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Selected Chess Terms

Opening Moves: the moves made by either side at the beginning of a match.

Pawn: singularly, the weakest piece on a chessboard. Often sacrificed to gain a later advantage

Middle Game: after the opening moves, that portion of a chess game where opponents jockey for strategic advantage on the board

Gambit: a sacrifice or a piece placed at risk to gain a later advantage

Compensation: a gain in return for a loss

Overloaded: a piece that has too many defensive duties

Imbalance: where both sides have unique and different advantages in an ongoing game.

Undermine: capturing a defensive piece that removes the guard from another, more valuable, piece.

Restraint: the placement of pieces to discourage the advance of enemy pieces. 

Decoy: a piece moved and offered as a sacrifice to draw a defender onto a target square.

Distraction: to cause an enemy piece to move away from a key square, often by sacrificing another piece; synonymous with deflection.

Spectators: pieces which remain on their original squares at the end of the game.

En Passant: (French: “in passing”) a situation where a pawn can be captured by another pawn with a lateral rather than diagonal capture move. 

Fool’s Mate: a quick checkmate that is the result of am extremely weak opening play by the loser.

In A Bind: a player’s pieces are in positions that restrict their movements and are unable to answer threats.

J’adoube (Fr: “I adjust”): declaring intent to adjust the position of pieces on the board during one’s turn.

Checkmate: the end of the game, with the loser’s king being unable to move to flight square.
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Introduction and Historical Context
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For the English Colonies in North America, the Eighteenth Century was a period of changing alliances, wars, and territorial expansion. It was a chess game on a grand scale that lasted until the American Revolution ended in 1781 with the surrender of Lord Cornwallis at Yorktown. During the period leading up to the Revolutionary War, Native Americans played a significant role in the politics of the period. 

Some tribes aligned themselves with the French, while others favored the British colonies. What set the Native Americans apart was their degree of willingness to assimilate into colonial society. Progressive tribes often adopted English lifestyles and embraced Protestant Christianity as their religion. On the other hand, tribes wishing to retain their independence seemed more likely to align themselves with the French presence in North America, likely because France promised Native autonomy, self-determination, and retention of tribal lands. 

Alliances with the French and the British notwithstanding, native tribes fought against each other. Their warfare was based on an honor system that promised a quick death to the gravely wounded, humane treatment of prisoners (which usually were women and children), and the absorption of the vanquished into the victor’s hierarchy. 

The decade of the 1750s was especially turbulent. North America had, in the previous seventy years, endured the first three of the four so-called “French and Indian Wars.” The first, “King William’s War,” lasted from 1688-1697. It pitted English colonists and Iroquois Confederacy against New France and the Wabenaki Confederacy, which included the dwindling Pennacook tribe of what is now New Hampshire.

The second war, “Queen Anne’s War,” was fought from 1702-1713. The alliances were nearly the same as the previous conflict. The infamous “Deerfield Massacre” in the Massachusetts Bay Colony was perpetrated by Abenaki, and Caughnawaga Indians supported by approximately fifty French Canadians. The attackers took nearly one hundred prisoners who were marched north to the area of Montreal; the children who survived were adopted by the Mohawk people. 

The third of the so-called “French and Indian Wars” was fought from 1744-1748. Known as “King George’s War,” it was fought primarily in the northern colonies of Britain and New France. A highlight of the war was a raid on Saratoga, New York by French colonists and their Indian allies. This raid was directly responsible for the British abandoning their settlements north of Albany. This conflict nearly decimated the British Massachusetts Bay Colony; historians have suggested that 8% of the colony’s adult male population was killed.

The final and most recognized of the French and Indian Wars was fought from 1754-1763 and was the American extension of the pan-European “Seven Years War.” A young Major George Washington was involved in one of its first battles. Native American alliances in this war, particularly for the Iroquois/Haudenosaunee Nation, were fluid; tribes sometimes shifted their alliance to the colonial side that had the potential to provide a trading advantage.

