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For all those who pioneer and take a chance.

* ~ *
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And for Rick, fellow lover of history.
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Chapter 1 – Haggling with the Red-Bearded Stranger
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~ * ~ * ~

ANNA

The waning moon and the starlight of a cloud-free night sky lit my way. I walked down the front way, aware of the black forest looming on either side of me. Soon I came to the gated entrance of Templeton Bow, which had been locked for the night. A random thought slipped through my mind, one of almost amusement, about the pointlessness and futility of this gate against anyone or anything with any real determination. I scaled the rail fence beside the gate with ease. In no time, I had begun my trek along the main road. The muddy path sucked at my shoes, but I didn’t let it stop me.

Although I felt no fear, there was this vast sense of loneliness, now intensified as I pictured Nick’s face. The very insects of the night seemed to sing in commiseration with my loneliness too. I had been alone plenty of times before. When Father and I had lived in the cabin near the Blue Ridge, I had been alone during his forays on longer hunts or into town, but back then I had always enjoyed the solitude and been able to look forward to his return. That night, leaving Nick’s home, I felt a loneliness I never felt before or since. I’ve traveled over great stretches of wilderness in my life since then, but always then I had a destination and love of a kind waiting for me upon my return. 

That night was different. That night I had only the unknown stretched out before me. That night I was leaving the only person I truly loved. That night I was leaving the only person still on this earth who actually knew me.

I must have trekked for hours, maybe longer, before I came to a muddy crossroad. I stood there, pondering which way would take me to Charleston. 

Lingering there, I saw a light start to burst through the heavens. A cock began crowing from somewhere far away. I took a seat on a fallen log to give my aching legs a respite. Soon though, as the light grew more intense, I heard shouting. The sounds drew closer, bringing me to my feet with uncertainty. Now came a rattling of chains and the scuffing of hooves struggling through the muddy mire. I watched as a big wagon with a canvas cover trundled into view. Beside the hard-working horses walked a strong, burly man with a scarlet beard. He cracked his whip, talking to his horses in a weird tongue. He paused beside his panting beasts when he spied me. The mud threatened to suck his boots under. 

“Good morning, lass,” he greeted me, wiping at his face with one sleeve. “What are you doing here, out and about at the crack of dawn?”

“I... I’m going to Charleston,” I replied, trying to sound firm and confident. 

“Ah,” the red-bearded man said with dismay. “Maybe you can help me though. My servant, he’s run off. I could use some help with my wagon. I’ll pay you a good price if you’ll help me.”

“Where are you headed to?” I asked, suspicious. 

“I’m headed toward the backcountry. You know the Broad River, yes?”

I did not. Yet this longing came over me to return to the backwoods life, with all its freedoms and self-reliance. And besides, I hated this steaming, swampy country with its heat, savage storms, and the pompous, artificial airs of its gentry unconcerned with the suffering around them – both on their plantations and in the wider world. 

I fingered the African necklace Nick had given me and thought of him. One day we’ll see each other again. As long as I keep this necklace, he’ll find me I thought with reassurance. I kept telling myself that until I became convinced. Now I had to do what felt right to me. I couldn’t let Nick hold me back, much as I loved him. I decided to follow my instincts. It was time to make my own way in the wider world. 

“So what... what will you pay me?” I asked the man.

He scratched his chin and squinted at me. He offered an amount that sounded too small.

I shook my head. The man looked at me strangely. 

“How old are you, lass? Twelve?”

Thirteen, but I wasn’t about to tell him that. Instead, I said, “Can I take this road to Charleston?”

“I’ll up my initial offer by a quarter. That’s a rich proposal, lass. You should take it.”

“Instead of upping your initial offer by just a quarter, double it and we’ll have a deal.”

“My goodness,” he cried. “You expect sixpence? That’s sheer robbery.” When he saw that I wouldn’t budge, though, he buckled. “I’ll give you what you ask for, lass, because help I must have. What’s your name?”

“Anna.”

“You’re a sharp one, Anna. Remind me not to try to bargain with you if I can help it.”

So I went with the red-bearded stranger and the next chapter of my life’s adventures began.

~ * ~ * ~ * ~
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Chapter 2 – Foreign Battles and A Foreign King
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~ * ~ * ~

ANNA

Dirk van der Berg – that was the name of the red-bearded half Scot, half Dutchman to whose fate I’d now tied my own. In writing this story of all that happened to me, not every day comes back to me alike. Some days I recount in great depth because those days felt like weeks, and some weeks passed me by so quickly that they felt like mere days. 

