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For all those who pioneer and take a chance.

* ~ *
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And for Ainsley, Dean, and Camille, whose adventures are only just beginning.
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Chapter 1 – The Cabin of Burnt Bacon
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~ * ~ * ~

ANNA

I was born under the Blue Ridge under that side which takes on a sort of sapphire hue in the evening light. I was born in a wild landscape of beasts and flora and rushing waters. There, on the edge of a creek that runs into the river which the native people called ‘the Gray Sunset Waters,’ in a cabin mortared with ocher-dark mud, I came into the world.

More precisely, I came into the world a subject of that pompous and somewhat unhinged man of tragedy history remembers as George III. I was born in a region of his vast overseas royal holdings known as North Carolina.

The cabin of my birth always smelled of corn, bacon, and coffee, all of it occasionally ruined by the stench of curing pelts. It had two cots. In the one, I slept under a patchwork blanket of wolfskins. A coarse granite chimney protruded through the trees outside, and the fireplace loomed above, much like my father. 

There was a cooking kettle above the fireplace, and above that, resting on a pair of mighty horns nailed into the wood beams, hung my father’s rifle when not in use. Hanging on another set of horns were bear’s meat and venison, goblets for drinking, and sacks of seedlings. My father’s hunting tunic, dappled green and brown, reminded me of an indoor scarecrow where it hung as silent sentinel. 

Meanwhile, in a near-forgotten and neglected corner hung several articles of women’s clothing. These once belonged to my mother. The time before the Indians had killed her seemed so long ago now. It was hard to believe it had been scant months. Part of me felt comforted, at least, that my father felt no more ready to move on and let Mother’s memory pass than I – and so her clothing remained, a lingering, ghostly, vaguely comforting presence to soothe our shared sense of grief and loss.

The women at Feather’s Creek, fifteen miles away, came to check on father now and then. Some of the younger widows I could tell had an eye for him, though he remained thankfully oblivious. The well-intentioned visits of the settler women often gave me reason to puzzle too. They often dressed in coarse wool and other clothing so unlike my mother’s. It remained a mystery to me why my mother had owned silks and satin and the types of clothing which brushed like whispers across the skin. But whenever I asked Father about it, eager to delve into parts of my mother now lost to me, he would give no answer.

Of course mysteries like that remained all the more maddening because of the woman my mother had been – native rather than European. My father’s first wife had died long before I was born, and my mother – well, she had been accepted by the other settlers as one of their own. Perhaps they’d accepted her because out here in the wilderness all wounds bled the same red and all bellies required the same sustenance: Out here, Nature cared little if you had skin complexioned white, red, black, or brown. The need for survival made some people small-minded, but for others it had the opposite effect. For the people of Feather’s Creek, it seemed to bring out that nobler side.

~ * ~
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My father was, how shall I describe him? To this day I can only guess many details about him. He was a private, taciturn man – though I loved him dearly all the same. He was a Scotsman through and through. He could boast a Scots accent more gnarled than the roots of a tree sprung from rock. During my early childhood days he remained a fierce hunter and frontiersman. He had many who regarded him well, but he made enemies too, especially among the more warlike natives and among the settlers who refused to ever pull their own weight.

~ * ~ * ~ * ~
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Chapter 2 – Father’s Revenge
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~ * ~ * ~

ANNA

I can still envision my father, with his hunting tunic and leggings and moccasins, his powder horn etched with scenes of scarlet wolves chasing elk, his bullet pouch, hunting blade and tomahawk. He was a tall, slender man with a doleful face and a scraggly beard. 

He talked little as a rule, but there remained one glaring exception. When he drank too many horns of the ‘good stuff,’ that which ‘put fire in the belly,’ he became downright chatty. These glimpses of his character were an everlasting wonder to me. And, to this day, they make up some of my most delightful childhood memories of him. They occurred most often when a traveler or stranger passing through the wilderness had need of our hospitality for a night or two. Or, almost just as unusual, sometimes a neighbor would come to visit and stay the night if dark fell too soon. 

Many a winter evening I have lain awake under the skins, listening to a rhythm of language that held me enthralled even though I understood hardly more than phrases of it. I learned smatterings of my mother’s tongue, but unlike my father’s Scots brogue, I never understood enough of it to have a true conversation.

I do remember learning one saying in the old Scots tongue, however. Even now the words stick with me like loyal friends:

“Virtuous and vicious every man and woman must be, few in the extreme but all to a degree.”

I’m not sure where this fragment of wisdom came from, or why it touched my father so that he repeated it so often. I guessed that perhaps it had something to do with him having done things he regretted. I guessed too though that perhaps he regretted other things left undone instead.

After the night my mother died, he began to use that saying more often. Over and over again, I often replay those dark scenes in my mind. I can’t help it. Sometimes they plague me in sleep.