“And ye shall hear of wars and rumours of wars: see that ye be not troubled: for all these things must come to pass, but the end is not yet.”

Matthew 24:6 (KJV)
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Chapter One: Opening Moves
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New England, circa 1750

The stench of decomposing bodies was pervasive. There was no avoiding its nauseating pungency. As the men approached the carnage, some dropped to their knees by the side of the trail and lost the contents of their stomachs, adding to the miasma of death. 

Quietly, the squad of white men and their lone Mohegan guide approached the now-destroyed village, fearing a trap. Every tree, every rock, every structure... everywhere... was a potential hiding place for the raiding party that had savagely murdered and scalped over a dozen settlers, both male and female, in cold blood. The eerie silence was broken by the sound of moans coming from under one of the haystacks at the northeast corner of the village. 

Captain Richard Harris was the first man to reach the haystacks and begin searching for the source of the sounds. Could it be a survivor? Asking his companion, Elijah Starbuck, to be ready with his musket, Harris carefully prodded the haystack with the handle of a pitchfork he had found nearby. 

On one slow thrust into the very center of the haystack, Harris thought he heard the voice of a child saying, “Help me!” 

“Elijah, did you hear that?” Harris asked.

“No, Sir, I didn’t hear anything sounding like words. It could just as easily be a scared cat hiding in that pile of hay,” Starbuck replied. 

“Help... me!” the child voice said again. 

“Child, I am Captain Harris with the Connecticut Militia. Are you hurt?”

“No, Captain Harris. I am not hurt,” the child replied.

“What is your name?” Harris asked.

“Susannah... Susannah Ellery. I am ten years old.”

“Susannah, can you come out of the haystack on your own?”

“Yes, sir.”

As the sound of rustling beneath the haystack increased, both Harris and Starbuck had their weapons at the ready. Starbuck, standing about ten yards away, shouldered his musket into a relaxed firing position. Harris drew his sword as slowly as he could so as not to frighten the young Susannah. He was certain she had heard the scrape of cold steel being drawn quickly from a scabbard before.

Susannah dug her way out of the haystack. From the ease of her self-extrication, it looked as if she had used it as a hiding place before. In fact, Harris observed that the haystack was probably thrown together with a hiding place in mind. 

Once the child was entirely in view and Harris was convinced that she was neither armed nor under duress, he sheathed his sword and signaled for Starbuck to lower his musket. Susannah’s eyes were wide with fear as she took stock of what had happened to her village. 

“Susannah, how long were you inside the haystack?” Harris queried.

“I slept there for three nights,” she replied. “I was so scared.”

“So, you had food and water hidden there?”

“Yes, sir. My father taught me how,” Susannah said proudly.

“Do you know what happened here?” Harris asked. 

“I was in the barn and heard Mrs. McGivern screaming. She always had the loudest scream. She was telling everyone to run for their lives,” Susannah explained. 

“Can you show me where your house is, Susannah?”

“It is right over...” she stopped in mid-sentence as she suddenly realized that her house was one of several that had been burned to the ground.  “Have you found my mother and father?” she asked as tears welled up in her eyes. 

“There are a lot of bodies to be buried. Do you think you could help us with their names, Susannah?” Harris asked. 

“I want my Mama... I want my Papa...” Susannah whined. She was quickly losing her composure as the reality of the carnage around her set in.

“Maybe it will be easier if we try to find them first.  Where would they have been when Mrs. McGivern started screaming?”

“Papa was in the barn and Mama was behind the house, tending to the washing,” Susannah explained.

“We should start there,” Harris said without any emotion in his voice.

“Mister Starbuck, would you be so kind as to go behind Susannah’s house and see if there is anyone hiding back there?” Harris said, the tone of his voice suggesting it was a command and not a request. Starbuck knew immediately that he was to protect the child from seeing what would certainly be a nightmarish sight: her parents lying dead and their bodies mutilated.

