King's house in a place they call London."

The gentleman laughed again. "Ay, he lives in a palace, a red brick palace, sixty feet long and forty feet deep, with a bauble on top that's all afire on birth-nights. There are green gardens, too, with winding paths, and sometimes pretty ladies walk in them. Wouldst like to see all these fine things?"

The child nodded. "Ay, that I would! Who is the gentleman that sang, and that now sits by Molly? See! with his hand touching her hair. Is he a Governor, too?"

The other glanced in the direction of the sugar-tree, raised his eyebrows, shrugged his shoulders, and returned to his fishing. "That is Mr. Marmaduke Haward," he said, "who, having just come into a great estate, goes abroad next month to be taught the newest, most genteel mode of squandering it. Dost not like his looks, child? Half the ladies of Williamsburgh are enamored of his beaux yeux."

Audrey made no answer, for just then the trumpet blew for the mount, and the fisherman must needs draw in and pocket his hook and line. Clear, high, and sweet, the triumphant notes pierced the air, and were answered from the hills by a thousand fairy horns. The martial-minded Governor would play the soldier in the wilderness; his little troop of gentlemen and rangers and ebony servants had come out well drilled for their tilt against the mountains. The echoes were still ringing, when, with laughter, some expenditure of wit, and much cheerful swearing, the camp was struck. The packhorses were again laden, the rangers swung themselves into their saddles, and the gentlemen beneath the sugar-tree rose from the grass, and tendered their farewells to the oreads.

Alce roundly hoped that their Honors would pass that way again upon their return from the high mountains, and the deepening rose of Molly's cheeks and her wistful eyes added weight to her mother's importunity. The Governor swore that in no great time they would dine again in the valley, and his companions confirmed the oath. His Excellency, turning to mount his horse, found the pioneer at the animal's head.

"So, honest fellow," he exclaimed good-naturedly, "you will not with us to grave your name upon the mountain tops? Let me tell you that you are giving Fame the go-by. To march against the mountains and overcome them as though they were so many Frenchmen, and then to gaze into the promised land beyond—Odso, man, we are as great as were Cortez and Pizarro and their crew! We are heroes and paladins! We are the Knights of"—

His horse, impatient to be gone, struck with a ringing sound an iron-shod hoof against a bit of rock. "The Knights of the Horseshoe," said the gentleman nearest the Governor.

Spotswood uttered a delighted exclamation: "'Gad, Mr. Haward, you've hit it! Well-nigh the first horseshoes used in Virginia—the number we were forced to bring along—the sound of the iron against the rocks—the Knights of the Horseshoe! 'Gad, I'll send to London and have little horseshoes—little gold horseshoes—made, and every man of us shall wear one. The Knights of the Golden Horseshoe! It hath an odd, charming sound, eh, gentlemen?"

None of the gentlemen were prepared to deny that it was a quaint and pleasing title. Instead, out of very lightness of heart and fantastic humor, they must needs have the Burgundy again unpacked, that they might pledge at once all valorous discoverers, his Excellency the Governor of Virginia, and their new-named order. And when the wine was drunk, the rangers were drawn up, the muskets were loaded, and a volley was fired that brought the echoes crashing about their heads. The Governor mounted, the trumpet sounded once more, and the joyous company swept down the narrow valley toward the long, blue, distant ranges.

The pioneer, his wife and children, watched them go. One of the gentlemen turned in his saddle and waved his hand. Alce curtsied, but Molly, at whom he had looked, saw him not, because her eyes were full of tears. The company reached and entered a cleft between the hills; a moment, and men and horses were lost to sight[1q]; a little longer, and not even a sound could be heard.

It was as though they had taken the sunshine with them; for a cloud had come up from the west, and the sun was hidden. All at once the valley seemed a sombre and lonely place, and the hills with their whispering trees looked menacingly down upon the clearing, the cabin, and the five simple English folk. The glory of the day was gone. After a little more of idle staring, the frontiersman and his son returned to their work in the forest, while Alce and Molly went indoors to their spinning, and Audrey sat down upon the doorstep to listen to the hurry of voices in the trees, and to watch the ever-deepening shadow of the cloud above the valley.
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THE COURT OF THE ORPHAN

An hour before dusk found the company that had dined in the valley making their way up the dry bed of a stream, through a gorge which cleft a line of precipitous hills. On either hand the bank rose steeply, giving no footing for man or beast. The road was a difficult one; for here a tall, fern-crowned rock left but a narrow passage between itself and the shaggy hillside, and there smooth and slippery ledges, mounting one above the other, spanned the way. In places, too, the drought had left pools of dark, still water, difficult to avoid, and not infrequently the entire party must come to a halt while the axemen cleared from the path a fallen birch or hemlock. Every man was afoot, none caring to risk a fall upon the rocks or into the black, cold water of the pools. The hoofs of the horses and the spurs of the men clanked against the stones; now and then one of the heavily laden packhorses stumbled and was sworn at, and once a warning rattle, issuing from a rank growth of fern on the hillside, caused a momentary commotion. There was no more laughter, or whistling, or calling from the van to the rear guard. The way was arduous, and every man must watch his footsteps; moreover, the last rays of the sun were gilding the hilltops above them, and the level that should form their camping-place must be reached before the falling of the night.