He had been gone that day, helping a neighbor with his cattle. That was the kind of man Alec Samson was. While he was gone though, a war party from a neighboring tribe came to the cabin. They came hot-blooded, looking for a male settler to scapegoat – a man to kill. Instead, they found me and my mother. I was 12 at the time. Slender, black hair long and lustrous as silk, my mother used to say. She said I was beautiful, but on that night my beauty was no asset. No, on that night my mother insisted I hide. She said that if they found me, they would take me for sure: Kidnap me and take me back to their tribe as a wife. A wife! I felt certain I was too young to know the first thing about being a wife. I was too sheltered to understand why men would even want me. 

Ten warriors came. All wore feathers or had painted skin. Most of the natives were kind: many traded with us. We aided their survival and they aided ours. But settlers sometimes stole and killed. Natives sometimes did the same. On this night we were caught in the middle of a feud. The leader of the raiding party, a big, scary-looking chief named Cloud-Who-Shrouds-Death, found me hiding beneath sacks of seedlings and grain. 

Mother screamed and begged. Cloud-Who-Shrouds-Death looked at me intently. He said something in his tribe’s tongue. Something I couldn’t understand. The look he gave me unsettled me though. It instilled pure fear. 

My mother snatched up my father’s tomahawk where it had fallen by the fireplace and struck faster than any of the warriors anticipated. The blade bit through Cloud-Who-Shrouds-Death’s neck. The warrior fell. The warrior looked up at the rafters with disbelief as the red seeped between his fingers and his life flowed and flowed away. That was when I knew real fear.

What I remember after that is only a jumble of blurry images, smells, and sensations. I remember my mother screaming at me to ‘Run!’ I remember her voice biting at my heels and commanding me with an urgency like nothing my parents had ever said to me – not even my father at his angriest. So I ran. I ran into the woods and I hid until my mother’s screams passed. Eventually the surviving warriors left. They set fire to the cabin, but my father returned before it could spread. Soon after, the rains came and put it out. 

My father wrapped my mother up carefully, gave me a shovel, and told me to bury her. Then he grabbed his rifle and went after the men who had done this to us. 

A week later, he returned. His eyes held a bleak satisfaction. How I knew it, I couldn’t tell you even to this day, but I knew it all the same. He had somehow taken revenge against those nine warriors. He had gotten justice for my mother.  

~ * ~ * ~ * ~
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Chapter 3 – My Father the Mystery
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~ * ~ * ~

ANNA

The truth was, ever since the day of my mother’s death, my father became an object of suspicion to some of his fellow frontiersmen and settlers. Even as a child I knew this and resented it. Some whispered that Father had done something to anger the neighboring tribe – that he had brought misfortune down on not just his own family but the settlement of Feather’s Creek as a whole. There was a speck of truth to this. After Father took revenge on the war party which attacked us, there were more deaths. Many more. Natives sent reprisals, and settlers had to band together and send reprisals back. Bloodshed demanded bloodshed. The spiral of violence continued, as inevitable as the turning of the seasons.

Through it all, though, my love for Father grew. I loved him passionately. I loved him for his strength. For his sense of justice. For his steely-eyed dedication and the quiet but steady way he showed me he cared. 

He raised me in a kind of even deeper solitude after Mother’s death. In some ways I was old for my age, learning secrets far beyond my tender years. In other ways I was ignorant... perhaps most pointedly when it came to the mysteries between the sexes. I was an outlier of sorts. My father had no sons. I was the next best thing. He treated me like the other settlers treated their own sons. His expectations of me were high, like other men’s expectations of their sons. For all that, though, I never felt less loved because I was born a girl. To the contrary, I felt a glimpse from Father now and then, from a word spoken or the way he hugged me and kissed my forehead to bid me goodnight, that told him how proud of me he was, through and through.

And, during the long winter nights, when the cries of wolves and owls soared as the winds lulled, he taught me. He taught me to read the Bible. He taught me to read tales like “The Pilgrim’s Progress.” I can still envision his slim, elegant fingers on each well-worn page. They seemed ill-suited to the life he’d chosen. 

The passion for rhythmic language also grew innately within me. Many was the time I held watch at the cabin day and evening while my father remained out on the hunt, memorizing and pondering the verses which have since become such a part of my life.

As I grew older, I journeyed with him into the deep woods and mountains. Sometimes, when I tired, he would pull me up onto his back. We spent the nights under starry skies in open camp with our moccasins – his huge, mine tiny and delicate – drying by the blaze. There, under the open skies, he taught me to skin both bear and wolf and procure their fat for oil with my blade. There he taught me to cure an elk-skin and follow a game trail. At thirteen I shot the long rifle, but even as young as seven he had begun to teach me the bow and arrow. I learned to withstand hunger and cold and exhaustion and to journey quietly over the mountains without protest.