Reaching the rear of the burned-out house, Starbuck recognized the pungent, sickening smell of exposed bowels. Hoping that it was merely a cow or goat that had been slaughtered by the raiders, he pressed ahead slowly and carefully, still aware that an ambush could be waiting for his arrival.

Elijah Starbuck found not just one body, but two: a man and a woman, side-by-side in death. They had both been scalped. From the blood on the ground, he could see that the rear of their skulls likely had been bashed in by war clubs or the butt of a musket. What made Starbuck blanch was that both bodies had their abdomen sliced open; both were partially eviscerated – which explained the vile smell.

Seeing bedsheets hanging from the washing line, Elijah Starbuck made a quick and correct decision to cover the more egregiously damaged parts of the bodies. That action, he believed, would protect the young Susannah from experiencing the gruesomeness of death close-up. 

Once the bodies were covered enough to be suitable for Susannah to view, Starbuck called to Captain Harris, “Sir, I have found two bodies. A man and a woman. I believe they were from the house Susannah told us was her family’s.”

Turning to his young charge, Harris said softly, “Susannah, Mister Starbuck has probably found your parents and I believe they are dead.” He paused for a moment to give Susannah a chance to steel herself for that reality. “We must identify the bodies as best we can, so that we can give them all a proper Christian burial... are you ready, Miss Susannah?”

“Yes, sir,” she responded timidly.

Reaching the rear of the house, Susannah’s reaction told them immediately that Starbuck’s suspicion was correct: the dead bodies were Susannah’s parents. She knelt in tears, first beside her mother, and began wailing uncontrollably. 

Catching her breath, Susannah’s remorse overcame her. “Mama... I am so sorry I hid in the haystack. I will see you someday in Heaven.” 

Moving to her father, Susannah howled even more loudly than she did beside her mother. “Papa, you too? You were always brave for us... you were supposed to make everyone safe...” As her emotions totally overcame her, Captain Harris did the right thing and gathered the girl into his arms, holding her close in consolation. He knew that it was now the right time to press her for information.

“Susannah, what were your parents’ Christian names?”

“George and Esther, sir.”

“And your family name?”

“Ellery, sir.”

“About how old were your Mama and Papa?”

“Papa was thirty, I think... and Mama... she was twenty-six, I think, because she told me many times that she was only sixteen when I was born.”

“Did you have any brothers or sisters?”

“No, sir... I am an only child.”

Directing his squad, now a funeral detail, to begin assembling the bodies for burial, Harris set up a small outdoor office on a worktable that had miraculously survived the fires. He then instructed one of his men to enter the last house still standing and find an inkwell and quill, along with as much parchment as he could find. Harris was a stickler for details and wanted to be absolutely certain that the village was afforded its place in Connecticut history. 

The necessary supplies now before him, Harris began writing as young Susannah identified each body: 

Sent to Heaven on or about May 15th, in the Year of Our Lord 1750, in the village of Netherbury, Connecticut Colony, by way of massacre are the following Christian souls:

George and Esther Ellery, husband and wife, survived by their only daughter, Susannah

Samuel and Constance McGivern, husband and wife

David and Annabelle Schuyler, husband and wife; Mrs. Schuyler was with child.

Jonathan and Mary Curtis, husband and wife

John and Elizabeth Edwards, husband and wife

Jacob Marsh and his wife Abigail, their two daughters, Mary and Rachel, presumed missing and in captivity

Isaac Duston and his wife Jerusha, one son, Jeremiah, presumed missing and in captivity

Caleb Hurd, unmarried

Thomas Ely and his wife Sarah, their four daughters, Isabelle, Maria, Elizabeth, and Martha, presumed missing and in captivity

The men of the Connecticut Militia gave a Christian burial to fourteen souls and one unborn infant, their graves marked on the northwest corner of the village. Seven other souls, all children, seemingly were taken into captivity, as is the custom of the Abenaki tribe, the apparent perpetrators of this heinous event. The sole survivor is one Miss Susannah Ellery, who I have taken in as my ward until her kin have been located.

