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    Part I: Red Eagle

  
    CHAPTER 1

    “I should have you both shot.”

    

    I WAS a dead man. The only question was which of the three Creek warriors would make it official. My bet was on the squint-eyed fellow with the crude painting of a four-legged animal on his chest.

    “Is that a possum,” I asked, “or a polecat?” But he merely scowled, circling for a clear shot with his bow.

    A close contender, a burly giant with a war club, took a swing at me and missed. I kicked him between the legs and he bawled like a castrated bull, exposing three black teeth and half a tongue. If his club didn’t get me his breath surely would.

    All the while, I danced a jig with the third savage, a human jackrabbit with a grip on my hair. He’d likely draw first blood with his scalping knife, but I’d heard scalping, while highly unpleasant, was not always fatal.

    One of them, though, would surely get me. Pennsylvania McCoy, my tombstone would read. Born 1789, died 1813. In vain.

    I didn’t mind dying. That’s what I’d come here to do. But I’d sworn to trade my life for that of the man who had taken everything from me. That man was Red Eagle, leader of the warring Creeks and the most hated Indian in the Mississippi Territory.

    I’d had my shot at him, but the ball merely clipped an eagle feather from his reddish-blond braids. He sat high in the saddle, with alarmingly wide shoulders, and his skin, though streaked with warpaint, was as fair as my own. Like many Creeks, he was of mixed parentage and hardly looked Indian at all. Laughing at my poor marksmanship, he’d ridden off to the far end of the battlefield, leaving his three friends to pull me from my horse and snuff my candle.

    While we struggled on, Red Eagle and his thousand warriors swirled about the small trading post and stockade known as Leslie’s Fort. The Creeks’ incessant war cries were punctuated by booming volleys of rifle fire from General Andrew Jackson’s infantry. Powder smoke blanketed the field, the rotten-egg scent fouling the morning air. Men met death on every hand, and there would be no aid for one unlucky stranger at the mercy of three bloodthirsty savages. At least that’s what I thought.

    The possum-or-polecat was about to loose his arrow when a bay dun slammed into him, knocking him ass over teakettle. A rifle stock smacked the skull of the black-toothed giant, and a moccasined foot mashed the face of the scalp-hungry jackrabbit.

    “Hate to spoil your fun,” an amused drawl informed me, “but thirty more of them rascals are comin’ to join the party.” A lanky man in well-worn buckskins and a long-tailed raccoon cap leaned from his horse, offering a hand. And despite the gravity of the moment, he grinned.

    I needed no further invitation. Grasping his arm, I swung onto the dun behind him. He’d not exaggerated the number of approaching warriors. Arrows whizzed past my ears as my rescuer kneed his horse and raced for the trees skirting the clearing. I marveled that none of those arrows found my back and could only guess that some higher power had further use of me.

    Deep into the trees, behind squads of roaming foot soldiers, the rider wheeled his horse, and we saw the Indians had given up the chase. I dropped to the ground and checked myself for holes. I was amazed to be alive, let alone unharmed. My hand strayed to the St. Christopher’s medal beneath my shirt, and the face of my mother came unbidden to my mind. I jerked the hand away. I could not afford tears. Not while Red Eagle lived.

    “You’re either the bravest jasper I’ve yet to meet,” my savior said, “or the most foolish.” He studied me with eyes as deep and blue as the sea. He had a ruddy, red-cheeked complexion, a long inquisitive nose and a mouth made for grinning. His reddish-brown hair was unruly as a bear’s. I judged him a few years shy of thirty, scarcely older than me. 

    “Penn McCoy,” I said, extending a hand. “I’ll settle for most determined.”

    “Most determined to be scalped?” He took my hand in a firm grip. He was far stronger than he looked. “I’m David Crockett,” he said, “but folks call me Davy. I’d admire to know what you was doin’ out there.”

    “Same as you,” I said. “Fighting redskins. This is a war, isn’t it?”

    Davy lost his grin. “Some call it that.” He gazed back toward the battlefield. The war whoops and gunfire were only slightly dampened by the trees. “In any case, you’d best catch another mount and get back yonder with the rest of the volunteers. We’re s’posed to prevent the Injuns from escapin’, not dance a hornpipe with ’em. Old Hickory-face wants a clear field of fire for his infantry.”

    “Look, Mr. Crockett. Davy. I’m more grateful to you than I can say, but I don’t give a fig what Andy Jackson wants. I’m no volunteer to be ordered about. I’m here on my own hook.”

    Davy’s eyebrows went up. “You’re stormin’ about in the middle of the battle, and you ain’t even enlisted? I reckon that answers the brave-or-foolish question.”

    “In point of fact,” I said, “I was doing fine until your army arrived. If they hadn’t complicated matters my business would be finished.”

    “And what business is that?”

    “Purely my own.” It sounded churlish to my ears, and I smiled to take the sting off.

    Davy frowned. “Whatever you intend, you’d best pull back to the perimeter. If the Indians don’t catch you here, the gen’ral surely will.”

    I peered deeper into the woods. Through gaps in the trees, the line of mounted frontiersmen looked solid and imposing. Turning in a circle, I saw they truly did have the field surrounded. “If the Mounted Volunteers are supposed to be on that line, how is it you’re out roaming about?”

    Davy sat back on his horse. “You got me there, Penn McCoy. But if you won’t tell, I won’t neither.”

    “Deal.”

    “Just take care, will you? When I save a feller’s life, I prefer it to stay saved.”

    I NEEDED another horse, but those now loose in the woods were half mad from the crashing gunfire, and skittered away at my approach. My own chestnut was no doubt among them, but I had scant hope of finding her.

    Most of all, I needed a weapon, so I bolted back into the clearing and fell to my knees, searching the trampled grass for my longrifle. That rifle had been made by my father’s hand and was my best link to him. It was also my best chance of killing Red Eagle. But it was gone.

    Reduced to robbing corpses, I soon had two knives, a steel-bladed tomahawk and an iron-headed war club. The only firearm in sight was an old French musket with an effective range of less than thirty yards, and its former owner was nearly out of powder.

    Clutching my primitive weapons, I roamed the edge of the woods, desperate for another chance at Red Eagle. He was easy to spot. His great black stallion dwarfed the ponies of his followers, raising him head and shoulders above the pack. The eagle feathers fastened to his braids streamed behind him as if he might take flight and soar over the field of battle.

    Once, on the far side of the clearing, I saw Davy Crockett crash through a ring of warriors to rescue a soldier cut off from his company. Apparently, Crockett made a habit of that sort of thing. He was a strange man, and, had I the time, one that would be worth knowing. But I’d chosen another path in this war, and there was no turning back.