Sometimes, as we traveled my father would go days without saying a single word. It was not from any anger or unease though. It was just who he was. We traveled together in companionable silence. There was no need to fill all that vast quiet. It is a hard thing to explain. Most New Englanders or Europeans will scarce understand it. There was a peace that settled on us though when we hunted together, and I would not trade those memories for anything.

~ * ~ * ~ * ~
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Chapter 4 – The Quiet Visitor
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~ * ~ * ~

ANNA

In the stifling days of summer, beneath the dense forest beyond, the bright green of our patch of Indian corn danced in the breeze. Near dusk I would often sit to watch the deepening lapis lazuli of the mountain wall and imagine the uncharted lands that lay over the horizon. This was one of those evenings. It felt good to feel the wind in my hair. Father was near the cabin, busy preparing our evening meal. He had shooed me away and prevented me from helping: he knew how much I loved watching the majestic colors painted by the sun just before sunset.

By chance as I sat there that day in the growing dusk, though, a man came from the trees. So quietly had he come up the trail that wound from the nearby creek that neither Father nor I had heard him. My father looked up from the meat cooking over the fire but did not rise. I stood up, staring in surprise. He was perhaps the most handsome, good-looking man I had ever seen. Granted, being as isolated as we were, I had not seen many.

The man wore an elkskin hunter’s tunic dyed deepest ebony and instead of the typical coonskin cap he wore a hat. The traveler’s long rifle peeked from his saddlebags and he guided a roan by the bridle.

“Hello neighbor!” he called.

I was worried that my father might take an immediate dislike to the stranger. As I’ve said, my father was a good man, but sociable? Not so much. The man’s eyes seemed both intelligent and warm. The girl in me swooned just the littlest bit. Suddenly this mysterious man had stepped in to burst apart our staid routines. Could you blame me for welcoming the distraction?

I feared my father would simply offer the stranger a little of our stew with a grunt and then leave the man to his meal before he continued onward. To my relief, though, Father stood up.

“Good evening,” Father replied.

The stranger looked taken aback, as I had seen others react, to my father’s accent.

“Neighbor, can you keep me overnight?”

Father nodded, voice even, guarded but cautiously welcoming. “Come on in.” 

The three of us sat down to our dinner of beans, venison, mushrooms, and corn. Our guest ate very little. He too, was a quiet man, much like my father. Scarcely a word disturbed the meal. Several times the stranger looked at me with a kindly and curious expression. Perhaps he was intrigued by my half-blood ancestry. He wouldn’t have been the first. But several times he glanced at me with such a warm expression in his blue eyes, a hint of a smile crossing his broad lips. I found myself wishing he would stay with us for longer. Once, though, when my father mentioned Indians, the man’s eyes grew sharp as knives. It was then he remarked, with a tinge of softening wonder, about my dark hair and light-colored eyebrows. 

With a start, I realized that his hair and eyebrows bore that same odd contrast. I had been so enamored with the novelty of the stranger’s presence that I hadn’t paid attention to the obvious truth: he was a half-blood like me!

After dinner, my father and the stranger sat on the log steps while I began my duties skinning the elk my father had shot earlier in the day. All of a sudden though a heavy hand fell on my shoulder. I jerked in surprise.

“Forgive me, lass. I shouldn’t have startled you.” I looked up to see genuine dismay on the man’s face. “What’s your name?”

I told him Anna.

“Anna, I’ll learn you a trick worth a little time,” he said, pulling out a skinning knife. Within minutes the bloody carcass hung between two forked wooden stakes while I stood back with my mouth wide open. He turned to me with a gentle laugh. 

“Someday you’ll cross the mountains and skin twenty in a single evening,” he promised. “Girl or no, I can see you’re a bonnie lass, and your father’s taught you well. You’ll make a fine woodswoman through and through. I’ve been watching you enough to see you’ve got the eye and the hand.”

I blushed. The stranger’s glimmer of praise made me go hot all over. Had I been drawn to him – which I was certainly not – his words would have only worsened matters. 

He turned to my father now, his tone relaxed.

“Game rare in these parts?”

“Not nearly so good as it used to be,” Father admitted. 

“Just as I reckoned. My cabin’s up on Otter’s Creek some 45 miles upriver. Game’s vanishing there too.”

“Settlements,” grumbled my father, as if that explained all the doom and gloom in the whole wide world. Much as father hated those Indians who thieved, raided, and killed, he hated the settlers’ ways with a passion too – the way they too often ravaged the very land which sustained them without thinking about the long-term. 

After a few more pulls at his pipe, Father added, “I hear good things of this land across the mountains, what the Indians call the ‘Dark and Bloody Grounds.’

“Well named that is,” the stranger agreed. 

