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“I want . . . to . . .

love my husband.”

 

 

Berry spaced the words to give them emphasis, to be sure he understood.

 

“Then love him.” Simon’s voice was light as if he was laughing inside. “There’s no law that says you can’t.”

 

“I want to be sure that he loves me,” she said stubbornly.

 

He laughed so uninhibitedly that she drew back.

 

“The first thing you’ve got to learn about men in this country is that they can woo a woman with soft words if that’s what she wants to hear. Never believe soft words, Berry. Pay a mind to what a man does.”

 

“I like soft words,” she said angrily.

 

He laughed and she wanted to hit him. She balled her fist and prepared to swing. Before she could move he was kissing her again with a violence that stunned her. She couldn’t tell if he was kissing her or trying to hurt her. After an instant his lips softened and her resistance vanished.

 

They drew apart slowly. “You may like soft words but you like hard kisses better,” he said with a deep chuckle . . .

 

Later Berry’s mind was boiling with emotions. One thought stood out above all the others. She would make him love her and she would make him say it!
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Chapter One

The trail had been long, endlessly winding through a tunnel of leafy trees that reached enormous heights. The train of wagons, carts, and men on horseback, with women and children trudging beside the wagons, came out of the forest and stopped on the ridge overlooking the river. Eyes fastened with fascination on the gap in the forest beyond the wide Mississippi, through which flowed the muddy Missouri River. Every man, woman, and child on the wagon train had heard about the expedition led by Captains Meriwether Lewis and William Clark, which had set out in the spring of 1804, just a year ago, to explore the vast continent west of the Mississippi. The company of thirty-two men had descended the Missouri in a flotilla and nothing had been heard from them yet.

Berry Rose Warfield leaned on the back of the weary oxen that pulled the light wagon and glanced over her shoulder to see if Rachel was awake. Her eyes softened tenderly as they rested for a moment on the sleeping face, before she turned to rap the ox smartly on the rump with a stick and put the beast into motion to follow the wagon driven by the Negro man her father had purchased before leaving home.

Somewhere beyond the frontier settlement of Saint Louis, through thick forest stretching dark and silent, would be her future home. She and Rachel had been reluctant to leave the snug cabin in Ohio. They had argued and pleaded with Berry’s father and cajoled to no avail. Asa Warfield had been determined to join the caravan of families going west to the country beyond the great river. He had been fired up by the promise of five hundred acres of good forest land that abounded in game and was rich enough to grow a tobacco crop. It was time for Asa to move on because his whoring and drinking had earned him the contempt of all his neighbors. He had unleashed his explosive temper once too often and was no longer welcome to spend his evenings in the local tavern.

Berry slowed her steps and let the wagon catch up with her so she could look once again at the pale face of the light-haired woman lying on the feather bed. Rachel was flushed with heat and her hands cradled her large, protruding stomach. This was her third pregnancy since Asa had brought her home to the Ohio cabin after buying her bond from the tavern owner. He had told his eight-year-old daughter, Berry, that he had married the girl and insisted that she call her “Ma” although there was less than eight years’ difference in their ages. Love had grown between the two, and now, ten years later, they were as close as sisters.

“How do you feel?”

Pale and pretty, with light blond hair that framed a face dominated by haunted blue eyes, Rachel lay unmoving. She had been ill throughout most of the journey. “Better.” She smiled at Berry with affection.

“Mr. Benson wants to push on until we get to the place where we’ll be ferried across the river before we stop for the night. He thinks we can get there before dark.” Berry spoke quietly, but the sparkle of excitement shone in her gray-green eyes.

“Glory! Won’t it be grand to be put once again?”

Berry wiped the sweat from her face with the end of her apron and laughed with delight. “When we’re put, we’ll have to live in the wagons until we get a cabin built.”

“At least we won’t be moving,” Rachel said with a grimace.

Berry’s eyes searched Rachel’s face anxiously for signs of pain. “We’ll make camp soon and you can get out and walk a spell. That ought to make your back feel better. You’re not going to lose this little ’un like you did the other two,” she said with determination.

Rachel watched the slim girl move up to the ox and give the beast a friendly pat on the back. Berry grows more beautiful every day, she thought. I couldn’t love her more if she was my own. How long will it be before Asa works out a scheme to sell her to the highest bidder? He’ll separate us if he can. I know he will! I’ll kill him first! Her heart beat wildly at the thought of Berry’s being subjected to the brutality Rachel had suffered at Asa’s hands.

Since Berry had grown to womanhood their roles had changed. She now protected Rachel. Asa no longer dared to cuff her or throw her down behind the curtain and satisfy himself on her body as he once had done. Long ago she had moved into the loft to sleep beside Berry, and Asa spent more and more of his time at the tavern. Rachel was pregnant now because he had caught her in the cabin alone and forced her to submit to him. She had been sick at heart when she discovered she was going to have his child. Now she was resigned to it. Within her was a little life. If it lived, she would love it.

Fortunately, Berry had inherited none of her father’s personal characteristics, except for his mid-night-black hair. And although she wore hers braided and swirled in a coronet on top of her head, she couldn’t conceal its rich luster. It sparkled in the sunlight as if embedded with a thousand stars. Small wisps of curls broke free and framed a face of high sculptured cheekbones, a complexion like alabaster, and a full, soft mouth that was quick to smile. Her gray-green eyes gazed frankly and inquiringly from beneath curving dark brows, but it wasn’t her facial beauty and long supple body that made her striking. It was her bearing. Her head rode on her slim neck proudly, as if she were a princess. She was slender to the point of appearing fragile, but the set of her chin, the candor in her dark-lashed eyes, and her carriage all combined to show strength of character.

Rachel watched the slim body that was undeniably shapely beneath the worn dress. Berry is totally unaware of the eyes that follow her, she thought with a stab of fear. Asa is plotting something. I’ve seen him watching her, him and that crowd of no-goods he rides with. I’ll not let him ruin her life. I’ll not!

The wagon train reached the outskirts of Cahokia and their camping area at dusk. The town was one of the three old French towns that George Rogers Clark and his frontier militia had wrested from the English back in 1778. The English had inherited the towns after the French and Indian wars and used them as a base for Indian raids south into Kentucky. Now, Cahokia was used as a trading center and a ferrying port for settlers crossing the Mississippi to Saint Louis, the gateway to the West.

The slave, Israel, unhitched and hobbled the team and came back for the ox. Berry helped Rachel to get down from the wagon, then began to build a cookfire. The bugs and mosquitoes swarmed about her face and she waved them away impatiently. A welcome gust of wind from the river whipped a curl across her temple and billowed her skirts, giving momentary relief from the insects.

With slow patience Berry squatted beside the stones left by a previous camper and arranged dry leaves as tinder. On top of this she spread rotted, crumbly pulp from the center of an old, weathered log. She took a scant handful of gunpowder from a leather bag, closed the neck carefully against the damp air, then squatted down and poured the gun-powder over the rotted pulp, being careful to leave a trail. She took a flint from her pocket and struck expertly, igniting the powder. The blaze raced across to the leaves and punk. The fire caught. Berry hunched her shoulders and nursed the tiny blaze, feeding it handfuls of leaves, then twigs. Smoke billowed up and she squinted her eyes against it. Soon she heard the crackling of the burning twigs. When the blaze was steady she laid larger pieces of wood over them, building them into a pyramid so there was room for a draft underneath.

While Rachel sliced cold cornmeal mush to fry, Berry fried the last of the venison that Mr. Benson, the organizer and leader of the train, had given them from his kill the day before.

“Have you seen Asa since nooning?” Rachel stood aside so Berry could pour fat from the skillet onto a flatiron grill.

“No. But he’ll show up for his vittles. He’s riding ahead with those two men who joined up when we crossed the Kaskaskia.”

“I don’t like their looks.”

“They look like something the hogs throwed up. Pa says they’re trappers. He’s swallowed whatever they’ve been telling him hook, line and sinker. They’ve got some hair-brained deal cooked up to get Pa’s money. I’m not doubtin’ that!”

Rachel’s eyes wandered around the camp. She felt a shiver of dread. The wagons were scattered, each family taking advantage of the safe campsite to have a little privacy.

“Don’t go far from the wagon tonight, Berry,” Rachel murmured as she bent over to place the slabs of mush on the griddle.

“I already thought of that.”

The big black man approached with arms filled with dead branches for the fire. He bowed his head several times before he spoke. “Ah got the wood, missy.” The shaggy head turned from side to side, as if in silent warning.

The man’s face was so black that when he spoke, Berry could see only the whites of his eyes and the gleam of his teeth and none of his facial expression. For some time now she had been convinced that he was smarter than he let on to be. He seldom spoke, did the work of two men, and gave Asa little cause to reprimand him.

Asa was more than glad to leave the care of the wagons and the teams in the hands of the women and the slave and ride ahead of the train on his sorrel mare.

“Thank you, Israel. I understand what you’re telling me.” She smiled, and his broad face split in a wide grin. “Are you hungry?”

“Yass’m.”

“There’ll be plenty put back for you.”

The slave beamed. “Yass’m. Ah put the hog fat on the wheels.” He backed away still bobbing his head up and down.