    The battlefield was on a hillside near the Indian village of Talladega, in the eastern half of the Mississippi Territory. The large clearing had been cut from the woods and a stockade with a trading post built near a small stream. The surrounding trees—tall black oaks, maples and beeches—formed a canopy over the sparse underbrush.

    The battle between a thousand rebel Creeks, now calling themselves “Red Sticks,” and a like number of Tennessee regulars and volunteers had begun in orderly fashion. Jackson’s infantry formed lines on either side of the clearing, while the mass of Creeks ebbed and flowed between them, loosing arrows, screaming their defiance and taking heavy losses from rifle volleys. Now, with Indian dead littering the field, smaller bands of hostiles broke off into the woods, ambushing the infantry and probing deeper toward the ring of Tennessee Mounted Volunteers.

    Atop the high walls of the stockade, friendly Indians waved their hats and cheered Jackson’s men. Until the arrival of the army, these 150-odd peaceable Creeks and their families had been under siege by Red Eagle and his horde. Their only offense, from what I’d heard, was refusing to join the fight against their white neighbors.

    Back in Philadelphia, many blamed this uprising on President Madison. He’d rashly declared war on England, and the British, with their troops already fighting Napoleon, had responded by sending provocateurs to incite Indian violence along the northwest frontier. Whether by luck or design, that violence had spread into the South, precipitating the attack on Fort Mims, where the Red Sticks slaughtered over five hundred souls—men, women and children alike—with my parents and sister among them. That attack had been led by Red Eagle, and I had come to repay him.

    At last a large group of Creeks veered away from the infantry and galloped in my direction. My heart leapt to see Red Eagle himself at their head. I knelt behind a stand of black oaks, musket at the ready. This was my moment. Firing a ball into Red Eagle’s black heart would be worth any price.

    My target was within fifty yards when he reined in and brought the band to a stop. I cursed my luck. With my father’s longrifle, he’d be a dead man, but this old musket would merely alert him to my presence.

    A quiet voice behind me said, “How old are you, Penn McCoy?”

    I stiffened. I’d sensed no approach. But the voice was Davy Crockett’s.

    “Twenty-four,” I said. “Why?”

    “It plumb amazes me how a body can live so long and acquire so little sense.” He stood an arm’s length away, holding the reins of his dun along with those of a chestnut mare. My chestnut mare.

    “You found my horse.”

    Davy shrugged. “Figured you’d be needin’ her to ride on home.”

    “I have no home.” I eyed the rifle butt in the scabbard aside his dun. “That’s a fine weapon you have. Might I borrow it?”

    He flicked his head toward Red Eagle’s band. “There’s at least eighty of them red devils within spittin’ distance. You figure to get ’em all with a single shot?”

    “Just one,” I said. “Red Eagle. Please, Davy. I must do this.”

    He frowned. “Killin’ Red Eagle wouldn’t stop the fightin’. It’d likely make it worse. On the other hand…” He paused a moment, looking over my shoulder.

    I turned to follow his gaze. Red Eagle and his men peered deep into the woods, scanning in all directions. They were no doubt looking for a break in the ring of volunteers. After a moment Red Eagle shook his head, barked a command and led the whole party off to the other side of the clearing.

    I pounded a fist on the tree trunk, swearing long and loud.

    “If you can rein in that temper of yours,” Davy said, “we might save a good many lives.”

    “By killing Red Eagle?”

    “No. By talkin’ peace with him. If he asked his friends to lay down their weapons, they just might listen.”

    Talking peace? The idea was ridiculous. Impossible. And he thought I was foolish. “It would never happen. They’re like rabid dogs. Once they’ve tasted blood they have to be put down.”

    Davy shook his head—a bit sadly, I thought. “You and Old Hickory-face ain’t far apart in your thinkin’. But I’ve a notion it could work. You willin’ to help me try?”

    I hesitated. Deceiving the man who’d saved my life came hard, but I’d have sold my soul for another shot at Red Eagle. I sighed, feigning surrender. “What do you have in mind?”

    TEN MINUTES later, Davy and I perched in the branches of twin maples overarching a wide pathway. The path led straight through the woods from the clearing to the ring of mounted soldiers. Davy waved his coonskin cap, and right on cue, the ring parted, leaving an inviting gap. If Red Eagle sought an escape route for his surviving warriors, this should prove irresistible.

    Or so Davy hoped. His Tennessee neighbors had been eager to help, and the fact that his scheme was contrary to General Jackson’s orders made it all the more attractive to them.

    Now it all depended on Red Eagle.

    We’d barely got settled when a small party of Creeks appeared at the edge of the clearing, staring open-mouthed up the path. They raced off, returning moments later with Red Eagle himself and a much larger party. Red Eagle raised his hand, shouted a command and galloped forward, his warriors streaming behind.

    Our two trees were well chosen. Their thick branches overlapped, so we could position ourselves at any point over the path. As it now appeared Red Eagle would ride nearer to my side, Davy crawled to the end of his branch to meet me.

    “Just remember,” he said, “we need him alive. If he dies, we’ll be shakin’ hands with ol’ Saint Pete.”

    I nodded, knowing this was true. My hand crept to the knife at the back of my belt. I hated misleading Davy as to my intentions, but took solace in his conviction that our deaths would be quick.

    Then the Indians were nearly beneath us, and we jumped.

    I looped an arm around Red Eagle’s neck, wincing as his teeth sank into my forearm, and my knife went skittering off into the brush. Davy landed full in his lap, straddling the stallion backwards, and I heard him shout, “I come in peace,” before we all crashed to earth in a tangle of flailing limbs.

    Hooves pounded around us as the other Creeks swerved to avoid trampling their leader. I clung to Red Eagle’s braids, scrabbling closer as he and Davy thrashed about in the grass. The closest Indians shrieked in alarm. Arrows were nocked and war clubs raised. I drew my tomahawk, desperate to make my kill.

    “Stop!” Davy’s shout rang above the hubbub. He sat on Red Eagle’s chest, his knife tickling the war chief’s throat. “Stop your fussin’, and listen!” 

    The warriors hesitated. Red Eagle glared up at Davy with raw fury. Close up, he had wide black eyes, a firm-set mouth and a forehead with a fine collection of worry lines.

    An Indian shouted in his own tongue and pointed ahead through the woods. Everyone looked. The gap in the volunteers’ line was gone. The Creeks now knew they’d been tricked.

    “There’s been enough killin’,” Davy told them. “Lay down your arms, and we’ll talk treaty.” 

    Several warriors growled. Evidently a good number of the heathens spoke English. Red Eagle laughed. “Your treaties mean nothing. Kill me now and have done with it.”