Now my time with ‘the Dutchman,’ as I began to think of him due to his vast beard of red curls and certain mannerisms, began happily enough as we began our journey together. 

He was a man of good humor, even merry, except when he talked about the war against the Crown. Then he would turn bitter, voice laced with contempt for the Rebels, as if his own allegiance lay with the British monarchy across the water. I held my tongue during such rants, careful not to tell him of my own sympathies in this regard, so at odds with his own. Yet despite some of our political differences, we got along well. 

Sometimes Dirk would fixate for hour after hour, talking about a king he called Frederick the Great (or ‘Friedrich der Grosse’ in his heavily accented Dutch-Scots-English). He spoke of this Frederick with a kind of awe but also fear, and about how the man waged war. He spoke of this Frederick opposing and squaring off against a terrible and mighty queen at a place called Rossbach and Leuthen – battles filled with courage and danger on an epic scale. The way he spoke of them captured my imagination.

Perhaps having lost my own father in battle, a part of me yearned to follow in my father’s footsteps. I know that may seem silly to say. After all, I was still not much more than a girl just recently crossed over into the cusp of womanhood. Part of me wondered though if one day I might join an army that would take a reckoning against those Cherokees who had ambushed my father’s detachment. Part of me wondered if I would one day be able to get revenge on the ones who killed him just as he had gotten revenge on the ones who’d killed my mother.

They were dark thoughts, I’ll admit, but one can’t always control where the mind wanders. At other times, though, my mind turned toward directions brighter. There were even times when I questioned whether my father was truly dead. What if they had made a mistake? What if they had wrongly identified his body? More likely, though, that was just the wishful-thinking child in me, still denying the last vestiges of my grief. 

But Dirk mercifully distracted me from my grief with his good company. His tales of battles enthralled me, and like any young person with an inquisitive nature, I couldn’t help but pepper him with questions.

“So Dirk, this battle of Rossbach, you were actually there?”

“Ja,” he said stoutly, but now sorrow crept in. “I did not stay though.”

“You... what?” I cringed a bit. “You mean you ran?”

“Ja,” Dirk replied, laughing as I looked at him aghast. “I may tell a good story, but the truth is that I am a lover of peace, not war, Anna. I came here fleeing war, to put all that behind me. And now it seems the world’s ills have just followed me instead. Now I find myself caught in the crossfire of a new war half a world away, between your Rebels and the English.”

“My Rebels?” I echoed, suddenly feeling nervous.

But Dirk threw me an indulgent smile and reached out a hand to ruffle my hair as I rode beside him on the wagon. “’Tis all right, lass. I can sense it, the way you react when I go on one of my wee little diatribes about ‘em. You feel for the Rebels. I expect it’s because of the battle you witnessed in the harbor of Charleston. Watching those Rebels in the tiny fort fight off an entire English fleet of warships – I’m sure that was a sight to remember.” He patted me on the shoulder. “No, I won’t begrudge you for your beliefs, girl. Perhaps one day you’ll be proven right and I’ll be proven wrong... though I doubt it,” he added pointedly before winking at me to show me there was no harm done.

Something was bothering me though. I knew I probably shouldn’t open my mouth to say it, but curiosity won out over good sense – as it so often does with me. 

“Mr. Van der Berg?”

“Dirk, blast you. I don’t hold to ceremony, lass. A name’s a simple thing and my name’s four humble letters, so use ‘em!”

I blushed. “Dirk, why did you run from the battle? I mean... isn’t that the act of a coward?” It took a great deal of courage for me to say what I did, but I had to know. I had never met a man so unapologetically honest about shirking his duty. He spoke with no trace of guilt or shame in his voice and I just had to know why.

~ * ~ * ~ * ~

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3 – Light and Shadow, Grays and Golds, and Colors In Between
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~ * ~ * ~

ANNA

Dirk stopped the wagon. The horses stamped and snorted impatiently as if vexed about the holdup. He looked at me.

“Anna, you’ll find as ya get older that the things you thought were simple matters of light and shadow... are far from it. There’re silvers, grays, golds, and all manner of colors beyond and in between. In the region of Saxe-Gotha where I was born, they took men from their families by force. Wives would have their husbands dragged away in the black of night. They made them fight in distant lands whether they wanted to or not. You see the king, great as he was, didn’t always care about his people. He had ambitions. He had ambitions and even though our own kingdom was never under threat, he decided that those ambitions were worth other people dying for.” 