Captain Richard Harris, Esq.,

Connecticut Militia

The militia detachment handled the macabre situation and the burials with the utmost respect and care. Each body was prepared for interment and its visible flesh washed to present a more-or-less clean appearance. Bodies with horrendous facial injuries had the head wrapped in linen purloined from the same farmhouse where Harris got his ink and quill. 

As each body was lowered carefully into the ground, Harris recited the same words over and over, inserting their names in the appropriate place of his recitation. He was a deacon in the Congregational church back in Litchfield and it often fell to him to conduct Sunday services when the Reverend Smith was away visiting his circuit parishes. 

“Lord, we commit the body of Thy Servant to the ground and their soul to Your care, Receive their souls into Everlasting Life. Amen.” A simple, discrete nod to Elijah Starbuck indicated that the first handful of dirt was to be thrown into each grave, at which point Harris would recite, “Ashes to ashes, dust to dust, for dust you are and to dust you shall return.” Harris never wavered in his intonation and gave each burial the utmost respect.

The bodies now buried and the graves marked with rudimentary crosses, Captain Harris assembled his militia squad for their return to Litchfield. As they were departing Netherbury, he noticed a shiny object in the brambles glinting in the waning sunlight. He reached down and picked up the object, which was a medallion embossed with the profile of a woman, a sword, and the words “Jeanne d’Arc, bénissez-moi.” Joan of Arc, bless me. Harris knew instantly that the massacre had been supported by at least one marauding French soldier. Though he was not Catholic, Harris was keenly aware of the spiritual connection between French soldiers and the venerated Joan of Arc. 

“Your children are not your children. 

They are the sons and daughters of Life’s longing for itself.

They come through you but not from you, 

And though they are with you yet they belong not to you.

You may give them your love but not your thoughts,

For they have their own thoughts. 

You may house their bodies but not their souls, 

For their souls dwell in the house of tomorrow, which you cannot visit, not even in your dreams.”

Khalil Gibran
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Chapter Two: A New Beginning
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Connecticut, After the Netherbury Massacre

Captain Richard Harris returned to Litchfield with his new charge, Susannah Ellery. He knew that his wife, Sarah, would gladly take the young orphan girl into their home, but also hoped that they would eventually be able to find her kin somewhere in the Connecticut or Massachusetts Colonies. The Harris family already consisted of eight living children, six of which were still at home, and another mouth to feed was not something to be taken lightly. Regardless, Harris felt it was his Christian duty to take the young girl in, “Just as Mordecai had done for Ruth in the Bible,” he explained to Sarah after making the formal introductions.

After so many births and the never-ending demands of nursing, Sarah had become frail and sickly though she was barely into her forties. Richard secretly hoped that having another young girl of an age to help with the household chores, even temporarily, would improve Sarah’s spirits. She was often melancholy and listless; her situation had worsened after the recent loss of their ninth baby a few short weeks after birth. 

Richard Harris was truly concerned for his wife’s health and sanity. The last thing he wanted was for her to go raving mad as their neighbor, Goody Cooper, had done. The events surrounding Goody Cooper’s descent into lunacy was the talk of the Litchfield harpies for many months. Cooper, whom Harris had briefly courted in his younger days, was a stunning beauty in her prime. Unfortunately, she had let her appearance and hygiene deteriorate to the point that even the village dogs ran away from her on sight and smell. She was last seen screaming wildly, like a wraith on All Hallows’ Eve, running naked into the forest, never to be seen again.

After Susannah and the remaining Harris children had gone to bed, Sarah and Richard had a chance to talk. They were seated in front of the hearth and the glowing embers of a cooking fire that Sarah had used to prepare dinner. It was their custom, during the more temperate months, to allow the fire to almost completely die out overnight as its heat generally was not necessary.