    That was enough for me. “Gladly,” I said, and swung my tomahawk at Red Eagle’s head.

    “No!” Davy twisted, meeting my blade with his own, and sparks flashed between us.

    Free of Davy’s grip, Red Eagle threw him aside and made to rise. My last chance slipping away, I lunged for Red Eagle, but Davy grabbed my arm, squeezed, and the tomahawk fell. I aimed a fist at Davy’s chin, but he dodged, caught my arm and threw me sprawling onto my back. In an instant he was upon me, pinning my arms.

    The Red Sticks must have thought us the two craziest white men on earth. Several moved closer, spears lowered and clubs raised. Red Eagle snapped a command, and no one moved as he climbed to his feet.

    Davy said, “I spoke truth, Red Eagle. Ain’t nobody else has to die.”

    For a moment, the murderous savage seemed to consider the idea. But a rifle barked, then another, and two warriors plunged from their horses. A band of Mounted Volunteers came pounding toward us. Davy’s friends had abandoned their line and ridden to our rescue.

    Shouting commands, Red Eagle leaped astride the black stallion. A great host of warriors came thundering from the clearing, then split ranks, crashing left and right into the woods to veer around the volunteers. Red Eagle grinned, made a mocking by-your-leave gesture to Davy, and joined them.

    Davy’s friends reined up around us, and when he finally let me up I saw the mass of Indians galloping through the gap in the volunteers’ line. The stunned Tennesseans dropped more than a few with their rifles, but it was far too late.

    Red Eagle and his army had escaped.

    “I’ve recalculated my opinion of you,” Davy said. “You’re brave and foolish.”

    GENERAL JACKSON’S base of operations, “Fort” Strother, was merely a collection of tents along the Coosa River.

    Davy and I stood rigid in the command tent as the general marched back and forth, his mane of sandy-red hair giving him the appearance of a lean and hungry lion. His uniform was all brass buttons and gold braid and his bearing ramrod straight. 

    I’d seen him from a distance, and there’d been a good many caricatures in the Philadelphia papers, but this was our first meeting. He was tall, with a high forehead and a long, horsey face. He had a nose like a knife-blade and a blunt protruding chin, both designed for poking into other people’s business. His deep-set eyes spit blue fire.

    “By all accounts,” the general said, “Red Eagle had well over a thousand hostiles at Talladega. Thanks to my planning, we had them completely surrounded and stood a fair chance of exterminating them all. Instead, you two rockheaded idiots turned Red Eagle and seven hundred of his warriors loose to commit further atrocities.”

    I was here against my will, escorted the thirty miles from Talladega with my hands tied behind my back. Displeased as I was, the soldiers were no happier. Jackson had promised food and blankets, but supplies had yet to arrive from Tennessee. The men were starving, the night was cold, and few had thought to bring winter clothing.

    Jackson’s left arm was in a sling, but army scuttlebutt said the injury had nothing to do with Indian fighting. Word was he’d been shot on a Nashville street in an argument over his wife’s honor. Even in Philadelphia it was common gossip he’d married a woman not yet divorced from her previous husband. The sordid affair had damaged his political career, and he’d already killed one of his wife’s detractors in a duel.

    Jackson’s jaw twitched. “For your interference, I should have you both shot.”

    “I’m powerful sorry, Gen’ral, but you can’t do that.”

    Jackson bristled like a rooster. “Spare me your excuses, Private Crockett. I’ve heard all about your plan to capture Red Eagle. It was both ill-advised and insubordinate.”

    “That ain’t it, Gen’ral. I’m just sayin’ you can’t shoot us both.”

    “Any why, pray tell, can’t I?”

    “On account of Penn here ain’t under your command. He ain’t even a volunteer.”

    Jackson’s mouth opened and snapped shut. He shifted his scorn to me. “Is that true, McCoy? You are not enlisted in this army?”

    I set my jaw and nodded.

    “Then what in blue blazes were you doing in the middle of my battlefield?”

    “That’s simple, General. I was trying to kill Red Eagle.”

    Jackson blinked. “A laudable goal, I admit. But not when you interfere with the plans of your superiors.”

    “Pardon, Gen’ral, but you ain’t exactly his—”

    “Shut up, Crockett! Now tell me, Mr. McCoy, why your claim on that red devil’s head should take precedence over mine.”

    I chewed my lip. It was none of his business. None of anybody’s. But if I said nothing, I’d likely be under military arrest. I hung my head, fighting to keep my emotions in check. “Four months ago, my folks bought land down on the Alabama River. My father had been a gunsmith up in Philadelphia, and figured there’d be plenty of call for his trade here in the South. He brought along my mother, my young sister Maggie, and me.”

    “Mr. McCoy, I don’t want a family history, I want to know—”

    “I’m getting to it, General, in my own way.” My mouth tasted of bile. “When the Creeks started killing one another I was up north gathering more of our belongings. So my parents and sister took their new neighbors’ advice and headed for cover.” My voice sounded brittle. “The cover they chose was Fort Mims.”

    Davy sucked in his breath. “Sweet Jesus.”

    Jackson’s expression did not change. I saw now why Davy called him Old Hickory-face.

    Fort Mims was no longer just the name of a place. It had become a curse and a rallying cry for civilized men across the southern frontier. When the young bucks of the Creek tribe had gone mad and began butchering their own people, innocent settlers and their families sought refuge in an old stockade near the border of Spanish Florida. The gates had not yet closed behind them when Red Eagle’s warriors streamed in, leaving hundreds of charred and mutilated bodies amid the smoking ruins. News of the massacre flared through the South, prompting politicians like Jackson to form armies, and settlers like Davy to volunteer. And men like me, who had lost everything, to seek their own private vengeance.

    Jackson still stared at me. He seemed to want something more.

    I got control of my voice and looked him straight in the eye. “When I went to recover the bodies, there was scarcely enough to bury.”

    The silence in the tent was oppressive. Jackson stood for a full minute before speaking.

    “What you fools fail to appreciate is that the eyes of the nation are upon us here. I’ve just received word that the British have been driven from Detroit. That rascal Tecumseh is dead, and his Indian confederation is finished. The Red Sticks are the last obstacle preventing the effective prosecution of the war against Great Britain. If not for your interference, we’d have nipped this Creek uprising in the bud and been hailed as heroes.”

    When Davy opened his mouth to comment, Jackson scowled him down.

    “Private Crockett, I’m sending you on a scouting mission. You are to locate Red Eagle and report back so that I may lead my army against him. You are under no circumstances to attempt his capture or to negotiate treaties.” He fixed Davy with an icy stare. “Do I make myself clear?”

    “You bet, Gen’ral. Sir.”