He added angrily, “Even at the best of times, too, the king’s men would lure good husbands and fathers away with fair promises of wealth and gold only for those promises to never be fulfilled.” 

Suddenly feeling very small and stupid, I looked away. A stab of shame struck me then. I couldn’t speak, much less withstand the Dutchman’s penetrating gaze. 

“Now, now.” He gently cupped me by the chin with his thumb and two fingers and made me turn to look his way. The grim lines along his face had softened. “I didn’t mean to be short with ya, lass. It’s a fair question asked and answered. I’m not mad at ya. I’m mad when I think of all the needless death in my home country. That’s what has my hackles raised. But none of that anger is for you, Anna. Got it?”

I nodded.

“And don’t feel bad for asking, because as I said, the question was a fair one. Fair as can be. Got it?”

I nodded again.

“For heaven’s sake, speak, girl. The world hasn’t struck you dumb, has it?”

I paused, as of to think that over. “I don’t think so, Sir,” I said. 

He grinned at me now and I was grinning at him like an idiot too. We laughed. It was one of those early, companionable moments I had with the Dutchman. Seriousness had to give way to levity. The journey was too long to stew forever over the world’s problems. That first day told me much of what I needed to know about the Dutchman. He still seemed an odd man to me, with his strange accent and the patched-together sentences of English, Scots, and Dutch he sometimes strung together, but a foundation of trust was laid that day all the same.

Traveling with the oozing speed of molasses, we eventually came to a county by the name of Orangeberg, where many Dutch folk had settled down. Very few of them spoke any English. Many were exactly like Dirk, shunning war, loving peace, and hating the Congress and the Rebels for their uprising against England and for all the chaos and conflict it would bring. 

We stayed in the Orangeberg region for some weeks, traveling about, trading and selling Dirk’s wares. Sundays were my favorite day of the week. On those days Dirk would take me to whatever local tavern happened to be nearest. The place would always be filled with merriment, with dancers, fiddlers, and other entertainers there to raise everyone’s spirits. Wives brought in their children and babies to join in the festive mood. 

These towns we stopped at, they affected me. It was ironic. Here I was wandering and yet I somehow felt at home. For the first time ever, maybe, I felt like I was part of a community. Whenever we’d spend time with the locals at the taverns, I felt in that atmosphere the very opposite of the stiff formality I’d witnessed among the gentry in the Carolinas. These were people who didn’t look down on each other, who acted like they actually cared about each other. These were people who didn’t seem to pay attention to who owned more of this or that, or care who could don the fanciest item.

It wasn’t all fun and games for me though. On some of those Sundays, especially, Dirk would get a little too caught up in the festive mood. At such times he’d be bonified drunk, and this meant that I would be the one to feed the weary horses and keep watch over our cargo. I had many a random adventure in those days, but few that really require any telling.

Finally, though, with Dirk’s trading complete, all the cargo from his wagon emptied, we made our way back to his farm. I felt surprisingly nervous as we trundled up the main path toward the farmstead. I wonder what his family’s like. Does he have a wife and children? About some things Dirk could talk on and on about, but about his family he would say little. Part of me wondered if there was some dark secret he was afraid to tell me. Or was he simply a man like my father, private when it came to certain matters, a man who sometimes preferred to keep his own counsel?

I would soon find out.

~ * ~ * ~ * ~
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Chapter 4 – The Curmudgeonly Mr. Ratley
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~ * ~ * ~

ANNA

Dirk’s farmstead lay in picturesque, hilly country along the Broad River. As it turned out, he did have a wife. He also had children – and not just a few. Dirk’s wife spoke not a word of English, and the same could be said of his brood of little ones who filled the log house they called home. 

Given the cramped nature of it all, I had little appetite to stay in such a place. Dirk handed me my pay for services rendered. He seemed to do it reluctantly, with real regret at letting me go. I may have been young, but he truly valued me as a hard worker. 

“Lass, I have a mind to offer you more money than ye could refuse and have ye care for my cattle and guide the plow through the furrows, but I can see that look on yer face. Ye have that restless, adventure-seeking eye as only a young man or a young maiden will. I know you won’t be staying much longer.” He sighed. It may have been a time of regret for him, but I remember that day proudly. That was the first day in which I had ever earned real, actual money in my entire life. 