The sunlight had all but faded from the heights, when one of the company, stumbling over a round and mossy rock, measured his length upon the ground, amid his own oaths at his mishap, and the exclamations of the man immediately in his rear, whose progress he had thus unceremoniously blocked. The horse of the fallen man, startled by the dragging at the reins, reared and plunged, and in a moment the entire column was in disorder. When the frightened animals were at last quieted, and the line re-formed, the Governor called out to know who it was that had fallen, and whether any damage had been suffered.

"It was Mr. Haward, sir!" cried two or three; and presently the injured gentleman himself, limping painfully, and with one side of his fine green coat all stained by reason of contact with a bit of muddy ground, appeared before his Excellency.

"I have had a cursed mishap,—saving your presence, sir," he explained. "The right ankle is, I fear, badly sprained. The pain, is exquisite, and I know not how I am to climb mountains."

The Governor uttered an exclamation of concern: "Unfortunate! Dr. Robinson must look to the hurt at once."

"Your Excellency forgets my dispute with Dr. Robinson as to the dose of Jesuit bark for my servant," said the sufferer blandly. "Were I in extremis I should not apply to him for relief."

"I'll lay my life that you are not in extremis now," retorted the doctor. "If ever I saw a man with a sprained ankle keep his color so marvelously, or heard him speak in so composed a tone! The pain must be of a very unusual degree indeed!"

"It is," answered Mr. Haward calmly. "I cannot possibly go on in this condition, your Excellency, nor can I dream of allowing my unlucky accident to delay this worshipful company in their ascent of the mountains. I will therefore take my servant and ride slowly back to the cabin which we left this afternoon. Doubtless the worthy pioneer will give me shelter until my foot is healed, and I will rejoin your Excellency upon your return through the valley."

As he spoke, for the greater ease of the injured member, he leaned against a towering lock. He was a handsome youth, with a trick of keeping an unmoved countenance under even such a fire of laughter and exclamation as greeted his announcement.

"And for this you would lose the passing of the Appalachian Mountains!" cried Spotswood. "Why, man! from those heights we may almost see Lake Erie; may find out how near we are to the French, how easily the mountains may be traversed, what promise of success should his Majesty determine to plant settlements beyond them or to hold the mountain passes! There is service to be done and honor to be gained, and you would lag behind because of a wrenched ankle! Zoons, sir! at Blenheim I charged a whole regiment of Frenchmen, with a wound in my breast into which you might have thrust your hand!"

The younger man shrugged his shoulders. "Beggars may not be choosers," he said coolly. "The sunlight is fast fading, and if we would be out of this gorge before nightfall we must make no further tarrying. I have your Excellency's permission to depart?"

One of the gentlemen made a low-voiced but audible remark to his neighbor, and another hummed a line from a love song. The horses moved impatiently amongst the loose stones, and the rangers began to mutter that night would be upon them before they reached a safer footing.

"Mr. Haward! Mr. Haward!" said the Governor sternly. "It is in my mind that you meditate inflicting a greater harm than you have received. Let me tell you, sir, if you think to so repay a simple-minded hospitality"—

Mr. Haward's eyes narrowed. "I own Colonel Spotswood for Governor of Virginia," he said, speaking slowly, as was his wont when he was angry. "His office does not, I think, extend farther than that. As for these pleasant-minded gentlemen who are not protected by their rank I beg to inform them that in my fall my sword arm suffered no whit."

Turning, he beckoned to a negro who had worked his way from the servants in the rear, along the line of rangers, to the outskirts of the group of gentlemen gathered around the Governor and the injured man. "Juba," he ordered, "draw your horse and mine to one side. Your Excellency, may I again remind you that it draws toward nightfall, and that this road will be no pleasant one to travel in the dark?"

What he said was true; moreover, upon the setting out of the expedition it had been laughingly agreed that any gentleman who might find his spirits dashed by the dangers and difficulties of the way should be at liberty at any time to turn his back upon the mountains, and his face toward safety and the settlements. The Governor frowned, bit his lips, but finally burst into unwilling laughter.