    “Understand me well, Crockett. I would execute you, but I’m told you’re uncommonly popular with the men, and the last thing I need is a mutiny on my hands. But if you ever disobey me again, I will deal with you without hesitation.”

    Davy nodded, hiding a grin.

    “As for you, McCoy, I don’t give a hoot in Hell’s hollow where you go, as long as you stay out of my way.” His eyes met mine. “You have my condolences, but not my approval.” For a moment, I almost saw the man inside, but he turned quickly away, showing us his back. “Now get out of my sight, before I shoot you both myself.”

  
    CHAPTER 2

    “That’s no ordinary Indian.”

    

    THE ROAR of the bear startled me out of a nap. I was up on one knee in a flash, musket cocked and ready. The roar sounded again, throaty and plaintive and shockingly close. It came from a tangle of holly bushes not more than twenty feet to my left.

    “Davy!” I whispered. “We got a big one. Where are you?”

    “Here.”

    Squinting, I still couldn’t spot him until he waved a hand. He lay prone in the scrub grass ten feet to my right, his stained buckskins and coonskin cap making him nearly invisible. Motioning me down, he pointed off across the small creek fifty yards away. His rifle, too, pointed in that direction, nowhere near the location of the bear.

    “You lost your senses?” I jabbed a thumb at the holly thicket. “That beast could eat me alive.”

    Davy eyes twinkled.

    A new voice issued from the holly thicket, that of a young girl. “Don’t you fret none, Penn McCoy. I don’t find you at all appetizing.”

    I rose to my knees, about to give Davy a piece of my mind, but he again motioned me down and pointed across the river. Instead of dropping flat, I scuttled to his side behind the huckleberry bush. “My fist and your jaw have things to discuss.”

    “That can wait,” he whispered. “And button your lip. There’s a big he-bear in those woods yonder, and I’m fixin’ to lure him out.”

    “So you found some little gal to hide in that thicket and growl? What if you miss, and he gets her?”

    Davy gave me a pitying look. “There ain’t no gal, Penn. And no bear in the thicket. I was throwin’ my voice.” When I just stared, he added, “A trick I learnt from a Cherokee medicine man.”

    Davy chuckled to himself, and my face burned. I didn’t like playing the fool. Besides, I was already peeved at him. Instead of hunting Red Eagle as ordered, he’d wasted the past three days hunting bears. The other volunteers warned me it would be like this. Once Davy Crockett made up his mind to do a thing, they said, no power on earth could turn him around.

    Came another roar, this time from across the creek, with plenty of anger in it. Bushes quaked, branches snapped, and onto the bank burst a great black bear, snarling like a catamount.

    “For a fellow going courting,” I said, “he looks none too sociable.”

    Davy’s cheeks grew redder than usual. “ ’Pears I had my boot on the wrong foot. She ain’t a feller. She’s a lady-bear who don’t welcome the competition. Still, she’s table meat, and we got hungry soldiers back at camp.” He raised his rifle and eased the hammer back.

    And I heard something, or more rightly felt and heard it at the same time. The pound of distant hoofbeats. Lots of hoofbeats.

    Davy’d heard them too. With a sad shake of his head, he withdrew his rifle. Keeping out of sight of the bear, we ran half-bent thirty yards to a stand of gum trees overlooking a shallow valley. Davy peered intently toward the northeast, but all I saw were scarlet and gold treetops, and the distant slopes of Mount Cheaha, the highest peak south of the Appalachians. A cool wind blew up the valley, and I knew the first frost was not many weeks away.

    Well behind us, the she-bear crossed the stream and circled the holly thicket, looking befuddled. I didn’t blame her. I felt the same way. After a good deal of sniffing she gave a parting growl and lumbered off into the woods.

    The pounding hooves were louder now, though I still saw no riders. Davy pointed, and I caught movement a good quarter mile away. A small party of horsemen came boiling over a rise and plunged into the valley. They weren’t heading towards us after all, but following a wagon road angling roughly north to south. If they held to the road, they’d pass within five hundred yards of us.

    I counted only a dozen riders, surprising for all the noise they made. But a moment later a larger party burst over the rise, galloping in the wake of the first.

    “What do you make of it?”

    “Red Sticks,” he said without hesitation. “Chasin’ a troop of militia.”

    “You can tell that from here?”

    Davy made no answer, and after another minute things came into focus. Most of the first party wore dark green uniforms, while their pursuers were naked but for paint and feathers. The redskins numbered at least forty.

    My blood raced. If Red Eagle was with that group, I’d have another chance to avenge my family.

    “Come on,” I said, starting for my horse. “Let’s kill some heathens.”

    “If you’re itchin’ to commit suicide,” Davy said, “there’s a heap o’ easier ways to do it.”

    “So you’d let them slaughter those soldiers, like they did my family?”

    The militiamen were now passing as close as they were going to get. They leaned forward, hastening their horses, but it wouldn’t be long before the Indians ran them to ground.

    Davy raised his rifle. It was long, nearly as long as he was tall, but he handled it like an extension of his body. He’d even given it a name. Betsy.

    The Indians were nearing their closest approach, still better than five hundred yards away. A full two lengths ahead of the others rode a light-skinned, fair-haired warrior on a huge black stallion. Red Eagle.

    Davy cocked his hammer. He couldn’t hope to hit anything at this distance. Maybe he planned to attract their attention and lure them away from the militia. Betsy barked. I waved the smoke away with my hat and gasped as the black stallion crumpled, sending Red Eagle flying. As he struck the dirt, the others reined their ponies, scanning the slopes for the shooter. Red Eagle was quickly up, but the militia kept riding and was soon lost from sight.

    “A hell of a shot,” I said, which was faint praise. I’d been to many a shooting match, but never seen anything like this. “Too bad you missed.”

    “Betsy don’t miss.”

    “You were aiming for the horse? What kind of Indian fighter are you?”

    “The kind who’s tired of killin’,” he said. “I learned somethin’ ’bout myself at Tallushatchee, somethin’ I wish I hadn’t.”

    I’d heard about Tallushatchee. In my short time in the South, I’d heard little else. A week before the battle at Talladega, while I was busy stalking Red Eagle, Davy and the Tennesseans had surrounded and killed close to two hundred hostile Creeks. 

    “You sent a lot of savages to Hell,” I said. “Isn’t that what this war’s all about?”

    “No,” Davy said, “it ain’t. But for a while there at Tallushatchee, I plumb forgot that.” He paused, not meeting my eye, and his cheek began to twitch. “My cousin Caleb was there. Not yet fifteen, and a lad so likable he could make a possum sit up and grin. He was right at my shoulder when a arrow took him through the eye. Don’t recall much after that, ’cept Old Betsy kept buckin’ in my hands, and Injuns kept dyin’, but it was like someone else was squeezin’ the trigger. Women and children died there, Penn, and I can’t say but what I had a hand in it.”