Now luckily for the convenience of the occasional wanderer or guest, Dirk kept a tavern nearby. To call it a ‘tavern’ was probably being generous though. Just a log house with makeshift beds, it lay across the rough-hewn road from his farmstead. He gave me permission to sleep there, working for my board, until I was ready to move on.

And, as luck would have it, on the third day after my arrival a pack-train trundled along down the road. An old, curmudgeonly twig of a man guided it alongside a dark-haired girl not much older than me. She’d seen maybe 16 summers, near as I could guess. The old man called himself Mr. Ratley. He wore a chestnut-brown hunting shirt fringed with cherry-colored cotton. The moment he finished unbundling the packs from his horses, he began hollering at Dirk. I stared in amazement as the Dutchman stood there and took it, silent beneath a withering fire of verbal abuse.

“You worthless Dutch are all Tories... or worse!” the old man cried. “You stay huddled up and safe on your farmsteads while our boys in the hill settlements have to go off and fight the Cherokees. I wish those Indian devils would come round here instead. If only they knew how many fat scalps they could take, all ripe for the picking!” He turned abruptly to the teen girl. “Rebecca, water those horses if you please.”

Dirk then replied to the old wanderer with easy aplomb, firing off a salvo of his own, seemingly able to throw back insults as good as he got. An explosion of mangled Dutch-English erupted from his mouth, hardly any of which I could understand. 

While Rebecca led the ponies – who looked like little more than skin and bones – to the trough, I could see her eyes sparkling with amusement while she listened. She was beautiful and I saw she wore a loose gown of cotton, with shoepacks on her feet. She had winter-blue eyes and strong, white teeth, with a rosy face. 

“Grandpa hates the Dutch with a real passion,” she said. “I can’t fault him for it though. We’ve all been burned out by the Cherokees upriver. No matter how much disaster strikes, though, the Dutch just keep to themselves... don’t offer us help or nothin.’”

I assisted her in feeding the animals, tethering them, and loosening their bells for the evening before we carried the packs under cover.

“All the boys, they’ve gone to join Rutherfordt and strike back at the Indians, so me and Grandpa had to come here to the settlements. What’s your name?” she asked suddenly.

“Anna.”

She sat herself down on a log near a corner of Dirk’s house and had me sit down next to her.

“And where do you call home, Anna?”

I told her. It was impossible to look into such a beautiful, strong, and honest face and not be honest in return. She listened intently to my story. At times she’d show compassion, at other times amusement. When I had finished, much to my surprise she seized me with a hug and kissed me on the cheek. 

“Poor lass,” she said, “you ain’t even got a home. Why, you know what, you should come with us!”

Grabbing me by the hand, she ran like a rabbit across the path to where her grandfather and my Dutch employer were still quarreling up a storm. Pulling him back by the lip of his hunting tunic, Rebecca forcefully grabbed Mr. Ratley’s attention. I was worried the old man would be angry at her abruptness, but instead he turned to give his granddaughter the most indulgent smile and his full attention.

~ * ~ * ~ * ~
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Chapter 5 – An Offer Anna Can’t Refuse
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~ * ~ * ~

ANNA

“Rebecca, what is it?”

“Grandpa,” she replied, “this here is Anna Samson. Her father was killed by the Cherokees and she’s in want of work and a place to call home. And she’s coming with us.” 

The old man frowned, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “All right, Anna,” Mr. Ratley began, “if Rebecca says you can come along, then so be it. Where were you raised?”

I told him along the upper Yadkar River. 

“You don’t say,” he said with interest. “Did you ever know Daniel Boone?”

I did, sir,” I replied, excited at the mention of that name. “Do you know him? Do you know where he’s at now??”

The old man nodded. “He’s gone off to the Dark and Bloody Ground, to Kentucky. New settlements are sprouting up there left, right, and center. If I wasn’t past 80 and already seen my best days, I reckon I would probably go there too.”

“I’ll go there once I get married,” Rebecca piped up, blushing a certain shade of red. Then, hugging me to her, she said, “I’ll take you with me, Anna.” I marveled at the girl’s instant openness and affection. I’d never had a sibling, but a sudden thought struck me that if I’d had one, I’d have wanted one just like her.

“To Kentucky, eh?” the old man spat, glowering at his granddaughter. “And I suppose you’ll be marrying that worthless Timothy McChesnee before you do.”