Sarah, looking up from her mending, spoke first. “Richard, while you were away, I began to suspect that I am with child once more. As many times as I have been with child already, the signs are all there.”

“Are you sure, Sarah? We thought you were well beyond your childbearing years,” Richard replied as he put down his Bible and gave her his undivided attention. The concern in his voice was obvious.

“I asked Doctor Dupuy last week and he said that yes, it was entirely possible for a woman past her bleeding years to suddenly and unexpectedly be with child,” Sarah explained, making Richard squirm uncomfortably with her openness about reproductive functions. “The good doctor suggested that I rest as much as possible and that I get plenty to eat, even more than what I have been eating lately. He said there isn’t enough meat on my bones for me, let alone a baby growing inside me, and that may be why my courses stopped. He says I should expect the baby around Christmas.” 

“Well, with Susannah now in our care, I hope that you will be able to rest a little more,” Richard replied. “I will make sure that you have plenty to eat.” Inside his head, a little voice was telling him that another baby would send Sarah into the woods to join Goody Cooper. It was that thought that kept him awake well into the night, long after Sarah was fast asleep.

Seeing the physical and emotional difficulty Sarah was having with her condition and the demands of keeping a home, Harris abandoned any effort to locate Susannah’s next-of-kin. Instead, he decided that he and Sarah should adopt their young charge; Sarah readily agreed. Susannah Ellery was not the first orphan he had set up for legal adoption, but it was the first time that he would be one of the adoptive parents. 

Besides being a deacon in Litchfield’s First Congregational church and a captain in the Connecticut militia, Richard Harris had also read the law, studying under Thomas Sherman in New Milford. A few years earlier, based on his legal qualifications, Harris had been appointed the village magistrate and handled most of the village’s legal affairs.

Putting quill to parchment, Harris drew up a legal document that claimed Susannah as the adopted child of Richard and Sarah Harris. He explained the document to Susannah in layman’s terms, especially the part about the Harrises being her new parents, to which she readily agreed. 

“Captain Harris, does that mean I can call you Papa if I want to?”

“Of course, child. And you can call Mrs. Harris ‘Mama’ if that is what you would like to do.”

Susannah spoke with a wisdom beyond her years. “I would like that very much. I know I have only been here a short time, but you have been so kind to me, taking me in as your own after finding my parents dead,” Susannah replied. “The other children from Netherbury might not be so lucky.” Susannah struggled to control her emotions. The loss was still fresh in her mind and a tear trickled down her cheek at the memory of her parents in their graves.

The following week, Harris posted a notice in the Litchfield, New Milford, and Hartford newspapers. It stated the particulars of the adoption and indicated that it would go into full effect in a fortnight, as long as no kin had stepped forward to claim Sarah as a blood relative. The two weeks passed without anyone stepping forward and Susannah was legally a Harris, making Richard and Sarah the parents of nine living children. 

The two eldest Harris children, Amelia and Henry, were married and on their own. Amelia, twenty years old and named for Sarah’s sister, was in a village on the frontier like Netherbury and constantly at risk of raids. Henry, twenty-two years old, had moved closer to the coast, near New London, with his new wife Elizabeth. A recent letter from Amelia bore the great news that a baby was on the way. That was the one thing over the past few months that had improved Sarah’s mood, albeit only for a short period. Richard did find it odd and upsetting that both his wife and his daughter were expecting at the same time.

The adoption complete, Harris returned to his magistrate’s duties along with tending to his small subsistence farm. He held court at least once a week, hearing infractions both major and minor; the most prevalent involved accusations of petty thievery. Harris’s reputation as a fair and just mediator grew rapidly, and the townspeople relied on him for both legal and religious wisdom. He dispensed judgment that generally did not involve incarceration; rather, that the miscreant make restitution and engage in village service for a finite period of time. 