    I didn’t know what to say to that.

    “Ma always said I had a devil inside me, an’ I’m commencin’ to think she was right.”

    “All mothers say that,” I told him. “Look, if you’ve no stomach for killing redskins, what in the world are you doing here?”

    Davy faced me. His eyes were dull, their normal twinkle gone. “I joined up with Jackson’s army to do so some good, and I hope I done it. Now I’m just yearnin’ to get back to my wife and young’uns before I’m forced to take another human life.”

    This declaration left me speechless. He had a home and a family who loved him, but was too squeamish to fight for them. I’d have fought to the last drop of blood for Maggie and my parents, if I’d only had the chance.

    Down in the valley, Red Eagle mounted one of his warriors’ horses while the displaced man hopped on behind a companion. Wheeling his new pony to face us, Red Eagle shaded his eyes and peered straight up the slope to where we stood.

    “He’s found us. How is that possible?”

    “That’s no ordinary Indian,” Davy said. “And no ordinary man.”

    The other warriors pointed angrily in our direction, anxious to charge.

    I longed for my father’s longrifle, lost at Talladega. With that gun I’d have plugged three of those savages before they reached us. The musket I carried now was so worthless I might as well throw rocks.

    “Appears we’ll get that fight,” I said, “whether you like it or not.”

    Davy shook his head. “Not just now. Red Eagle’s hot-footin’ it after them militiamen. And he’ll no doubt catch ’em.”

    I opened my mouth to argue, but he was right. The band was already streaming off to the south. Disappointment washed over me. Another opportunity lost.

    Davy said, “Reckon I have somethin’ to report to Old Hickory-face now.”

    “Fine. Give him my regards.” I felt more empty than ever. Despite Davy’s strange aversion to killing Indians, I’d come to enjoy his company and rely on his skill as a woodsman. Pursuing Red Eagle on my own would be a much tougher chore.

    Shouldering my rifle, I trudged toward the stand of maples where we’d left the horses. Once mounted, I turned my chestnut south after the Creeks.

    Davy called, “Wait, Penn. Somethin’ you oughta see.”

    Mounting his dun, Davy rode down the slope into the valley, where the black stallion still lay on the ground. I urged my mare forward. “Don’t tell me you mean to haul that horsemeat back to camp.”

    “In a manner of speakin’.” And without further explanation, he kicked his horse into a run.

    I followed, cursing under my breath. Anxious as I was to be after Red Eagle, when Davy asked me to do a thing I felt strangely compelled to comply.

    The stallion lay sprawled in the dirt. Davy knelt next to him, and I pulled up short. If he was set on butchering that animal, he could damn well do it alone. But instead of drawing a knife, he opened his canteen, poured water into his palm and held it under the stallion’s nose.

    This was pure foolishness. Offering water to a dead horse was an odd ritual, even for Davy.

    I heard a snort. The stallion’s body rippled from neck to rump and his chest began to heave. Davy spoke, too soft for me to hear, but his tone was soothing. Finally the horse flipped up his head, got legs under him and climbed to full height, shaking like a wet dog.

    I stared, dumbfounded. After making an impossible rifle shot, Davy had done himself one better by raising a horse from the dead. I felt a prickling along my spine.

    “Told you Betsy don’t miss,” he said. “The ball just creased his skull.”

    “Sure,” I said, my mouth dry. “I knew that all along.”

    I slipped off my mare and approached. The stallion’s eyes were bright and expressive, betokening unusual intelligence. His jet-black coat was shiny as a lake under a full moon, and a splash of white on his forehead, half the size of a hand, formed the rough shape of an arrowhead. Fastened to his mane with strips of rawhide was a long eagle feather. I almost pitied Red Eagle for losing him. Almost.

    “Well,” I said, “it’s time we parted ways.”

    Davy seemed not to hear. He took hold of the stallion’s reins and gazed off toward a clump of trees set back from the road. “You can come on out now,” he called. “We ain’t gonna bite you.”

    I’d no idea who he was talking to, and wasn’t sure he did either. But he stood waiting, and eventually a thin young man leading a silver-gray horse emerged from the trees.

    The lad’s striped trousers and vest were too form-fitting to be store-bought, and his white shirt, though soiled, was obviously of silk. Pale yellow hair curled beneath the brim of his beaver hat. Compared to me in torn woolens and Davy in soiled buckskins, he was the very picture of sophistication. His horse, while smaller than the black stallion, was equally well bred and adorned with a silver-mounted saddle.

    “I feared at first you gentlemen might be Indians,” the young man said. “Was it you who shot Arrow?”

    I said, “Arrow?”

    Davy said, “You was ridin’ with the militia. Why ain’t you still?”

    Close up, the lad’s jaw looked fragile and his eyes pale. He was likely no more than sixteen. “Once we were out of sight of our pursuers, I slipped into the trees, waiting for them to pass. Then I spotted you two and worked my way back to investigate. I mean to rescue my sister, even if Captain Zane does not.”

    I said again, “Arrow?”

    “That is Arrow.” He pointed at the black stallion. “A beautiful creature, is he not?”

    “He belongs to Red Eagle,” I said. “How do you know his name?”

    Davy said, “Who might you be? What’s this about a sister? And who’s this Cap’n Zane?”

    The young man blinked. “So many questions. I shall endeavor to address them all. My name is Nathan Truitt. My father is Colonel Thaddeus Truitt, of whom you may have heard. Three weeks ago a party of Creeks led by Billy Weatherford invaded our plantation and kidnapped my sister Lacy. Billy was riding Arrow here, as he always does. Soon after, Father sent Captain Zane and his men to search for her.”

    I took this in. I had indeed heard of Thaddeus Truitt. He’d ridden with Francis Marion in the War of Independence and was now one of the richest planters in the South.

    “By Billy Weatherford,” Davy said, looking at me, “he means Red Eagle.”

    Nathan nodded. “That’s one of his Indian names. The other is Truth Teller. He’s hardly Indian at all, you know—just a fraction on his mother’s side. Prior to this trouble he was our neighbor, and always kind to me. But for what he did to my sister, I have sworn to kill him with my own hands.”

    “You’ll have to wait in line.” I gazed again toward the south. If I left now, I might still catch those Red Sticks.

    Davy said, “What’d you do to rile Weatherford’s fur?”

    Nathan shrugged. “Nothing at all. When Zane and his men failed to find Lacy, Father sent us to seek General Jackson’s aid. A mile north of here we stumbled onto the war party and were forced to run for our lives. I am most grateful for your timely intervention.”