“He is not worthless,” Rebecca replied hotly. “Tim is the best man in Rutherfordt’s militia. He’ll get more scalps than the rest of them combined, you’ll see.”

“Anna is a good lass,” Dirk interrupted. He’d recovered his composure from the quarrel with Mr. Ratley. “I must admit that I wish she would stay with me. She’s a good worker.”

As for me, well, Rebecca never consulted me on my wishes on whether to go or to stay. She didn’t need to though. I would have followed her to the moon and back if she’d asked. The thought of possibly returning to the mountains filled my heart with a kind of leaping joy too. So, the matter being settled, the three of us slept together in the single, flea-ridden, windowless room of Dirk’s tavern that evening. Early the next morning, well before dawn, I was up to untether the ponies. Rebecca and I managed to lift the bushels of salt onto one of the beasts and strap the plowshares to the other one. By sunrise, we left Dirk’s farm and that was the last time I ever saw him. 

I can still see Rebecca now, striding confidently along the path by the rushing river, dappled in shadow and sunlight. She walked with a straightness, suppleness, and strength. She seemed like the type of woman I wanted to be one day. Her spirits turned what could have been a slog into a journey tinged with adventure. At times she would sing like a bird, and the sounds of the forest seemed to echo back in gratitude. Sometimes she would tease her grandfather or me. Other times she would become completely quiet for the stretch of an hour or more. Those were times when I guessed she was thinking about her man, about her Timothy McChesnee. Once, she snapped out of her reverie with a grin and a laugh and almost pushed me hard enough to send me tumbling down the riverbank.

“What’s wrong, Anna? You look as serious and solemn as a wood owl,” she said. 

I blurted out, “I bet I know what you were doing. You were obsessing and pining over your future husband, that Timothy McChesnee.”

“Aye. Too true. Too true,” Mr. Ratley chimed in. 

Rebecca replied with a peal of laughter, “Oh come now, you’re both just jealous of my blissful happiness. Admit it. And Anna, when you meet him, you’ll fall in love with him as much as I have.” Her eyebrows arched then as she seemed to think better of the comment. “Well, perhaps not as much, if you know what’s good for you,” she finished with a wink.

“I make no promises,” I replied impishly. She bumped my shoulder and I bumped hers in return.

“Oh, but he’s a fine male specimen to gaze upon, Anna,” Rebecca swooned.

“He’s trouble, I tell you, headstrong and reckless,” old Mr. Ratley interrupted. “And you’re crazy about him.”

“Aye, I most certainly am,” Rebecca confessed, flushing with that same telltale embarrassment, “but he doesn’t know that, and that’s what matters.”

As we emerged into the more rugged hill country, we passed more than the occasional burnt-out husk of a cabin that spoke its silent tale of Indian massacre. On the hill farms there were just women, boys, and old men out to work the fields: all the young men had gone off to join Rutherfordft’s militia to go on the war path. Well, not quite all. A few dodgers, too cowardly or peace-loving to fight, made eyes at Rebecca as we made our way through the settlements. But that was their mistake.

~ * ~ * ~ * ~
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Chapter 6 – A Suitor Receives His Just Reward
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~ * ~ * ~

ANNA

A few dodgers, too cowardly or peace-loving to fight, made eyes at Rebecca as we made our way through the settlements. But that was their mistake. None of them had a chance, and Rebecca made sure they knew it by flinging any word of kindness they might utter to her right back in their faces – usually with a scathing reference to their honor, or lack thereof. 

Once, while we sat in a tavern eating our supper, one particularly ardent admirer took things a step too far. He seemed to be what they called an escaped ‘redemptioner.’ That was an immigrant who had paid for their crossing to the Americas by becoming an indentured servant. Whose employ he’d escaped from, I could only wonder. He wore a jaunty fox-skin cap and his leggings were of a cloth finer than most. His audacity seemed as bottomless as his vanity when he strode up to the table where we were eating.

“My dear, enchanting lady,” he drawled, “silver and gold utensils and fine china would become you much better than the meager trappings of this humble place.” 

“Oh, is that so?” Rebecca said, her eyes hard as spearpoints. “And I suppose a rope around that scrawny neck of yours would become you much better too,” she replied angrily. The nearby men, Rebecca’s grandfather included, burst into laughter. I couldn’t help but giggle myself as Rebecca took the obnoxious suitor down a peg. Yet the young gentleman wasn’t to be so easily deterred. 
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