Rachel, chuckling softly, got down on her knees beside the fire. “Don’t it beat all? When Asa brought him home, I didn’t think he had a brain in his head.”

“Haven’t you ever looked into his eyes?”

“His eyes? I’ve had no reason to.”

“He’s not as stupid as he lets Pa believe. I think he hides his feelings behind that blank face.” Berry turned the meat with a long-handled fork. “Wouldn’t it be terrible to be a slave, Rachel?”

Rachel put her hand on Berry’s shoulder so she could get to her feet. “What do you think we are, honey? All my life I’ve been at the beck and call of someone who paid someone else for me. All your life you’ve had to do for Asa and to put up with his meanness. Women are slaves so they can have a roof over their heads and food to eat.”

Berry rocked back on her heels. “It won’t always be like this. I’m not goin’ to walk around on eggs for the rest of my life. And . . . if Asa touches us again . . . I’ll brain him!”

Rachel set the tin plates on the box beside the fire. “He’s comin’,” she murmured. “He’s got three men with him. I hope he don’t expect us to feed them all.”

“He will, but I’m gettin’ Israel’s out first.” Berry grabbed a plate and piled it high with meat and fried mush. “Throw a cloth on it, Rachel, and set it aside.”

Asa Warfield was a short, thickset man with coal-black hair and a clean-shaven face. Years of heavy drinking had bloated a face that had once been handsome; now it was constantly flushed and perspiring. Asa never worked when there was any other way to get what he wanted, and it was evident by the smile on his face as he walked proudly up to the fire that he was working on a scheme that would put money in his pocket.

“Howdy, daughter, Rachel,” he said with honeyed exaggeration. “I brought company fer supper.”

“I’ve cooked just enough for us,” Berry said impatiently.

Asa’s anger flared. “Then cook more, girl. What’s the matter with ya? Where’s your manners?”

Berry looked across the fire. Two of the men were the trappers her pa had been riding with for the last few days. They stood grinning at her. They were dressed in buckskins and wore knee-high fringed moccasins. One was picking his teeth with the blade of a long, thin knife; the other, an older man with a bushy beard and rotted teeth, leered at her openly. The third man stood apart from the others with his face in the shadows. He too was dressed in buck-skins, but instead of the fur cap he wore a brimmed, flat-crowned hat pulled low over his eyes. Berry gave the three men a scornful look, picked up the plate of food, and went to the end of the wagon, out of sight of those who stood beside the fire.

Her eyes searched the darkness for the black man and found him squatting beside a large oak. She waved and pointed to the plate of food she had put on the tailgate of the wagon. Then she dug into the food box for the salt pork and another loaf of cornmeal mush.

Rachel dished up the food. Asa swaggered forward and took the plates from her hand and passed them to the men. She could tell by his smell that he’d been at the whiskey jug. Apprehension caused her to move with guarded calm as she sidled away from him.

The men hunkered down at the edge of the circle of light with their plates. One of them began telling Asa a tall tale about a happening on the river. When he finished, he laughed and elbowed one of the other men, who made a crude remark and grinned inanely across the campfire at the women. Rachel was filled with a growing uneasiness.

Angry because she and Rachel would have to eat salt pork instead of the venison steaks, Berry slapped the meat into the skillet and moved it over the blaze. She lifted the lid of the iron teakettle, dropped tea leaves into the boiling water, and set it on the edge of the fire to steep.

“They’ve been passin’ the jug,” Rachel murmured.

“They won’t pester you,” Berry promised. “Sit down on the box and stay by the fire.”

“It’s not me I’m worried about.”

“Hand me the plates and don’t look at them.”

Berry was forking the long strips of greasy meat out of the skillet when one of the men left the group and came to the fire.

“That thar tea done yet, girlie?” The man smelled like a wet goat, and Berry turned her head away, repulsed.

She lifted the kettle. He held a tin cup in his hand and moved close. He rubbed his knee against her leg. Berry backed off and turned to the side; he followed her movement, keeping his leg against hers, and blew his foul breath in her face. Her stomach churned and her body went icy cold, then hot. Seething with rage and indignation, Berry retreated a second time. He followed, pressing closer. Her control snapped. She tilted the kettle toward his cup, then with a jerk of her wrist she moved it. Hot liquid flowed out onto his hand.

“Ye . . . ooo!”

The cup fell to the ground and simultaneously his arm lashed out and struck her across the breast. She staggered back and flung the kettle from her. It hit the ground and the boiling water splashed into the fire, causing a hissing sound. Berry struggled to regain her balance and keep from falling. By the time she had done so, the man, roaring with anger and pain, was reaching for her. “Ya bitch! Ya goddamn bitch! Ya burnt me!”

Berry jerked a long, thin blade from her apron pocket and held it in front of her. Her small body tensed with determination. She’d suffered her last indignity at the hands of trash!

“You touch me, you mangy, flea-bitten polecat, and I’ll cut your liver out and feed it to the buzzards!”

“What’s this? What’s this?” Asa yelled from behind her.

The trapper made a grab for her and Berry lashed out with the knife. He jumped back, shouting curses. “The goddamn bitch ruint my hand on purpose!” he yelled.

Asa lashed out and grabbed Berry’s arm and jerked it up behind her. “What the hell’s wrong with ya, gal? You’re due a whippin’.” He tried to pry the knife from her hand, but she held on to it stubbornly.

Rachel jumped up and hit Asa on the arms with her fists. “Leave her alone! She’s got to protect herself if you won’t do it.”

“Get away from me, woman!” Asa roared. “You’ve shamed me!” He was so angry that his voice cracked. He shoved Rachel aside and she stumbled against the wagon.

Berry twisted away, the knife still in her hand, and ran to Rachel. She stood in front of her, her hand curled around the shaft of the knife, the tip pointed at her pa. All caution left her. Anger, resentment, and disappointment in her father boiled up inside her, and hostility flowed out in angry, unguarded words.

“Don’t talk to me about shame,” she shouted. “You’ve shamed me all my life, and my mother before me! What kind of man are you to let this worthless riffraff come in here and rub up against me? And . . . don’t you hurt Rachel. If you do, you’d better not sleep in this camp, or I’ll cut you! I swear it!”

Stunned by her outburst, Asa stood with his mouth open. His face turned an even darker red as he realized the import of his daughter’s words and that other men had heard them.

“Hush up!” he roared. “Don’t you be tellin’ me what you’ll do, you ungrateful little split-tail! You belong to me till I pass you to another man. You’ll do as I say . . . both of ya! I’ll do with ya what I want, by gawd!”

“We’re not slaves, or animals!” Berry hissed. “You’ll not treat us as such. We’ve put up with your meanness and cuffing for the last time.” She drew a deep breath, and her next words came out loud and clear so they could be heard by all. “And we don’t have to put up with the trash you haul in, neither! So get ’em outta here!”

Asa couldn’t believe Berry was saying this to him. Humiliated almost beyond endurance, he lifted his fist to strike her. She didn’t flinch or back down. The blade flashed out in front of her and Asa’s fist paused in mid-air. The snicker behind him caused him to spin on his heel.

“I ain’t heared of no man ’round here what couldn’t handle his womenfolk.” It was the bushy-faced man who spoke. “Thought ya said they’d come docile-like, Mr. Warfield.” He spit into the fire.

Fear circled Berry’s heart. What was he talking about? She blurted her thoughts: “What’s he talkin’ about?”

Asa turned to her with a look of pure hatred. “You’ll find out, missy. You’ll be sorry for shamin’ me like you done.”

“I gotta get me some bear grease on my hand, George. Mr. Warfield’ll have to get his women in line afore we can get down to real talkin’.”

“They ain’t goin’ to get away with it,” Asa promised. “Israel,” he shouted. The slave appeared like a shadow at the end of the wagon. “Fill my jugs with Kaintuck’ for my friends. Be fast about it or I’ll lay a whip to your back!” Asa turned his back and Berry allowed the hand holding the knife to drop to her side. “I’m right sorry my women raised up a ruckus.” He tried to put some dignity into his voice when he spoke. “I ain’t had a firm hand on ’em. I jist been too busy what with gettin’ things sold and bein’ on the trail and all. They’ll be whopped back in line soon’s I get settled.”

“What they’s needin’ is ridin’.” The crude remark came from the man with the burned hand, and Berry felt another surge of anger toward her father when he allowed the remark to pass. She heard Rachel gasp when Asa chuckled.

He picked up the two jugs Israel had set on the ground beside him and followed the trappers out of the circle of light. “You comin’, Witcher?” he said to the third man, who stood motionless in the shadows. The man murmured something. Asa shrugged and disappeared in the darkness.

Berry looked across the fire at the man in the flat-crowned hat. He was holding his plate in his hand, his head tilted to one side as if he was listening. There was something about the way he stood, motionless but alert, that told her he could spring with the quickness of a cat and that their ordeal wasn’t over. This was the first time she had really looked at him. All she could see now was the outline of broad shoulders and slim hips . . . and the hat.