    Davy waved that aside. “I suspect the gen’ral will be right eager to help. I’ll take you to him straightaway.”

    Nathan shook his head. “That will no longer be necessary.”

    Davy was about to mount his horse. He looked at Nathan sideways. “And why might that be?”

    “Because now that I have located Billy Weatherford, I cannot risk losing him again. You two gentlemen must assist me in recovering my sister.”

    Davy said, “Didn’t you get no schoolin’ in numbers? If a dozen men weren’t enough, what can three do?”

    “You two are real fighters, not posers in uniform, like Zane’s militia. We have merely to follow his trail and force him to release Lacy. That should prove easy to men as resourceful as I perceive you to be. I propose we set forth at once.”

    Davy laid a hand on Nathan’s shoulder. “My apologies to your pa, for I’ve a tolerable lot of respect for him. But we need more men. Red Eagle won’t release your sister on just our say so.”

    Nathan’s eyes narrowed. He was not used to being refused. “If you will not assist me, I will rescue my sister alone. And General Jackson shall surely hear of your cowardice.”

    Davy tightened his grip on the lad’s shoulder. “You can tell him to his face. ’Cause you’re goin’, even if I have to hogtie you.”

    Nathan and Davy glared at each other like a pair of bantam roosters.

    I spoke up. “What about me? You going to hogtie me too?”

    Both turned to stare.

    “I had a sister too,” I told Nathan, and that familiar ache began to swell in my stomach. “Her name was Maggie, and she was barely sixteen when Red Eagle attacked Fort Mims. My parents were there as well. Red Eagle has much to answer for.”

    Davy removed his cap, ran fingers through his shaggy hair and stared at the ground.

    Nathan said, “My condolences, sir. I would be honored to know your name.” He extended a hand.

    I took it. He had a firm grip for a boy. “Pennsylvania McCoy, at your service. I’ll go with you, even if Davy won’t.”

    Davy shook his head. “I’m forced to admit,” he said, “that forty bloodthirsty Creeks won’t stand a chance against you two fire-breathers. I s’pose I’ll have to tag along and beg you to be merciful.”

    DAVY RODE point, leading the stallion Arrow. We’d expected the big black to be headstrong, but he followed Davy like a faithful dog. Nathan Truitt kept pace, proving himself a fine horseman. His mount’s coat shone like polished silver in the sun, and we learned it was a thoroughbred raised in his father’s own racing stables.

    After a mile or two the Creeks’ tracks left the road, passing within rifle shot of three cabins with smoking chimneys, and a small plantation with horses in a stone corral. Nothing had been molested. I couldn’t figure it. In my experience, those two-legged jackals never missed an opportunity to loot and burn.

    We’d been riding close to two hours when we crossed a small stream and stopped to water the horses.

    “Red Eagle’s still followin’ the militia,” Davy said, “but it’s mighty peculiar. He ain’t just chasin’ ’em, he’s huntin’ ’em.” He gave Nathan Truitt a keen look. “Why you s’pose that is?” 

    “Billy Weatherford’s lost his wits. At least that’s what Father says. Six months ago Billy had a fine home, plenty of land and plenty of friends—both Indian and otherwise. Those who know him can hardly believe he’s the same man.”

    I felt myself getting hot. “He was a savage six months ago, wasn’t he? If someone had shot him then, Fort Mims would never have happened. Those five hundred innocents would still be alive.”

    “And I would be home playing whist with Lacy,” Nathan said. “Your point has merit, Mr. McCoy. Perhaps we should never have allowed the Creeks to live among us.”

    My respect for Nathan continued to grow. For a lad of gentle breeding, he possessed a surprising amount of common sense.

    Davy slid off his horse and knelt to fill his canteen. “No sense frettin’ over shoulda dones. Assumin’ we ever catch up with them varmints, what you aim to do about it?”

    “Cut out Red Eagle’s heart,” I said.

    “No,” Nathan said. “Not until he releases my sister.”

    “Sure, that’s what I meant,” I said. Even though it wasn’t.

    “I was referrin’,” Davy said, “to the matter of bumpin’ up against forty Creek warriors and keepin’ our hair on.”

    Nathan and I exchanged looks. I shrugged. Nathan said, “We’ll deal with that when the time comes. Are we gaining on them?”

    “Just the opposite.” Davy nodded at the deep hoofprints where the savages had jumped the stream without allowing their horses to drink. “They’re pushin’ their ponies hard. Too hard. But they got to bed down eventually. Just now we got another problem.” He flicked his eyes back the way we’d come. “Appears we’re bein’ follered.”

    “Can’t be.” I felt stung. “I’ve been keeping close watch.”

    Nathan peered back along our trail. “Who is it?”

    “Someone mighty good,” Davy said. “I only caught on a couple miles back.”

    I managed to swallow my pride. I’d yet to kill my first Indian, and was eager to start. “Some of Red Eagle’s bucks? Let’s set an ambush for them.”

    Davy handed me the reins to Arrow and his dun. “Wouldn’t work.” He pointed at a beech grove twenty yards off the road. “You two make camp over thataway. I’ll slip back and see if I can catch ’em with their britches flappin’.”

    Nathan frowned. “You said Red Eagle was pulling away from us. Can we afford to fall farther behind?”

    “If those are hostiles on our tail, we can’t afford not to.”

    IT WAS CHILLY in the shade of the beeches. I dearly hoped this war would be over before winter arrived. When we had a small fire going, I got fixings from my pack and started coffee boiling.

    “I’d like to meet your father someday,” I told Nathan. “I’ve heard he’s a real ring-tailed roarer.”

    “He was once. When he had two legs.” Nathan drew an oil-wrapped packet from his vest and extracted a thin cigar. He offered me one, which I declined. “Father was fox-hunting three summers ago when his horse stepped into a gopher hole. He was pinned, and his right leg turned yellow as lemon custard. When they sawed off his leg, I swear they took a piece of his soul along with it.”

    I poured boiling coffee into a tin cup and handed it to Nathan. I’d met few rich people in my life, and felt kinship with none. Until now. Apparently great wealth was no proof against family hardship.

    Nathan sipped at the coffee and sputtered. “What did you put in this, horse droppings?”

    So much for kinship.

    A retort was on my tongue when Davy reappeared and helped himself to coffee.

    “Did you kill them?” Nathan asked.

    Davy sniffed at his cup, grimaced, and poured it on the ground. “There’s only one of ’em. Slipped away afore I got a good look.”

    I squinted at him. “Then why do you look so all-fired happy?”

    “I admire a worthy opponent,” he said. “Appears I got one.”