“It’s a wild country, so I’ve been told,” Father said, “and trampled with plentiful game. I even heard that Daniel Boone and others of his mettle have gone into it and returned with astonishing tales. Rumor has it that Boone even wandered there all alone for three full months. He’s quite the man. Do you know him?” 

My ears perked up. This stranger had gotten Father to talk more in one evening than I had in the last ten. Yes, I’d decided I liked this stranger. I fervently hoped he would stay longer than one measly night. 

But at my father’s latest words the stranger’s features now turned a blushing red.

“My name’s Boone,” he replied.

Father gasped. My jaw dropped and I couldn’t help but gape like a schoolgirl. This was no simple stranger. 

I was sitting across from a breathing legend. 

~ * ~ * ~ * ~

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 5 – The Legend Speaks
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~ * ~ * ~

ANNA

“What?!” cried my father. “As in, Daniel Boone?”

“The very same.”

My father rose without another word, vanished inside the cabin, and returned with a flask of amber liquid. He carried a couple of goblets too, one of which he handed to our guest.

“Tell me about it. Your travels, what you’ve seen and done, all of it,” Father urged. It was like listening to the ultimate fairy tale. I felt like a little child again, with that same sense of wonder, hearing Daniel Boone, the legendary frontiersman, tell us his stories. Far into the night, with the moon looming like a white eye in the sky, I lay on the grass listening to Mr. Boone’s stories. Sometimes I fancied that the moon was listening too, and just as enthralled by the words Boone spoke.

Boone’s tales did not flow in a steady stream, for by nature he was such a quiet man. Eventually though, my father’s questions and keen interest brought out the hunter’s enthusiasm. I recall only certain vivid pieces of it now, but I do remember creeping closer and closer until I could reach out and touch this superior creature who had been beyond the great Blue Wall of the mountains. Marco Polo was no more a legend to the citizens of Venice after his return from China than Boone was to me that night.

Our rugged visitor recounted leaving his wife and children and embarking for the great Unknown with fellow woodsmen. He told us how, crossing our blue western ridge into a valley beyond, they discovered a ‘Warrior’s Trail’ through an opening across another range, and so picked their way down into a virgin, abundant land. And, as he spoke, he lost himself in the telling of it all. The very tone and quality of his voice transformed. 

He spoke of a land filled with wooded hills and idyllic vales, where buffalo wandered in their thousands, where elk and deer flourished. He spoke of a place where turkeys and feathered fauna squawked and foraged in abundance, a place where black bears trundled among the tall cane grasses searching for food. My admiration for him rose even higher though when he told us how, long after all the other woodsmen had left, he stayed for almost four months in the hills alone with only Nature.

“But did you meet no Indians?” my father asked.

“I saw one fishing on a log once,” Boone replied, chuckling, “but he fell into the water. I reckon he might’ve drowned, though from the great distance I couldn’t tell, nor reach him in time.”

My father nodded, a continuing curiosity in his eyes that matched my own. 

“And no others?”

“Well,” added Mr. Boone, “we did fall prey to a war band of Shawnees going back to their hunting grounds north of the great river. Those savages took away all we had. Wasn’t easy,” he added, eyes growing distant. “I had gambled my entire fortune on the venture, and we’d gathered up enough skins to make us wealthy indeed. But, neighbor, let me tell you this much: there’s land enough for you and for me, as black and rich as the lands of milk and honey the Bible speaks of.”

“The Lord is my shepherd,” Father whispered, lapsing into sacred verse. “I shall not want. He leads me into green pastures and besides tranquil waters.” 

For a time, both men were silent, each cocooned in his own thoughts while the crickets sang and the frogs croaked. From the distant forest came the bloodcurdling whoop of an owl. 

“And you? Are you going back?” my father asked.

~ * ~ * ~ * ~
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Chapter 6 – Adventure Denied
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~ * ~ * ~

ANNA

“Aye, that I am,” Boone replied with a firm nod. “There are many families below the Yadkar River going that way too. And you, neighbor, you might join us. Anna is a girl not far off from becoming a woman and she would thrive in that country.”

My father made no reply. 

I wanted to ask so many questions still. What did the Shawnee look like? What language did they speak? I wanted to ask so many more questions that I’m sure Father would have scolded me for being impertinent if I’d tried to blurt them all out. Most of all, I wanted to ask Mr. Boone if his mother or father had been Catawba, like my mother. I knew it was a silly question, but the idea that me and this legendary man could be connected by the same blood – it made me feel a thrill, just the idea of it.

“Sir, may I ask, have you ever met any Catawba?”

Boone looked at me oddly. My father’s gaze sharpened and I could tell he didn’t appreciate my question. Much as my father cherished keeping my mother’s memory alive in the objects of hers we kept, he had a strange reluctance to speak aloud anything connected to her – as if one form of grieving remained acceptable, the other not.
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