Israel began to feed small twigs and branches into the fire. They caught and burned, the blaze building to light the area. The man stood quietly. It seemed to Berry that he didn’t move a muscle until the fire was blazing and the light reached out to him. Then he walked past Israel as if he weren’t there and placed his empty plate on the box beside the fire. He continued walking until he stood before the two women.

Berry moved in front of Rachel once again and waved the knife. “Stay back!” She met his gaze with her direct, black-fringed eyes, lifted her chin an inch higher, and thrust out her jaw.

“Thank you for the supper. It was hard to turn down the invite after being on the trail for days.” He lifted his hand to the brim of his hat and turned to leave.

“Mister!” It was the polite gesture that caused Berry to speak. He paused and turned, but kept his distance. She looked at him closely. He was extremely tall, but whiplash thin. She’d noticed when he had walked toward them that his movements were so smooth he could have carried a cup of water on his head without spilling a drop. He looked a cut above the other two. His buckskins were soiled but not ragged, and he didn’t stink, which was in his favor. He stood with his back to the fire; she couldn’t see his eyes clearly, but she knew they were honed in on her. “What’re you and them other two varmints hatchin’ up with my pa?”

The expression on his face was one of quiet sobriety. He didn’t speak, and the silence between them was disturbing. Berry watched him apprehensively.

“I never set eyes on your pa until a couple of hours ago. I’ve come up from Kaintuck’ with a load of trade goods. I’m a trader and a guide. Your pa figured to do some trading with me and invited me to supper.”

Berry continued to stare into his face. He’s not going to stare me down. The thought made her lift her chin even higher, and she gazed at him with cold dignity. “That tradin’ wouldn’t have anything to do with me and Rachel?”

He looked at her for a long moment before he spoke. “I don’t trade in human flesh, be it women or slaves.” His words came out cool and clipped.

“Then why’re you hangin’ out with them?”

His mouth tightened and the creases in his cheeks deepened to severity. “I don’t have to explain my actions to you, ma’am. But I’ll tell you this. I don’t hang out with the likes of Linc Smith and George Caffery. They’re what you said, varmints. They’re known up and down the river as thieving, lying, murdering scalpers, and your pa would be smart to steer clear of them.”

Rachel’s hand was on Berry’s shoulder, her protruding abdomen pressed into the younger girl’s back. In the stillness that followed the man’s words, Berry was conscious of the movement of life in Rachel’s body and heard Rachel’s sharp intake of breath.

“Go. We’ve not eaten supper, in case you ain’t noticed.” Her green eyes became glacial as they bored into his.

He hesitated while his eyes searched the camp. “Will the black be any help if you have trouble before your pa comes back?”

“Our trouble will be after he comes. But we don’t need no help. I’ve got this knife and a musket, ’n’ I can use both of them.”

He smiled as if he didn’t want to but was forced. “Glad to hear it.” He put his hand to the brim of his hat and walked away.

“Oh, Berry! What’ve we done? Asa’ll be crazy mad,” Rachel said in a horrified whisper.

Berry watched the trader until he disappeared in the darkness. She put the knife into her pocket and closed her eyes for an instant. “What’s done is done. We cain’t keep on knucklin’ under to him. The first thing we know he’ll have me sold off. He keeps a-sayin’ it’s time for me to take a man. He’d see that he got somethin’ for it, that’s certain!” she said bitterly. “As long as we’re together, we can stand up to him.” Suddenly she laughed. It was total and unexpected.

Rachel stood transfixed. “It’s not a laughing matter.” Her eyes filled with tears. “Asa’s got to do somethin’ to save his face.”

“Let him try! He won’t do nothin’ if I can help it.” She laughed again. “We shoulda stood up to him long ago, Rachel.” She tried to sound confident for Rachel’s sake. “I’m not goin’ to fret about it now. I’m hungry.”

They sat on the box beside the campfire and picked at the fried mush. Berry left the fat meat in the skillet for Israel. He brought more fuel for the fire and piled it on. She suspected it was his way of trying to protect them by keeping the camp lit up. The slave moved like a cowering dog, but it was a comfort to have him there.

“The trader appeared decent.” Rachel was holding on to Berry’s shoulder again, and Berry knew she was hurting.

“I dunno about that. He was a mite better’n the others. Did you see the knife he wore in his boot ’n’ that rifle he never let outta his reach? I’d bet he’d be a bugger in a fight.”

“He was clean. I’m sick to death of dirt and stink.”

Tiredness in Rachel’s voice prompted Berry to say, “Why don’t ya go to the wagon. I’ll clean up this mess.” She attacked the plates in a large wooden bowl. “I’ll put the kettle on and we’ll have a cup of tea. There’ll be warm water left for a good wash.”

Israel sidled up to the fire, bobbing his head up and down. The habit irritated Berry and she wished he wouldn’t do it, but she didn’t know how to tell him.

“Mistah, over there, tol’ me ta give this ta y’all.” He held a cloth bag out at arm’s length and jerked his head toward the edge of the woods.

Berry’s eyes found the trader standing in the shadows. His rifle was cradled in his arms and he still wore the brimmed hat. She took the bag from Israel’s hand and untied the string at the top. It was a bag of raisins. She’d had them only one other time in her life. She looked back at the man and nodded her thanks. He tipped his hat and disappeared even as she watched him.

“Rachel! He’s give us raisins! Now why in the world would he do that?”

“I . . . don’t know.” Her voice lightened. “But I’m glad he did.”

“Don’t go, Israel,” Berry called. “Hold out your hand. We’ll all have a treat tonight.” She went to him. He stood trembling with his hands behind him, as if he were in shock. “Hold out your hand,” she urged. He obeyed, and she placed a handful of the raisins in it. A smile split his face.

“Yass’m, yass’m, yass’m.” He kept repeating the words as he backed away.

Berry’s laugh rang out. It was a joyful, happy sound that broke the stillness of the night. “You’re goin’ to back into a tree if ya don’t watch out, Israel.”

“Don’t tease him, honey. You’ve shocked him enough for one night.” Rachel was smiling.

Berry handed her the bag. “Take them to the wagon. I’ll bring the water. If we’re lucky, Pa’ll stay away all night.”

 

*    *    *

 

Simon Witcher watched the girl accept the gift, then moved back into deeper shadows. He rested the butt of his rifle on the toe of his moccasin, used it to steady himself as he lounged against the trunk of a large tree. The color of his buckskins and the deep tan of his face made it almost impossible to see him in spite of his six-foot-four-inch height.

Simon didn’t really know why he stood there and watched the women, unless it was the musical sound of the girl’s happy laughter as she called out to the slave. The sound had given him a surge of pleasure and his eyes were drawn to her.

Asa Warfield had come to Witcher’s wagons and introduced himself. He’d said he was traveling with his wife and daughter to land he’d filed on west of the river. He was interested in the trade goods Simon had freighted from Louisville. After a half-hour of conversation he’d invited Simon to supper. The temptation to eat women’s cooking had spurred him to accept. However, he had immediately regretted his hasty decision when they were joined by Linc Smith and George Caffery, as unsavory a pair as roamed the river.

Now a worried frown creased Simon’s brow. He would have been forced to step in if the girl hadn’t stood up to Linc and her pa. What the hell! He scowled, disgusted with his thoughts. The pregnant woman was the man’s wife, the girl his daughter. He had no business butting into a man’s problems with his family.

He stood there until the campfire burned down. The slave came to add more fuel to the fire, then melted into the darkness of dense growth beyond the wagons. Simon went back to where the freight wagons were parked for the night. He paused and made a soft whistling sound before he showed himself.

Two men materialized out of the darkness. “York’ll take first watch,” one said. “Though ain’t likely ta have no trouble.” He eased himself down on the ground and leaned against the wheel. His companion went to the second wagon, threw out a bedroll, and stretched out on it. “Seems to be a train of farmers a-waitin’ to cross.” Simon took out a blanket and crawled under the wagon. He placed his hat and his gun on it and lay down. The big man by the wheel was still talking. “It’s a wonder they got this fer,” he said, snorting. “They ain’t got no more know-how than a Injun with his head cut off. That land o’er thar’ll give ’em a hard welcome.”

Simon chuckled. “It’s so. It’s the same with most that cross.” He was silent for a while, then said, “Fain, do you remember that pair that come in with a barge full of goods a year back and said the freighter had fell overboard and drowned? They said they’d salvaged the goods.”

“Yup. I remember ’em. Nobody believed it, but there wasn’t nothin’ they could do.”

“They’re in camp. Took up with an Ohio farmer. I heard ’em talkin’ about setting up a tavern with him.”

“Farmer’d better watch his step. Them’d knife their own granny for a gold piece.” Fain had the soft, slurry voice of a Virginian.

“Farmer’s got a couple women with ’em. I hate to see ’em get tangled with that pair.”

Fain didn’t answer. The men who lived in the woods did not speak when there was no answer required.

Simon closed his eyes, but sleep didn’t come. The picture of a face floated before his mind’s eye, a face framed with dark curls. A poignant loneliness possessed him for the first time in a long while. Far away, the sound of an owl echoed in the stillness. Simon was as filled with unrest as was the owl. His thoughts raced. For a moment he speculated on how it would be to have a woman in his cabin, a woman who waited for his return, a woman who whispered words of love in his ear. He turned restlessly.