  
    CHAPTER 3

    “I will surely blow your brains out.”

    

    THREE HOURS LATER, we crouched on a gentle rise under a stand of white oaks, a bed of acorns at our feet. The sun was a red glow on the horizon, while a three-quarter moon peered down from the darkening sky. A good ways to the south, in a bend of the Coosa River, a small fire flickered through the trees. Davy professed to see Red Eagle’s men moving about before the fire, but I barely saw flames.

    “What’s the plan?” Nathan’s voice was eager.

    “Penn and me will sidle up there and inconvenience two of them lookouts. Other two are on the far side of camp, so they don’t signify.”

    “You’re going to kill them?”

    Davy smacked his palm with the blunt end of a stone tomahawk. “Not if we can help it.”

    Speak for yourself, I thought, but said nothing.

    “With the lookouts nappin’, we’ll scatter the horses. Then while the Injuns are out chasin’ ’em, we’ll take a run through the camp, see if Lacy’s there.”

    “How? You don’t even know what she looks like.”

    “If there’s more’n one white gal held captive, we’ll fetch ’em all. That do?”

    “I’m going with you.” Nathan drew a silver-chased pistol from his belt.

    Davy shook his head. “This won’t be no frolic. You stay here and guard the horses. I expect we’ll need ’em in a hurry.”

    “I won’t. Lacy’s my sister. I should take the biggest risk.”

    “Who says you ain’t? Whoever’s been doggin’ us is still out there, you know.”

    Nathan’s eyes grew large in the moonlight.

    “Just keep your wits about you, and you’ll be fine as frog hair. Trust me.”

    Nathan nodded. He really did trust Davy, and I’ll be hanged if I didn’t too.

    IT WAS BLACK as pitch under the trees, and Davy moved so silently I kept losing track of him. Every few moments I had to stop, bewildered, and wait for a pssst to beckon me onward.

    A hundred yards from camp, Davy stopped me under a paw paw tree. This close, I saw their fires quite clearly. A few dark shapes moved about the camp, but most of the Creeks were apparently sleeping.

    “I’ll take the one watchin’ the horses.” Davy pointed to a line of trees along the river. “Yours is purt’ near dead ahead, restin’ beneath that gum tree. ’Stead of mindin’ to business, he’s gazin’ up at the moon. Should be easy as pie.”

    “Sure,” I said, drawing the tomahawk I’d acquired at Talladega. “Pie.”

    “Once them bucks go chasin’ their ponies, you drift into camp from the left. I’ll start on the right and meet you somewheres in the middle.” Then he was gone.

    I reversed the weapon in my hand, making the sharp edge ready. It was time these snakes starting paying for Maggie and my folks.

    I crept forward, my heart thundering. Every scrape of dirt and rustle of leaf seemed loud as the crack of doom. I began to fear I’d passed my quarry by when something moved under my boot. My leg went one way and my body another, the air burst from my lungs, and next thing I knew I lay sideways on the ground with my arms pinned behind me. My tomahawk was gone.

    I kicked backwards, putting every ounce of fear and frustration into it, and heard a grunt. My right arm popped free. I twisted onto my stomach, got my knees under me, and found my opponent straddling me like a horse. I snapped my head back. My skull connected with something equally hard, producing a gasp.

    Scrambling up, I whipped the knife from my belt. The Indian sprang up too, half-bent and growling. Unlike the near-naked braves I’d seen on horseback, this one wore a loose buckskin shirt and breeches. One evil eye glared through a tangle of dark hair.

    I lunged with the knife, hoping to end the contest quickly, but a strong hand caught my wrist. The Indian dove forward and sank sharp teeth into my hand. The knife fell. I let out a silent scream, fearful of waking the entire camp. Angry now, I put a bear hug on him and squeezed, aiming to crack him like a nut. He squirmed. He was smaller than me, but wiry, and had the strength of a wildcat.

    Squeezing harder, I lifted him off his feet and his body went slack. Relieved, I loosened my grip. And got a head butt smack in the nose. I’d never felt such pain. My arms fell away and he kicked my feet out from under me, toppling me onto my back.

    He commenced to kick my ribs and stomp my brisket. I got hold of his foot, and he hopped about trying to free himself, but I yanked him down on top of me. Hands clawed at my windpipe. I released the foot and returned the favor. We were busy choking the life from one another when I heard Davy’s voice.

    “Tarnation, Penn, you raised more fuss than a weasel in a henhouse. In another minute them Red Sticks’ll be on us like hornets.”

    Shouts in the distance told me he was right. I shook the Indian by the neck. “What about him? Aren’t we going to kill him?”

    Davy grabbed my elbow, along with that of the Indian’s, and dragged us to our feet. He parted the savage’s hair and pulled it back, exposing a face in the moonlight. “You mean her?”

    Beneath the dirt I beheld a delicate chin, full red lips and a dainty nose, now bleeding freely. And beneath the buckskin shirt heaved a womanly bosom. I’d been wrestling a girl. I jerked my hands from her throat.

    “She ain’t one of them,” Davy said, “or she’d have screamed for help afore now. Time we all vamoosed.”

    Tasting blood, I wiped at my face. My hand came away wet.

    The shouts from the camp were louder. Feet trampled the brush. Needing no further encouragement, I snatched up my fallen tomahawk and bolted for where we’d left Nathan and the horses. Footsteps thumped close behind me, and I assumed it was Davy until I chanced a look. That Indian girl was staying with me stride for stride.

    Squeals and snorts filled the night air—the unmistakable sounds of a razorback hog—then a crackling of brush, receding off toward the river. A coarse voice laughed and others joined in, full and hearty. I slowed our pace, treading easier. I had to smile. The Indians had blamed our racket on the hog. That beast had come along just in time, as if guided by the hand of Providence.

    Reaching the white oaks, we found Nathan bug-eyed with worry.

    “What happened? Where’s Davy? Who’s that with you? Did you find Lacy?”

    “Plenty—don’t know—a redskin hellcat—and no,” I replied in the order asked. “We’re leaving. Now.” And got a ferocious slap to the back of my head. I spun, made a grab for the girl, and missed.

    “Go if you like, coward,” she said in perfect English. “I go nowhere until Red Eagle is dead.”

    “Appears you two got somethin’ in common.” Davy was suddenly between us. “You oughta kiss and make up.”

    My cheeks burned. “What happened to you? Get chased off by that hog?”

    Davy grinned. “Shucks, Penn, I was that hog.”