Just before the harvest, Captain Harris was once again called upon by the Colonial Governor, His Excellency Roger Wolcott, to take a squad on patrol of the western frontier. There had been rumors of more Indian raids, with growing support from incognito French soldiers. The last thing Governor Wolcott, himself a former Major General in the militia, wanted was a frontier war. The recently ended “King George’s War” had taken its toll on the male population of the New England Colonies, with every settlement from coast to frontier losing able-bodied men. Wolcott did not want the useless loss of life to continue during what was supposed to have been a time of peace.

Harris assembled his men and marched them to the nearby Mohegan village, anecdotally named Uncasville, where their scout lived. The Mohegans in the area had converted to Christianity – but not Catholicism like some tribes further west and north– and had erected a small church. Its lay minister, Benjamin Uncas III, had been commissioned as a teaching elder in the Presbyterian church at the end of King George’s War. Uncas was responsible for the village taking on more English appurtenances like clothing and the construction of homes. Aside from the color of the inhabitants’ skin, the open-air drying racks for meat, and the occasional conversation in Mohegan, the village could have passed for an English settlement. 

From the window in his study, Benjamin Uncas saw the militiamen marching into the village. Having been introduced to Richard Harris at a religious convention a few years earlier, a friendship had blossomed. Uncas went out to greet Harris and his men. 

“Good day to you, Deacon... uhh... Captain Harris,” Uncas said; the tone of his voice indicated he was happy to see the white man. Uncas had also recognized that Harris was there in his capacity as commander of the Litchfield militia.

“Yo kisk wikun!” Harris exclaimed. “It is a good day,” a statement Harris made whenever he greeted Uncas. Harris had picked up several Mohegan phrases from Uncas as their friendship grew deeper though their shared faith. The fact that the two men were approximately the same age added to their bond. Uncas, too, was married and had fathered six children with his current wife, Alice. His first wife, Naomi, died delivering their second child, David; Hannah, the eldest child of Benjamin’s marriage to Naomi, was nearing adulthood and marriageable age.

“Uncas, my dear friend, I need a scout once again. Governor Wolcott has ordered us to the frontier to seek out a band of marauding Abenaki tribesmen who may be joined by renegade French soldiers. They murdered fourteen settlers, took seven children into captivity, and burned most of Netherbury to the ground. We know the French were involved, as I found a French soldier’s medallion on the path into the village.”

“Richard, that is most terrible. I would have hoped that my Indian brothers had learned their lesson in the last war,” Uncas replied somewhat mournfully. “If they are trusting the French to look out for their interests, they are sadly mistaken. In the end, France will abandon them.”

“The only good thing that came out of that massacre was that a young girl, Susannah Ellery, survived. Sarah and I have adopted her and are raising her as our own. She was most courageous during the massacre and hid inside a haystack for three days, until we rescued her. She was the sole survivor and heard things that no ten-year-old should hear.”

“It was the Christian thing to do, Richard. A girl that age needs parents, and I can think of none better than you and Sarah,” Uncas said with considerable emotion in his voice. “We would be happy to teach the young Susannah about our ways when the time is right.”

“Of course, Benjamin... but on to more pressing matters. Can you assign a scout to my squad, one who is knowledgeable of moving through the woods without making a sound?”

“My own son, David, is now a man of eighteen summers. His grandfather taught him the ways of the Wolf People when he began to speak with the voice of a man and no longer that of a boy,” Uncas replied. “The last scout from our village, Jeremiah, has gone off into the woods to hunt for game. We hope that he will provide us with many deer for the winter.”

“My friend, you do know that there is danger involved in this quest?” Harris asked. He wanted Uncas to be completely aware of what could befall the militiamen on their mission. 

“Yes, Richard, I certainly do. It is with a heavy heart that I am offering David’s services, but I understand the need. Besides, in the way of our people, David is of an age where he should be out in the forest as a man, not sitting here in the village like a child with nothing useful to do.”