"You are a very young gentleman, Mr. Marmaduke Haward!" he cried. "Were you a little younger, I know what ointment I should prescribe for your hurt. Go your ways with your broken ankle; but if, when I come again to the cabin in the valley, I find that your own injury has not contented you, look to it that I do not make you build a bridge across the bay itself! Gentlemen, Mr. Haward is bent upon intrusting his cure to other and softer hands than Dr. Robinson's, and the expedition must go forward without him. We sorrow to lose him from our number, but we know better than to reason with—ahem!—a twisted ankle. En avant, gentlemen! Mr. Haward, pray have a care of yourself. I would advise that the ankle be well bandaged, and that you stir not from the chimney corner"—

"I thank your Excellency for your advice," said Mr. Haward imperturbably, "and will consider of taking it. I wish your Excellency and these merry gentlemen a most complete victory over the mountains, from which conquest I will no longer detain you."

He bowed as he spoke, and began to move, slowly and haltingly, across the width of the rocky way to where his negro stood with the two horses.

"Mr. Haward!" called the Governor.

The recreant turned his head. "Your Excellency?"

"It was the right foot, was it not?" queried his sometime leader. "Ah, I thought so! Then it were best not to limp with the left."

Homeric laughter shook the air; but while Mr. Haward laughed not, neither did he frown or blush. "I will remember, sir," he said simply, and at once began to limp with the proper foot. When he reached the bank he turned, and, standing with his arm around his horse's neck, watched the company which he had so summarily deserted, as it put itself into motion and went slowly past him up its dusky road. The laughter and bantering farewells moved him not; he could at will draw a line around himself across which few things could step. Not far away the bed of the stream turned, and a hillside, dark with hemlock, closed the view. He watched the train pass him, reach this bend, and disappear. The axemen and the four Meherrins, the Governor and the gentlemen of the Horseshoe, the rangers, the negroes,—all were gone at last. With that passing, and with the ceasing of the laughter and the trampling, came the twilight. A whippoorwill began to call, and the wind sighed in the trees. Juba, the negro, moved closer to his master; then upon an impulse stooped, and lifting above his head a great rock, threw it with might into one of the shallow pools. The crashing sound broke the spell of the loneliness and quiet that had fallen upon the place. The white man drew his breath, shrugged his shoulders, and turned his horse's head down the way up which he had so lately come.

The cabin in the valley was not three miles away. Down this ravine to a level place of pines, through the pines to a strip of sassafras and a poisoned field, past these into a dark, rich wood of mighty trees linked together with the ripening grape, then three low hills, then the valley and the cabin and a pair of starry eyes. It was full moon. Once out from under the stifling walls of the ravine, and the silver would tremble through the leaves, and show the path beneath. The trees, too, that they had blazed,—with white wood pointing to white wood, the backward way should be easy.

The earth, rising sheer in darkness on either hand, shut in the bed of the stream. In the warm, scented dusk the locusts shrilled in the trees, and far up the gorge the whippoorwill called and called. The air was filled with the gold of fireflies, a maze of spangles, now darkening, now brightening, restless and bewildering. The small, round pools caught the light from the yet faintly colored sky, and gleamed among the rocks; a star shone out, and a hot wind, heavy with the smell of the forest, moved the hemlock boughs and rustled in the laurels.

The white man and the negro, each leading his horse, picked their way with caution among the pitfalls of the rocky and uneven road. With the passing of the Governor and his train a sudden cure had been wrought, for now Haward's step was as firm and light as it had been before his fall. The negro looked at him once or twice with a puzzled face, but made no comment and received no enlightenment. Indeed, so difficult was their way that they were left but scant leisure for speech. Moment by moment the darkness deepened, and once Haward's horse came to its knees, crashing down among the rocks and awakening every echo.

The way, if hard, was short. The hills fell farther apart, the banks became low and broad, and fair in front, between two slender pines, shone out the great round moon. Leaving the bed of the stream, the two men entered a pine wood, dim and fragrant and easy to thread. The moon rose higher, and the light fell in wide shafts between trees that stood well apart, with no vines to grapple one to another or undergrowth to press about their knees.

There needed no watchfulness: the ground was smooth, the light was fair; no motion save the pale flicker of the fireflies, no sound save the sigh of the night wind in the boughs that were so high overhead. Master and man, riding slowly and steadily onward through a wood that seemed interminably the same, came at last to think of other things than the road which they were traveling. Their hands lost grasp upon the reins, and their eyes, ceasing to glance now here, now there, gazed steadfastly down the gray and dreamlike vista before them, and saw no longer hole and branch, moonlight and the white scars that the axe had made for guidance. The vision of the slave was of supper at the quarters, of the scraping of the fiddle in the red firelight, of the dancing and the singing. The white man saw, at first, only a girl's face, shy and innocent,—the face of the woodland maid who had fired his fancy, who was drawing him through the wilderness back to the cabin in the valley. But after a while, in the gray stillness, he lost the face, and suddenly thought, instead, of the stone that was to cover his father's grave. The ship that was to bring the great, dark, carven slab should be in by now; the day after his return to Williamsburgh the stone must be put in place, covering in the green sod and that which lay below. Here, lieth in the hope of a joyful resurrection—
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