Orphaned at the age of nine, Simon had been apprenticed out to work with a family named Pollard. They had been Scottish-Irish with six children of their own, but they had a lot of land to tend and a mill. The judge who had sent Simon there decreed that he work for his keep, and he was to be provided with proper food and care in return for his work. At age sixteen he was to be given a horse and a gun. His leaving had disappointed Mrs. Pollard, who had come to look on the boy as her own. In spite of that, Simon had left Pennsylvania and headed west. He had spent time in Virginia, then had come through the Cumberland Gap into Kentucky and Tennessee. He had learned the trading business, learned to fight, learned to judge men. He had filed on land and built a building to house his trade goods.

Now, ten years later, he was grateful for the time he had spent with the Pollards and grateful for the book learning they had given him along with their own children. Mr. Pollard had been a teacher and a scholar. Many times Simon had listened in awe to the man speak French, Spanish, and German. He’d been fascinated by the French language and had learned a smattering. It was useful to him in this area so full of Frenchmen.

Fain rolled up in a blanket and was soon snoring softly, but Simon’s mind refused to let him rest. Two unprotected women, especially as pretty as the Warfield women, would be a big temptation to men like Linc Smith and George Caffery. The girl was spunky. She had set Linc to dancing with that hot water on his hand. That was all the more reason why Linc would be set to go back. The fact that one of them was big with child wouldn’t matter in the least. And if the farmer got drunk enough . . .

Simon rolled out from under the wagon. He put on his hat so that York would know who he was, picked up his rifle, and, as silently as a shadow, moved between the trees toward the other side of the camp.

 

 

 
Chapter Two

The raisins are grand-tastin’.” Berry dug her fingers into the sack and popped a few more in her mouth. “I could eat them all, but I reckon it would be hoggish.”

They sat on the feather tick, a blanket around their shoulders. A bit of wick floated in a bowl of oil and gave off a faint light. Berry liked it when she and Rachel were alone inside the tarp-covered wagon with the front and back flaps secured for the night. It was homey and private. They had washed in the warm water and put on their nightdresses before treating themselves to the trader’s gift.

“The raisins are good, but so was the wash,” Rachel confessed. “I’m tired of eatin’ dust.” She took the precious wire pins out of her hair, placed them in a small box, and picked up the hairbrush. When she shook her head, the long coil fell and spread, making her look like a child.

“I’m hopin’ we get a place near a clear running stream. We can bathe in it, put our wash pots on the bank, and have scrub water without havin’ to tote it far.” There was a wistful quality to Berry’s voice.

“Asa’s got wilder and wilder on this trip,” Rachel said with a worried frown. “He might not farm. He might try to turn his hand to somethin’ else.”

“I’m afraid of it. I don’t—” She broke off in mid-sentence and held her finger to her lips in silent warning. The campfire was still ablaze, and a shadow had passed between it and the wagon. “Keep talkin’,” Berry mouthed silently, and gently set the bag of raisins in Rachel’s lap.

Rachel’s eyes grew large and frightened, but she cleared her throat and began to murmur words about their home in Ohio. Berry injected a word occasionally, all the while inching toward the back of the wagon. She heard the rasp of cloth or leather as it scraped wood, and saw the movement of the tarp as it was gently prodded from the outside. She motioned for Rachel to hand her the musket they kept loaded. Rachel reached for it and laid it on the feather tick within her reach.

Berry got to her knees, then to her feet. The movement at the end of the wagon was more obvious now as a knife sawed at the rope that secured the flap. Her foot nudged the tin chamber pot they kept for Rachel to use during the night. Berry had used it herself this evening, being reluctant to leave the wagon, and it was half-full.

A devilish grin tilted Berry’s lips as the idea struck. She quietly removed the lid and lifted the pot by the bail. She raised it until she could grasp it with both hands.

Rachel talked on in low tones while they waited. Sure that his presence had gone unnoticed, the man sawed at the ropes. Within minutes Berry saw the canvas go slack. She tensed for the moment the flap would be thrown back.

If she was surprised at all, it was by the way the whole end of the wagon opened up. Blop! The tarp fell, and Linc Smith stood scarcely three feet from her with a leering, drunken grin on his face. As he reached for her, Berry threw the chamber pot, contents and all. She saw it splash in his face before the pot struck him. She grabbed the musket.

“Ahhh . . . ahhh . . . !” Linc yelled and stumbled back. At that same instant a club came down on his head with a thud. His body went limp and he fell face forward in the dirt.

Israel, with both hands holding the club, rolled white-socketod eyes toward the astonished women.

“Israel! You coldcocked him!”

The slave began to tremble so violently that the thick stick of wood slipped from his fingers. The enormity of what he’d done paralyzed him with fear.

Berry saw his fear, and knowing he could be whipped to death for his action she said quickly, “Did he see you?”

“Naw . . . naw . . .”

“Good!” Suddenly she began to laugh. Peals of laughter rang out as she looked on the drenched form lying in the dirt. It was a tinkling, musical sound that reached the man in the brimmed hat, who stood in the shadows. He was fascinated by the sound and couldn’t keep his own lips from twitching into a broad smile.

“Good heavens!” Rachel leaned over the tailgate and stared at the man sprawled on the ground.

Berry put down the musket, bunched her nightdress in her hand and jumped down from the wagon. “Don’t worry, Israel. Nobody will know you did it,” she said between fits of giggles. “What’re we goin’ to do with him?” She wrinkled her nose. “Phew! He’d scare a hain’t in a thicket!”

“Yass’m . . . ah . . . yass’m.” Israel was clearly terrified, and her mention of a ghost didn’t help.

“Stop worryin’,” Berry said gently. “I’ll say I did it. And . . . thanks. Thunderation! You were takin’ a chance.”

Rachel was first to see the trader approach. She only had time to gasp, “Berry!”

“I’ll say I did it.” The voice was quiet and drawling, but just the sound of it caused Berry’s heart to leap with fear. She whirled like a cat ready to fight. A soft chuckle came from the trader. “I was about to step in, but it appears like y’all don’t need no help.” He backed away a step. “Phew!” Rumbles of laughter came from his chest, and in spite of herself Berry’s face relaxed into a grin.

She had no idea of the picture she made standing there in her white nightdress. Masses of black curly hair floated around her white face and gasps of laughter came from her soft mouth. She put her hand to it to stifle the giggles. Later, she was to wonder why she had been so sure he meant them no harm.

Simon circled the man on the ground and leaned his rifle against the end of the wagon. “Israel,” he said to the slave. Then, “Israel?” He shook the man’s arm to rouse him out of his fear and to get his attention. “Get on back to your sleepin’ place. The fewer tracks you make around here, the better. I’ll drag him off in the woods. If there’s any questions asked, I’ll say I bashed his head for botherin’ the women.”

“Lawsey me!” Israel stared at him in awe, then ran off.

“Phew!” Simon said again when he grasped the man by the collar. He dragged him into the underbrush a good distance from the wagon, and as he returned he swept the tracks away with a branch.

“Did we kill him?” Berry asked, then added, “I don’t care if we did or not. I was goin’ to shoot him anyway.”

“It’d take more’n that to kill the bastard,” Simon said, grunting. “But he might wish it had. He’s full of whiskey, ’n’ that bash on the head won’t help.”

“Why’d you come back?” Berry peered up into his face. “And why do you wear that hat so a body can’t see your face?”

He laughed shortly. “You’re just full of questions, aren’t you?”

“How’re you goin’ to find out anythin’ if you don’t ask?”

“I had a hunch they’d get your pa drunk and come back.”

“The other’n will come lookin’ for him.” Her eyes scanned the darkness beyond him.

Simon saw her anxious look, and the wish to bash more heads jerked at his mind. “He’ll not come tonight. He and your pa are sleepin’ it off on a pile of hides down by the river. But that’n,” he jerked his head toward the spot where he’d left Linc, “he’s goin’ to be madder than a skunk with a twisted tail.” He took a length of rawhide from under his shirt and started tying it to the wagon flap.

“I reckon he will. It was decent of you not to tell on Israel. They’d kill him. If they didn’t, Pa’d whip him somethin’ awful. He’s not as dumb as he lets on,” she added in the slave’s defense.

“Get in the wagon and I’ll tie the flap down and poke the end of the strap inside. When you want out in the morning, pull the strap and the knot will come untied.”

Berry skirted the wet spot in the dirt and picked up the chamber pot. She couldn’t suppress another bout of giggles. A bubble of laughter escaped her lips when she looked at Rachel’s solemn face. “I know I’m makin’ a fool of myself laughin’. . . but he looked so . . . funny!”

As she continued to laugh, she was such a pleasure to look at—all warm, sparkling, and pretty beyond belief. With an effort, Simon pulled his attention back to the tarp. He slit the canvas with a long, thin-bladed knife and laced it with the rawhide. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the blond woman reach for the chamber pot and whisk it out of sight. He almost chuckled. White women had notions that never occurred to Indian women.