Richard had known David Uncas since birth. He was close in age to Harris’s own third-born child, Michael, who was now away at Yale University in New Haven. Richard hoped that Michael, too, would read the law and someday take his place as magistrate. 

David came out of the Uncas house and greeted Harris. “Deacon Harris! It is good to see you again!” 

Benjamin interrupted his son and explained at great length why Harris was in the village. It did not take any effort to convince David Uncas to take on the responsibility of scout for the militia company. He was happy to do it, even though it could be dangerous. 

“Captain Harris, sir, may I have a few minutes to gather my things and bid my mother good-bye?” David asked, the excitement in his voice palpable.

“Of course, David. Then we will be on our way,” Harris responded.

“My friend,” Uncas began, “though David is now a man, he is still my son. I trust that you will not allow him to make any foolish decisions while he is in your care.”

“Of course not. Manto wikuw. God is good, and he will protect us,” Richard asserted. 

David returned to where his father and Richard were still speaking in hushed tones. Benjamin suggested that they bow their heads in prayer before the militiamen – and their new scout – departed on their mission. 

“Heavenly Father, protect my son, David, my friend, Richard, and the militiamen from harm. Please guide their footsteps silently through the forest and, if it be necessary for them to take life, let it be in self-defense. In Thy name we pray, Amen.” 

Captain Harris summoned his men back to the village green and into formation. Checking his roll of names against the men present, Harris was satisfied that none had wandered away. With David Uncas and Captain Richard Harris at the vanguard, the militiamen left the village and began their mission.
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Chapter Three: The Pawns
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Sometime After Netherbury

“Rachel, wake up!” Mary whispered. “I hear voices outside.” 

“Go back to sleep, sister. The sun isn’t even up yet, and your mind is playing tricks on you,” Rachel whined. “It’s too cold to get out from under this blanket. Come back here with me so we can both stay warm.”

The other five children were still asleep, and Rachel, the eldest of the seven, wanted them to stay that way. It was the first time in many nights that the two youngest girls, Elizabeth and Martha, had not cried themselves to sleep. Mary could see in the pale, filtered moonlight that Isabelle and Maria were asleep as well. That left only Jeremiah, who had been plagued by night terrors; he had finally slept through the night and was curled up in a corner with one of the friendly village dogs to keep him warm. 

Rachel finally heard the voices outside, too. She strained to understand what the men were saying. The language was familiar and almost musical, not the guttural tones of the many Indian tribes that inhabited the western frontier. It sounded like... “avec moi...” with me... French! Rachel’s mother, Abigail Marsh, had been teaching her French before... before... Rachel started to sob softly at the memory of her parents’ deaths at the hands of these unholy savages. 

Both Rachel and Mary had seen their mother shot by one man and their father by another. As they lay mortally wounded and bleeding, the men cracked their skulls with war clubs to hasten death, then proceeded to scalp them. The memory was as vivid in Rachel’s mind as if it were still happening before her very eyes. It was such a traumatic event that Rachel simply froze in place, unable to move or utter a sound. She had tried to scream, but nothing came out. The same was true for Mary and most of the other children. They had all witnessed things that no child should ever have to see. 

Though her parents’ executions were at the forefront of her memory most of the time, Rachel was beginning to remember other details of that horrible day. Hearing the recognizable phrases in French was just the tip of a very large iceberg. 

Moving closer to the wall of the small barn in which they had been locked for the past several nights, she found a gap in the rough-sawn boards. In the light of the full moon, she could see the origin of the French voice standing near the hand-pumped well, a man who obviously was not Abenaki. He was naked from the waist up, and the excess body hair gave him the appearance of a shaggy bear. 