Berry stepped up on the box to crawl over the tailgate and back into the wagon. Simon put his hands on her waist and lifted her lightly. She didn’t protest, and he had a sudden notion to enfold her warmth in his arms and kiss her. Sternly he put such thoughts from his mind. She was soft and warm and so small it seemed he could snap her in two. But he knew she was tougher than she looked and that she had spunk. She’ll need it, he thought with a fierce spurt of anger at her pa. He wondered if the man knew there were a hundred men on the river who would kill to get their hands on these women.

“Thank you, Mister . . . ?”

“Witcher. Simon Witcher.”

“Do you live in Saint Louis? Will we see you again?” Berry asked boldly.

“More’n likely.” Simon hesitated before he pulled down the flap. “I got a place up on the Missouri.”

“That’s a long way.”

“It’s no piece at all in this country. Where’s your pa’s land?”

“Across the river. He don’t tell us much.”

There was a small silence while he looked at the women and they at him. “I’ll be at the ferry,” he said, and let the flap drop between them. “Don’t forget about pullin’ the strap.” He poked the end of the rawhide inside the wagon.

“Thanks,” Berry called softly. “And thanks for the raisins, too.”

“My pleasure.” The masculine drawl was muffled as it came through the canvas.

Berry stood waiting expectantly, but he said no more. She turned to look down at Rachel, who sat with her back against the trunk. The women looked at each other for a moment and then Berry sank down onto the mattress. “Well, I never! Law, he’s a strange one!”

“We don’t have to worry about Asa tonight,” Rachel said with relief.

“He’s gonna be madder than a rained-on hen in the morning.”

“I hope he’s too sick to pay us no never mind.” Her eyes twinkled. She showed a side to Berry that she never allowed to surface with anyone else. She loved the dark-haired girl. There had been no love in her life until Asa took her home to the thin, sad-eyed little girl. They had been a comfort to each other through the years. Berry had been all that made Rachel’s life worth living.

“Rachel.” Berry hesitated. “I never asked you, but somehow I knew that Pa didn’t wed you. Did he?”

Rachel looked at her steadily and slowly shook her head. “He bought me for a horse and a hundred pounds of shot. It was either go with him or stay at the tavern and be a whore.”

“But . . . why’d you stay with us after you growed up? He was mean to you! I hated him for it.”

“Where would I have gone? Who would want Asa Warfield’s leavings? Besides, I had you. You’re the only person I ever loved and who loved me.” Rachel looked down at her fingers pleating the material of her nightdress. “I wish this babe wasn’t his. It could take on his meanness.”

“It won’t if we start it off right,” Berry promised. “I didn’t take on his meanness. My ma was sweet and gentle like you and she taught me book learning and she said, ‘If you think of yourself as somebody, other folks will too.’ I’ve thought about that a lot.” Berry blew out the small light and lay down. “It isn’t fair, is it, Rachel?” she said in the darkness. “It isn’t fair that ’cause we’re women we got to go along and do as a man says. I wish we could strike out on our own. We could clear us a place to live, or go downriver to a town and do some kind of work to earn our keep. It just isn’t fair,” she said again. “A woman has to have a man to stand between her’n the mangy polecats what only wants her for fornication!”

“I remember way back being with a man and a woman who loved each other. They touched and kissed and laughed. I remember she’d run and he’d grab her and kiss her, and she’d laugh. It’s so far back I can’t remember who they were. I used to dream I’d find a man who touched me gentlelike and laughed a lot.” Rachel’s voice trailed away sadly. “Asa ruint me for that.”

“You’re not ruint!” Berry reached over and squeezed her hand. “I’ve got me a feelin’ that somethin’ good is waitin’ for us across the river in that wild, sweet wilderness.” Berry’s laugh was a little shaky. She squeezed Rachel’s hand again to reassure her as well as herself, then lay quietly, as her thoughts returned to the man in the brimmed hat.

 

*    *    *

 

“Where’s Asa this morning?” The leader of the wagon train sat on his buckskin horse and spoke curtly.

“I dunno, Mr. Benson. But we’re ready to go. We won’t hold you up. Pa’ll show up before we load on the ferry.” Berry stood beside the ox and Rachel sat on the wagon seat.

“Well, I dunno if I’ll let ya cross if’n he don’t show up.”

“He was drunk. He’s sleepin’ it off down by the river,” Berry said carelessly.

Mr. Benson scowled and put his heels to his horse. Berry swatted the ox on the rump with a switch and it followed.

It was daylight when they moved out. Berry and the ox took the lead, and Israel, driving the stubborn mules hitched to the heavy wagon, brought up the rear. Berry was glad to be leaving the campsite. She and Rachel had worried constantly that Linc and his partner would come back to the camp with Asa. It was an unusually warm morning for the end of May. The mist rose from the river as the air was stirred by a light breeze. The sun, coming up over the horizon, glowed on the white canvas tops of the wagons that lined the slope to the river. Berry’s eyes searched for her father among the group of straggling immigrants, but she didn’t see him or the trappers he’d been drinking with. She took off her bonnet and fanned her face. If Asa didn’t show up, she didn’t know what they’d use to pay the ferryman when it came their turn to cross.

The sun had reached a quarter of its way across the sky when Mr. Benson rode up to the wagon. “You’re next. Move right on down and onto the boat.” He didn’t look at her and wheeled his horse to leave.

“Mr. Benson!” Berry had an uneasy feeling in the pit of her stomach. “Pa hasn’t showed up and we don’t have money to pay. We’d best stay here and wait for him.”

“Your fare’s paid. C’mon,” he said curtly. He rode away, and Berry had no choice but to follow.

There were more wagons and horses on the flatland beside the river. Mr. Benson waved her on, urged her to hurry, and she had no time to look for Asa. The bargemen had tied the flatboat to the landing. Two of them stepped forward and grasped the ox by the horns, and although it bawled and resisted, they urged it onto the gently bobbing craft. Berry moved back and held on to the wagon frame as she took her first tentative steps onto the wet planks. The men dragged the balking ox to the front, looped a rope around each of its horns, and tied them securely to a brace. Another man stood ready with a hammer to coldcock the beast if it became frightened and tried to bolt.

Berry could tell by the commotion behind that the men were having difficulty getting the mules aboard. She knew Israel would be useless unless he was told what to do, so she edged her way to the rear of the wagon. To her surprise, she saw the trader. She recognized him by his flat-crowned hat; he was leading Asa’s saddlehorse on board and instructing Israel on how to hold it. Two rivermen stood beside the mules and more men lashed the wagon to the deck. This done, crates of goods were stacked beneath the wagons.

It was scary but fascinating to Berry. She returned to the front of the wagon, wanting to share the excitement with Rachel. Rachel was not enjoying the experience in the least. Her knuckles were white where she gripped the seat, and her face was gray with fright.

“Rachel?” Berry started to climb up on the wheel. “Don’t be scared, Rachel. They’ve poled this boat across a hundred times. They know what they’re doin’.”

“Hold on, little gal.”

The drawl came from behind her. When Berry turned, her eyes were level with a broad chest covered with a leather shirt that fitted like a glove. Her eyes traveled up and up to a weathered face and bronze hair that swept back from a wide forehead and hung to shoulders that seemed a yard wide. The giant had twinkling blue eyes, and a stub of a pipe was in his mouth. He was the biggest man she’d ever seen, but rawboned big, without an extra ounce of flesh on his body.

“Who’re you?”

“Fain. I’m goin’ to give ya a hand and see ya get across.” He looked up at Rachel. “Ya gotta come down off that seat, ma’am. It’s a mite safer for ya to sit on the raft. I’ll get ya an oilskin ta sit on.”

“No! No . . .” Rachel shook her head. She looked as if she would be sick.

“We can’t have ya sittin’ up there,” the man said firmly. He reached for her. “I won’t let ya fall. I’m goin’ to hold on to ya. Ya can count on it.”

Rachel’s eyes swung to Berry. “He won’t, Rachel.” Berry laughed. “From the looks of him, he could lift that ox down from there.”

“Thanky, purty little gal.” The man’s laugh was a soft, rolling chuckle.

It could have been what changed Rachel’s mind. She leaned over and put her hands on his shoulders. He grasped her beneath the arms, carefully lifted her over the wheel, and set her gently on the floor of the raft. She swayed, lowered her chin to her chest, and refused to let him go. “Oh . . . oh . . .”

“It’s all right to be scared. Only a fool ain’t scared some,” the giant murmured to the top of Rachel’s head. “Spread the cloth on the floor, little ’un, so she can sit.” Berry spread the cloth and the man eased Rachel down. “Sit right down, ma’am. When we get goin’ I’ll be right by ya. Don’t you worry none. I can swim like a beaver for all the size of me.”

Berry sat down beside Rachel facing the back of the raft. She saw Simon Witcher standing beside Israel and her pa’s sorrel mare. Why hadn’t he come to speak to them?

“Why’re you helping us?” she asked the big man.

“Wal, now, a man’d hafta be daft to not help purty womenfolk.” He smiled broadly, holding the pipe stem in his teeth.

“Did Mr. Witcher tell you to help us?”

“Not just like that. We knowed ya needed help, and being the fine gentlemen that we are, we jist naturallike pitched right in.” His clean-shaven face was alive with amusement. He was like a big friendly bear.

Berry’s laugh floated out over the water like the song of a bird. Totally unaware that every male eye turned to look at her, she smiled happily into the twinkling eyes that smiled back. She liked this man. Liked him a lot. In all her life she’d not met a man she was more comfortable with, or one who in just a few short minutes had put her so at ease that she trusted him completely. She glanced at Rachel and found that she too was looking at him, and some of the strain had left her face.

Although he squatted beside them they still had to look up to see his face. He took the pipe from his mouth, knocked the ashes out on the floor of the boat, then put it in a pouch that hung on his shirt. “Don’t ya move. I’ll be back.” He stood up. For such a big man he moved lightly.

“Fain. Mr. Fain . . .”

“Fain MacCartney, ma’am.”

“My pa was drunk and didn’t come back to camp last night. Ah . . . we’re wonderin’ where he could be.”

“He ain’t dead. Simon hauled him off and throwed him under our freight wagon. Them river rats he was with musta dosed up his whiskey. Your man’s back thar with your slave, ma’am,” he said to Rachel. “He ain’t gonna be wakin’ up fer a spell.”

“He’s not her man!” The words burst from Berry in bitter anger. “He’s my pa, sorry as he is. That’s all he is!”

“Berry!” Rachel’s face turned crimson and she turned it away from the man’s searching look, so penetrating, yet filled with understanding, that she couldn’t meet his eyes.

“Berry? Is that your name?” Fain said easily, turning the attention from Rachel. “Strawberry or Raspberry? Maybe Chokeberry, huh?”

Berry caught her lower lip between her teeth as she did sometimes when she was trying not to laugh. The damp river air had turned all the loose hair floating around her face into tight curls. Her gray-green eyes sparkled with mischief. Fain thought he’d never seen a prettier, more alive woman in all his thirty-five years. The other one was a beauty too, but sad, and scared like a little doe caught in a trap. He had a sudden urge to throw the girl’s pa in the river once they got halfway across.

Fain cursed silently to himself and moved down the raft to where Simon was helping lash the wheels of the heavy wagon in place. “Are ya goin’ over?”

“No need, if you will. The other boat is coming back. We can load it.”

“Wal, I ain’t goin’ ta be mis-put ’bout that. Them’s might purty women. That little ’un is about as purty as a covey of quail.”

Simon looked at his friend with eyes so dark blue that they appeared black. “That’s the trouble,” he said simply. “Every horny bastard within miles will be after her like flies on a pile of flesh cow dung.” He shrugged. “But it won’t be no concern of mine once her pa sobers up.”

Fain swore under his breath. Simon continued with his work. “Consarn it all! The little ’un said her pa wasn’t the other’n’s man. She blurted it right out, angrylike. What’s that bastard up to?”

“I reckon he figures to start up a tavern and put them in it as a draw.”

“They’d draw, ain’t no doubt about that. Do you reckon they’re that kind?”

Simon chuckled. “If they’re not, the black-haired one’ll fight him ever step of the way. She’s got spunk she hasn’t used yet. The other’n has had the fight taken outta her.”

“Shitfire!” Fain uttered the word and moved back toward the women.

“Watch the boy with the mare,” Simon called, and jumped off the raft as the bargemen untied the ropes so it could drift free.

There were eight men with long poles on each side of the flatboat. They let the craft drift out until the current caught it and the front shifted slightly to the south. Then they worked in unison, poling to the distant point that seemed to be a good way south of where they had embarked.

Berry was surprised at how easily the craft rode in the water. She’d expected it to bob up and down like a cork. Instead, it rode the current so smoothly that scarcely any water lapped up on the planks.

Fain hunkered down beside them. “This is a good time to cross. The snows up north has melted and run down and there’s not been much rain.” He filled his pipe from his leather pouch and stuck it between his teeth. “Consarn it! What’d I do that for? I ain’t got no fire.”

Berry laughed and Rachel smiled shyly.

“Are you a trader like Mr. Witcher?” Berry asked after a brief silence.

“Naw. I’m not a trader. I make a trip or two a year with him. We got land that joins. We got cabins on it. Had to so we could get title, but Simon stays down at my place most of the time. Good man. The best.”

“We hope Pa’s place is by a clear stream. We thought . . .”

“Oh . . . oh!” The end of the raft suddenly swung with the current and Rachel grabbed Fain’s arm.

“It’s all right. That’s not nothin’. Just a little fast water.” He spoke calmly.

“I can’t help it. I’m so afraid.”

“Ya’ll have to learn to swim. Then ya’ll not be scared.” Rachel suddenly realized she was holding his arm. She let go and looked away, embarrassed. Fain stood. “I’d best take a look and see how the boy’s doin’. Sit tight. It’s goin’ to be smooth now.”

“Why’d you tell him Asa’s not my man?” Rachel whispered as soon as he’d left them. “What’s he goin’ to think? From the looks of me, he knows I’ve been with a man!” Her eyes were filled with anguish.

“I told him that so he wouldn’t think you was tied to Asa. If you get a chance, you can go anytime you want to and Asa can’t stop you. You paid out your bond a long time ago.”

Rachel looked at her in horrified silence. When she spoke, her voice trembled. “I’m not goin’ anywhere. I’d not go off and leave you! You . . . and . . .”

“If we get a chance we’ll both go. Maybe there’s a place in Saint Louis where we can work.” Berry’s mouth took on a stubborn look and her eyes narrowed angrily. “He’s not goin’ to knock us around anymore, Rachel. If he hits us again, I might kill him. I don’t want to do it, so it’d be better if we could get away from him.”

“There’s nothing we can do in this wild place. I won’t be no good to you at all for another month. And if this babe comes out right, it’s got to be took care of.” Tears came to Rachel’s eyes, as they had so easily since her pregnancy had begun. “It’d be better if you wasn’t hampered with me. I don’t do nothin’ but hold you down.”

“Don’t you ever say that again, Rachel Warfield!”

“Ain’t Warfield. It’s Tompkins.”

“Tompkins?” Berry said with wonder in her voice. “Just think of all the years I’ve known you and I didn’t know your name was Tompkins.”

“There wasn’t no reason to tell you.” Rachel leaned over her lap and wiped her eyes on the hem of her dress.

“Look. We’re about to the other side. It doesn’t look much different, as far as I can tell. Of course, I know back of those trees there’s nothing but more trees.” Berry laughed lightly and lifted her chin to the cool breeze blowing off the water.

Fain returned and hunkered down beside them. “We’ll be tying up soon. When we do, y’all get back up in the wagon and outta the way. A bunch a rowdys’ll swarm on and lead the teams off. Ya just have to sit tight.”

“Are you leavin’ us?” It was Rachel who asked.

Fain’s face creased in a smile. “I’ll help the boy with the mare. I’ll see ya strung out with your train. Don’t worry none.”

The front of the raft hit the heavy timbers of the dock with a jolt. As soon as the raft stopped rocking, Fain reached down and lifted Rachel to her feet. “Do ya want to stand for a minute after sittin’ for so long?”

Both Berry and Rachel looked at him with astonishment. They’d never had a man treat them with such gentle attentiveness. Their eyes were drawn to his face. A rosy blush covered Rachel’s cheeks.

Berry was used to filling the void when Rachel was speechless. “It’d help. The trip’s been hard on her.”

Fain ignored Rachel’s embarrassment. “I’d ’spect so. Stand here ’n’ hold to the wheel till the blood gets a-goin’. I’ll look and see what the boy’s doin’.”

Fain came back dragging a heavy crate. He placed it beside the wheel, scooped Rachel up in his arms, and, as lightly as a dancer, stepped up on the box and set her down on the wagon seat. “Thar ya are, ma’am.” He looked at Berry. “Your turn, little ’un.” Before she could open her mouth she was high in his arms. He swung her easily up onto the seat.

“That was like bein’ on a swing,” she said, laughing. “Thank you.”

“It was the most pleasurable thin’ I’ve done in a coon’s age,” he admitted with a low chuckle. He stepped away and pulled back the crate.

The men swarmed over the boat as Fain had said they would. Rachel and Berry watched from the wagon seat. The ox was untied and led off the boat and up a short ramp to level ground. Berry jumped off the wagon and went to lead the beast up the trail where she could see members of their party waiting.

Rachel cringed when she saw the leering looks of the boatmen as they gazed at Berry walking beside the ox, her young body swaying gracefully, her hair shining in the bright sunlight. Rachel’s heart contracted painfully. They were in a wild, rough land among wilder and rougher men than they had ever known.

 

 

 
Chapter Three

The settlement of Saint Louis was larger than it had appeared when Berry viewed it from across the river. It was situated on ground not much higher than the river and protected from flood by a natural bank of limestone. Behind the town, to the west, on a forty-foot bluff, was a small stockade with several circular towers and a stone breastwork. It had been built as a defense against the Indians but now was used only occasionally by the soldiers.