Rachel stifled a giggle as she observed him going through his ablutions with the well water. She knew that Abenaki men, just like most Natives, prided themselves on remaining smooth and supple; what little body hair that naturally occurred was removed, often by their loving wives. She thought of the many baggataway games she had observed, and she could not ever remember seeing a man’s body covered with that much hair.

Putting that vision of the baggataway games out of her mind, Rachel listened to the conversation between “the bear” and another man. “Les filles vont vendre pour pas ma d’argent Ce ne sont que des pionnes dans notre jeu,” the other man said. Rachel’s mouth was agape as she mentally translated: “The girls will sell for quite a bit of money.” Rachel’s mind raced. “Sell? To whom? For what? Pawns in a game? What are pawns? Are we now slaves?” She knew she had to wake her sister, Mary, despite just having told her a few minutes ago to go back to sleep.

“Mary, wake up!” Rachel whispered with a tone of great urgency. “Don’t say a word. Just listen to me. These men are not Abenaki warriors. They are French...”

“How do you know that, Rachel?” Mary responded. “They were dressed in Abenaki clothing and have not said a word to us since... since... since Ma and Pa were killed.”

“Ma was teaching me French, and I heard some things that I understood,” Rachel explained. “They plan on selling us for the best price they can get – but I did not hear who they were going to sell us to...”

Rachel was particularly worried about her own situation. She was fourteen years old and had gone to great lengths to hide her developing body; only her mother knew what was changing beneath her chemise and undergarments. Her mother also had explained what men wanted from young women, even as young as fourteen, and Rachel found the mental image quite disturbing. Her mother had also taught her that such things were only to be shared between husband and wife.

Mary, on the other hand, was barely twelve years old and still child-like in both mentality and physique. She was more scared of being alone than anything else. Abigail, God rest her soul, had not yet explained to Mary what would be happening to her body as she entered her teen years. Even so, Rachel was worried for her younger sister, as it was entirely possible that the seven captives could be split up if it was true that the Frenchmen intended on selling them.

“Mary, I will keep listening to the men as they speak,” Rachel promised, “and if they do finally speak to us, I will pretend I cannot understand them – even if they try to speak to us in English.”

Rachel was also worried about Jeremiah. He was the only boy in the group. He probably would be separated from the girls, as boys were expected to work, and the work would certainly be hard.

The other four girls would all be awake soon. They were younger than Mary and were simply frightened by their predicament. They certainly were not yet aware of what men expected – or would take – from young women. 

Moving to the rear of the shed, away from the men washing themselves at the well, Rachel whispered to Mary once more. “I think these men are trying to pretend they are Indians and maybe cause a war between our settlements, the Mohegans, and the Abenakis that live in the forest.”

Rachel was wise beyond her years. She clearly understood the strategy of what the small band of French deserters was trying to do. She just wished that she and the other children were not involved. 

Out of earshot of the captive children, Monsieur Henri Lavoie was quietly discussing plans with Monsieur Rene Dubois in French. “The oldest girl... she is the right age to sell for her... blossoming womanhood.”

Dubois, thirty-five and still unmarried, could only offer a guttural chuckle. It had been many months since he had been with a woman and the visions were dancing in his head. Lavoie, on the other hand, had taken an Abenaki wife and was not missing the pleasures of the flesh. His wife, Malian, was about twenty years old and had already given birth to two sons. Malian’s sister, Malgelit, was about the same age as the eldest of the captive girls – and Lavoie was very protective of her, as if she were his daughter. He could not imagine men the likes of Dubois taking liberties with her. If he had a choice, she would be sold as a prospective bride and not as a plaything for rough men. 

Lavoie opened the door to the shed where the captive children had all awakened from their slumber. He motioned them all to come outside and avoided speaking to them at all. Once they were out of the shed, he pointed to the well and pantomimed the process of washing. Rachel clearly understood what was expected, and she communicated that to the rest of the children. “Just wash your hands and faces,” she told the children. “It would not be proper for us to do more than that in front of these men, who are not of our own families.”
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