There was one main road through the center of the town. It was rutted, dusty, and now filled with wagons, carts, dogs, and excited children; emigrants from Ohio seeking new homes. Weary farm women followed behind the wagons to urge a cow along or to hit at a village dog that ran out to nip at their heels.

The street ran parallel to the river and was lined on both sides with shops and dwellings. Other tracks led off toward the bluffs. The houses on these roads were of various sizes; some made of log and stone, some built cabin-fashion, all one-storied. They looked, Berry thought, permanent, solid, and grand.

Black-suited merchants and clerks with suspenders and sleeves rolled to the elbow came out to watch the caravan of settlers pass. They stood on porches or plank walkways built from the lumber of wrecked keelboats. Dark-skinned bargemen lingered in front of taverns and watched the young girl walking beside the ox. Several called out to her and some guffawed loudly when a dog ran out and nipped at her heels. She turned the switch on the cur, and it yelped and slunk off between the buildings.

Berry wished, desperately, that she was sitting on the wagon seat with a nice sunbonnet on her head. She would have liked to look her fill at the stores that lined the street and at the people who watched them pass. Instead, she kept her eyes straight ahead as if she weren’t tired, dirty, and embarrassed to be stared at. Saint Louis was the largest town she’d ever seen. Mr. Benson had told her there were almost eight hundred people living there, but even so she was not prepared for its size; it was so much larger than she had expected.

Simon and Fain came out of a stone building on the edge of town and watched the caravan pass. Simon’s eyes, shaded by his flat-brimmed hat, focused immediately on the girl. She walked as proudly as if she were promenading along a fine boardwalk. The dust raised by the wagons ahead swirled around her, settled on her shiny black hair, and clung to her damp skin. Her chin was tilted with determination not to be intimidated by the stares of the curious. She was the most incredibly lovely creature Simon had ever seen.

Fain watched his friend’s face. Simon’s eyes were narrowed, the dark brows lowered and drawn together. He stood as if turned to stone. He was plainly a man with things on his mind and not in a talkative mood. When Fain turned his steady blue gaze back to the wagons, he was surprised to see the wagon seat now vacant. His own brows beetled in question as the wagon passed. Then he saw a pale face topped with straw-blond hair peeking out of the puckered end of the wagon. Rachel seemed to be looking at him, but when he smiled and waved, she didn’t return the greeting and swiftly moved out of sight.

“Light says Linc and George crossed the river a ways down and came up through the woods. I expect they’d planned to kill the farmer and make off with the women. Linc got coldcocked and I stole the farmer away from them. That put the kibosh on their scheme for a time, but they won’t give up.” Simon spoke with his head turned away from Fain, his eyes still following the girl. “I’d bet my right arm they’ll show up at the wagon grounds tonight.”

Fain looked at him and followed his gaze. “That ain’t no bet at all.” He shook his head. “Them are two fine-lookin’ women ’n’ ’bout as seemly as they come. It’s a pity.” He shook his head again and walked back into the building.

Simon stood for a moment longer, then turned to follow Fain. He was met in the doorway by the young French and Indian scout who worked for him now and then. The slim, quick-moving man was called Light. His real name was Lightbody. No one knew much about him or where he had come from. He came and went when the mood struck him. Always quiet and somber, he could move through the forest swiftly and silently. It was said he could almost trail a sparrow in flight. He was slow to rile; but when he was angry, he was a streak of chain lightning. Some people thought him part crazy and most steered clear of him. Simon had come to know him through a friend, a Virginian named Jefferson Merrick, who had a homestead on the Missouri several miles beyond the village of Saint Charles. Simon had a deep respect for the scout and would trust him with his life.

“Did Ernest pay you, Light?”

“No need.”

“It’s here when you want it.”

“I’ll be goin’ upriver for Jeff soon. You want I take a message?”

“Then you’ve decided not to go with Pike?”

“Zebulon Pike is a fool. I’ll not go north in winter. Waters freeze up, travel is hard.”

“He’s sent word he wants to see me. I’ll head out in the morning. Tell Jeff to stop by Fain’s if he comes this way.”

Light nodded his dark head, stepped off the porch, and disappeared around the corner of the building.

Simon went inside.

The warehouse fronted the main street and backed to the river. Doors on both ends were open, letting in the only light. Simon and Fain stood idly surveying the stacks of goods that had been brought in from the wagons. Most of the stock in the warehouse had come up the Mississippi from New Orleans, but once a year he or his men took the heavy wagons over the trail to Louisville and traded pelts for tobacco, gunpowder, shot, salt, and other necessities. On his last trip to New Orleans he’d brought up barrels of coffee beans, bolts of cloth, pearl buttons, sewing thread, milled white flour, sugar, and spices. These were expensive goods and he still had most of what he had bought. He’d not make that mistake again. Most people in the sprawling, new, raw town got along on cornmeal, molasses, and tea, and spun their own cloth and made their own buttons from the shells that lined the riverbank.

Simon sold mainly to the merchants who ran the mercantile stores up and down the street and to the few stores in Saint Charles. They in turn sold the goods for whatever they could get out of it, sometimes at a large profit. He also bought and sold pelts, trading Indians tobacco for beaver, muskrat, shaved deerskins, and roots.

Simon found it a satisfying way of life. Some would say that he was a very rich man. He didn’t think about it in those terms. He enjoyed transporting the goods to this small spot of civilization in the wilderness, but he didn’t like anything about the dickering with merchants over the prices or keeping the books. He left all that up to Ernest Wenst, a solid German emigrant he’d befriended a few years back. Ernest and his helper, a freed black man by the name of Lardy, ran that end of the business.

Simon’s great interest was the piece of land he owned upriver. He was happiest when he was there, with the forest on three sides of him and the river in front. At present he had only a small cabin on the land, but it was his dream to build a fine solid house on the bluff overlooking the river, clear some of the land for planting, and raise fine horses.

He had been toying with the idea of signing up with Zebulon Pike’s expedition up the Mississippi to seek its source. Simon was glad now that he’d passed up the opportunity to go with explorers Lewis and Clark. By staying on his land for another year, he had obtained a clear title.

Simon liked the strong-willed, hard-driving Pike, even if Light did think him a fool, and had visited with him at his port of Kaskaskia several times. He still had a few weeks to decide if he wanted to put off building his house for another year and go adventuring. Somehow, the thought wasn’t as exciting to him as it had been before he had left for Louisville. Maybe he was tired of traveling.

Simon often wondered why he hadn’t turned the business over to Ernest and washed his hands of it. When he had first started trading he was motivated by the need for money. Now, he reasoned, he had a need to be busy, to have a reason to come to town, to see people. It was hard to admit to himself that he was lonely. The desire to have someone of his own had been bearing down on him of late. His life seemed strangely empty when compared to that of Ernest, who went home each evening to a wife and children.

Simon shook his head to rid himself of the notion and picked up a bale of furs and tossed them up to Lardy, who was stacking them to make space for the new stock. Work, he thought. Work so you can get that girl out of your mind. Even the hard work didn’t stop his thoughts. Berry was the only woman he’d met whom he hadn’t forgotten about a moment after he’d left her. Perhaps when they finished here, he and Fain would slip through the woods and see what was going on up at the wagon ground. She was too rare a girl to be ruined by the likes of Linc Smith.

 

*    *    *

 

The sun had gone down behind the foliage in the west, a fog had appeared low over the river, and the trees had faded into an indistinct mass of purple shade when curses from the wagon told Berry her father had awakened from his drunken stupor.

The wagons were spread out and parked at random in the large meadow. Everyone was tired, but excited that they were so near their journey’s end. Tomorrow some would go north to the Missouri and some would take up land to the south. Berry and Rachel had no idea what Asa would do. He never discussed his plans with them.

From her place beside the cookfire where she was frying strips of meat and cooking corn pone, Berry watched the end of the wagon. Rachel sat quietly beside her, a look of resignation on her tired face. They’d been through this many times before and knew Asa would be as cross as a bull with a crooked horn when he awoke.

Setting her jaw and steeling herself for the unpleasantness that was about to come, Berry got slowly to her feet and placed a reassuring hand on Rachel’s shoulder. She felt her tremble.

“Just stay out of his way,” she murmured. “Why don’t you crawl into the back of the wagon and lay down?”

“No. I’ll not leave you to face him by yourself.”

Asa came out of the wagon roaring curses. “Ya goddamn black bastard! What’d you take my money sack off for?” Israel was giving the wagon wheels their nightly greasing. Asa’s fist lashed out and knocked him off his feet.

“Naw, suh! Naw, suh! Ah never . . .”

“Leave him be!” Berry shouted. “He hasn’t touched your money. The trader dumped you in the wagon and took enough to pay the ferryman.”

Asa looked at her with blurry-eyed astonishment. “We done crossed?”

“We crossed today.” A sneer twisted Berry’s lips and her look revealed her contempt. “A lot of help we got from you.”

Asa’s head throbbed. His anger and misery were aggravated by his daughter’s haughty, independent attitude. “Shut your face! I ain’t a-havin’ no sass outta ya!” He hitched up his trousers and ran his fingers through his thinning hair. “Somethin’ ain’t right. I ain’t never slept the day away afore.”

“You never had your whiskey dosed before.”

“Dosed? Who done it?”

“That trash you took up with done it. Sleep with dogs and you can expect to get up with fleas!” she quoted sarcastically. She turned her back on him and moved the teakettle closer to the blaze. A heavy hand on her shoulder spun her around.

“You done it!”

“If I’d-a done it I’d-a poisoned the lot of you. The river trash didn’t sleep the day away. They didn’t dose up their whiskey, just yours. And . . . get your hands off me!” Hatred for this man who had made her life so miserable burned deep. It blazed from her eyes.

“It’s ’bout time you showed some respect for your pa. I always put clothes on your back and filled your belly. Now you’re gonna earn your keep. I got me some plans for ya, missy. You ’n’ that scrawny bitch is gonna make me rich.”

“You can forget any plans you have for us. We’ll not be a part of anythin’ you hatch up with those no-goods. Where’s this land you was braggin’ about?”

“I ain’t a-breakin’ my back on no homestead when I c’n get rich right here. I’m startin’ me a tavern. Ain’t none here that’s got nothin’ but used-up old hags in ’em. You ’n’ her, soon’s she gets that brat outta her belly, is gonna be my ace in the hole. Rivermen’ll swarm in like flies jist to touch ya.”

Berry heard the groan that came from Rachel and rage started deep inside her. It rose in tremendous waves until she was quivering from the force of it. “I knew you was rotten, but I didn’t know you was so low down you’d do this! We won’t do it!” Berry stuck out her jaw and placed her fists on her hips. “We won’t do it,” she shouted again. “You don’t have no hold on us. I’m grown up now and Rachel’s not wed to you. We’ll not work in a tavern like common sluts!”

“You’ll do as I say!” Asa roared. “I ain’t havin’ no more sass like ya done last night. I aim to strip the hide off ya!” His hand lashed out and grabbed her arm. Before she could brace herself, he jerked her toward the wagon and reached under the seat for the strap.

“No! Asa . . . no!” Rachel tried to wedge herself between them. “Don’t, Asa . . . please . . .”

“Get out of the way, Rachel,” Berry said calmly. “He’ll hurt you.”

“You’re goddamn right! I ain’t havin’ no snotty, sassy talk from no slut!” His voice was laced with icy rage. He pushed Rachel and she fell to her knees.

While his attention was on Rachel, Berry jerked away from him. She ran to the end of the wagon and grabbed the gun. When she turned, she was holding the musket in both hands and it was pointed at Asa. “If you use that strap I’ll blow a hole in ya big enough to drag this wagon through!”

Asa looked from Berry to Rachel on the ground. His lips parted in a snarl and his nostrils quivered with rage. He lifted the strap to bring it down on Rachel’s back.

The dark, slim figure sprang into Berry’s line of vision as if it dropped from the sky. A knife shot through the air with the speed of an arrow. It passed through Asa’s leather shirt at the top of his shoulder and pinned him to the wagon box. The attacker’s head was thrown back, and his lips were parted in a snarl like that of an animal. Buckskin clothes hugged his frame like a second skin. Berry would have been sure he was an Indian if not for the black hair tied, club-style, at the nape of his neck. In two seconds he was in front of Asa, a two-edged blade in his hand. He crouched ready to spring.

“Wh . . .what . . .?” Asa was stunned, then a frightened look appeared on his face.

“Beat woman and I keel you!”

“Who . . . What? Who’re you?”

The man reached for his knife and jerked it loose, freeing Asa’s shirt. Asa cringed and grabbed his shoulder. Blood seeped between his fingers from the cut made when the knife had grazed his skin. The stranger slipped one knife into his boot, the other into his belt. Ignoring Asa, he knelt beside Rachel.

“Madame?” His voice was hushed, almost reverent. “Did he hurt you?” His eyes examined her boldly.

Rachel was unable to speak. She shook her head.

“I help you. Please . . . ?” The gentle voice again.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

He lifted her to her feet and held on to her until he was sure she was steady, then released her and turned back to Asa. He snatched the strap from Asa’s hand and tossed it into the campfire.

“You got no right to do that!” A surge of courage stirred in Asa. He grabbed for the strap to pull it from the fire.

The knife appeared in the man’s hand again. He kicked the strap farther into the blaze. “I watch. Next time I keel you.” He didn’t have Asa’s bulk, but there was something in the way he moved and in his face that caused Asa to step back. “I watch,” he said again and spun on his heel. He walked with light, quick steps into the woods.

A stunned silence followed. Berry exchanged a quick glance with Rachel. The man had not even glanced at her, but Berry knew that he had known she was there holding the gun. She still held it pointed at Asa. She lowered it, but watched him. She had no idea what he would do.

He turned his verbal abuse on Rachel. “Ya done took up with a breed! I oughtta’ve left ya where I found ya.” He clenched his fist as if to strike her, then glanced in the direction where the man had disappeared into the woods. Fear of the knife was all that kept his hands at his sides.

“I never saw him before,” Rachel said stoutly.

“You lie!” he said with a snarl and walked away. “Bring my vittles,” he snapped at Israel as he passed him.

Berry went to the campfire. Rachel sat back down on the box, and Berry laid the musket in her lap. She dished up a plate of food and poured strong tea into a tin cup. She handed the meal to Israel, who was trembling.

“Leave it by him and come back here,” she murmured.

“Who was he?” Rachel shivered. “He’d-a killed Asa.”

“I was goin’ to, Rachel. I swear it. It scares me to think I’d’ve killed my own pa. I don’t know why I didn’t shoot. That man just sprang out of nowhere, and somehow I knew that he was goin’ to help us.” She looked over her shoulder and noticed that Israel had left the food and sidled away. “I wonder why that man was watchin’ us.”

“His eyes were sad when he looked at me,” Rachel said softly. “He looked Indian, but he spoke French.”

“Well, I never! People poppin’ in and out of this camp like jackrabbits.” Berry put a piece of corn pone on a plate, handed it to Rachel, took one for herself, and sat down. “I’m not hungry, but I guess I’d better eat.” She saw that Rachel was picking at her food. “You’d better eat too, Rachel. Eat what you want. I’ll give the rest to Israel.”

“What are we goin’ to do? I remember how it was in the tavern, the pawin’. . . pinchin’.”

“I don’t know . . . yet.” Berry looked beyond their camp to the cheery campfires of the other settlers. Children played happily, and women stirred the contents of steaming cook pots and called out to their men. One family nearby had made a home spot for the night. Soon the campfire would die down and the children would be put to bed. The man and his wife would snuggle into the blanket beneath the wagon and whisper about the happenings of the day. With a sad, haunted look of lost dreams and pitiful resignation, Berry said again, “I don’t know.”

“You mean everything to me, Berry,” Rachel said suddenly, quietly. “I don’t know what would’ve happened to me if not for you. I guess I’ve got to thank Asa for that. He’s mean, sometimes worse than a rattler, but I don’t want you to kill him.”

The tip of Berry’s tongue came out and moistened her dry lips. She was more upset over the fact that she’d almost shot her pa than she wanted to admit. “I don’t want to. It’d bear down hard on me for the rest of my life. But he’s not goin’ to whip us again!” There was an iron-willed determination in her voice.

Rachel and Berry ate their meal and sipped at the hot tea. Lost in their thoughts, both women had forgotten about Israel until he came out of the woods, where he had taken Asa’s food. His eyes were rolling with fear and his full-lipped mouth opened and closed, but no words came out.

“What’s the matter, Israel?” Berry set her cup down on the ground and squinted up at him.

“They’s . . . come, missy!”

“Who?” Berry asked, but she knew who, and icy dread closed around her heart.

“Them . . .” The slave gestured with a trembling hand.

Berry glanced beneath her pa’s wagon. She could see the shadows of two pairs of legs beside Asa’s. She strained her ears but could hear only a murmur of voices. She took the musket from Rachel’s lap, placed it on the box between them, and covered it with her skirt. She jerked her head toward the woods and Israel hurried away.

“Oh, Berry! Sometimes I think the workhouse or a brothel would be better than living like this. At least we’d know what to expect.”

“Don’t talk like that!” Berry hid her own fear behind curtness. “If I shoot one of ’em, the other one’ll think twice before he comes at us. And . . . maybe that woodsman is still watching.” She reached down and put more fuel on the campfire. It blazed immediately and lit up the area.

The three men moved out from behind the wagon and stood in full view. They talked for a minute, then Linc Smith came cautiously toward the women. He had scraped the whiskers off his face and the cloth shirt he wore was clean. There was a silly, guilty grin on his face. He stopped several yards away then moved closer, hesitantly.

“Howdy . . . ah, ma’am.” His small, close-set eyes never left Berry’s face. She glared at him and watched his every move. When she didn’t answer, he shifted from one foot to the other. “I . . . was wrong ta scare ya like I done. I was drunk,” he blurted, and grinned, as if that were all the excuse he needed. A venomous flash lighted Berry’s eyes, and she swallowed the curses she wanted to scream at him. Linc snatched the fur cap off his head, as if he had suddenly remembered it, and glanced over his shoulder to where George and Asa stood at the front of the wagon.
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