    THE GIRL’S NAME was Little Fawn. Her dark eyes shone in the moonlight, and once she’d wiped some of the dirt from her face, her skin was clear and smooth. Her hair was long, shiny, and bound with a beaded leather band. Around her slim neck hung a leather cord with a white-tufted deer tail. Taken altogether, she had a wild sort of beauty, and it made me oddly uncomfortable. She denied following us. She’d been trailing Red Eagle, she claimed, and we just got in her way.

    The girl focused all her attention on Davy, and her voice sweetened when she addressed him. After less than an hour in his presence, she’d already set her cap for him. Nathan Truitt, meanwhile, blinked at Little Fawn like a love-starved puppy. It was downright disgusting.

    At Davy’s urging, we’d moved a good ways back from the camp to regroup. I insisted we sit in a patch of moonlight. If Little Fawn turned back into a wildcat, I wanted to be ready. Davy took a loaded pistol from her belt, along with an evil-looking butcher knife, but refused to search her person. He also refused to let me bind her, which rankled greatly. After all, I knew her considerably better than he.

    “You’re treating her like a woman,” I complained, “not an Indian.”

    “She’s a human bein’ first, Penn. Then a woman. Just ’cause she’s Creek don’t make her our enemy.”

    What about my broken nose, I wanted to say, and the claw marks on my neck? Instead, I said, “In case you forgot, we’re at war with the Creeks.”

    “Not with all of ’em. That white deer tail marks her as a friendly.”

    “Or asks us to think so. If you’re really on our side,” I said to the girl, “why’d you jump me back there?”

    “I did not jump you, you stumblefooted oaf. You stepped on me. And when you broke my nose, I lost my temper.” Her nose no longer bled, but it did have a slight kink in it. Every now and then she touched it, winced, and returned the hand to her lap. I wanted to touch my nose too, but refused to give her the satisfaction.

    Davy’s assertion that only half the Creeks were on the warpath was probably right, but that didn’t make him right about Little Fawn.

    The whole Creek War thing was so complicated it made my head hurt. As I understood it, the conflict started as a civil war within the tribe. The bunch calling themselves Red Sticks had become ungrateful for all the courtesy white settlers had shown them, and beat the drums for war. Other Creeks, having prospered through farming or commerce, resisted this return to savagery. But it was still blessed hard to tell one side from the other.

    Davy removed his cap and scratched his head. “I’ll beg you to forgive Penn here,” he told the girl. “He had kin at Fort Mims.”

    Caught off-guard, it was like being kicked in the stomach by a mule.

    Little Fawn went stiff. After a moment she turned to me, her eyes soft and dewy. I crossed my arms over my chest and scowled.

    “You have my deepest sympathy, Mr. Penn. My family was butchered there as well. That is why I have sworn to kill Red Eagle. For that, and other crimes committed against my blood.”

    I swallowed, empty of words.

    Davy said, “How long you been shadowin’ Red Eagle?”

    “Nearly a week. I watch and await my moment. It will come. I will kill him slowly, so that he may know the pain he has caused.”

    “You must not,” Nathan Truitt said. “Not until we’ve questioned him. He holds my sister captive, and we must learn where.”

    Little Fawn seemed to notice him for the first time. “You are the son of Thaddeus Truitt. Your sister is the one called Lacy.”

    Nathan sat bolt upright. “You’ve seen her?”

    “Only near your home, before this trouble began. My family and I often camped on Billy Weatherford’s fields, and saw you and your sister ride by. She is quite lovely.”

    “But I never saw you there,” Nathan blurted.

    “We were Indians camped in the fields. Why should you?” When Nathan hung his head, she continued. “As to your sister, I have watched Red Eagle’s camp for several nights. I have seen no women, and none ride with them by day. If he has her, she is elsewhere.”

    I forced a hard edge into my voice. “You were one of Red Eagle’s tribe. You must know where he keeps his women.”

    Nathan’s hand flashed to the pearl-handled knife at his belt. “Lacy is not his woman.”

    I shrugged.

    Little Fawn pursed her lips. “Before the attack on Fort Mims, Billy Weatherford married my cousin Sopath. I was proud, for I considered him a fine man. Now I hear she is with child, but is nowhere to be found. No, Mr. Penn, I do not know where he keeps his women.”

    Davy slapped his knee. “Then there’s only one thing to do. We’ll ask ol’ Red Eagle himself.”

    LITTLE FAWN and I lay flat on our bellies fifty yards north of the Creek camp. Though within arm’s reach of me, she was nearly invisible in the grass. 

    “Can you see him?”

    “Of course,” she hissed. “Can’t you?”

    I swear I heard her snicker. Could she really see Davy, or was she just trying to annoy me? Annoying me was something she was uncommonly good at.

    I peered at an ancient live oak near the edge of camp. Its thick branches spread out as much as sixty feet, some directly over the sleeping Creeks. On one of those branches, if things went according to plan, Davy would be in position above Red Eagle.

    Little Fawn had sparked the idea, claiming she’d seen him spread his furs and blankets beneath that live oak. Davy’d got that devilish gleam in his eye and asked Nathan to fetch the eagle feather we’d found fastened to Arrow’s mane. The feather was ordinary enough, but the quill was decorated with red and black beadwork, and both Nathan and Little Fawn swore they’d seen it on the stallion in times past. It was a thing Red Eagle could not fail to recognize.

    Davy’s plan was to sneak past the lookouts and sleeping Indians, climb the live oak, and crawl out on the branch above him. Employing a horsehair fishing line fashioned by Little Fawn, he would lower the feather to within inches of Red Eagle’s face and commence to tickle his nose. Once Red Eagle awoke, Davy would wait until he’d again closed his eyes, drop the feather at his side and make a silent retreat.

    Then, assuming that went well, it all depended on Red Eagle acting precisely as Davy expected.

    I was by no means pleased with this addlepated scheme, but Little Fawn and Nathan Truitt—both familiar with Red Eagle’s character—had declared it sound.

    Still, a sense of foreboding clawed at my vitals. At any moment, I expected a shout of discovery, followed by the bloodthirsty cries of forty wild Indians. That’s why Little Fawn and I were here. At the first sign of trouble we were to raise a ruckus, creating a distraction so Davy could escape.

    And while that was worrisome enough, I was far from convinced the girl could be trusted. Even if she’d spoken true about Red Eagle’s location, she might still let out a whoop and bring the whole band down upon us.

    “What’s he doing now?”

    “Waiting, Stumblefoot, and keeping silent. As should you.”

    I bristled. The nickname was less than endearing.

    And waiting was becoming increasingly difficult, as I seemed to have half the insects in the territory climbing up my sleeves and trouser legs. I needed to scratch something fierce, but dreaded a fresh helping of derision from the girl. 

    To make matters worse, we were just downwind from a patch of moonflowers. They’d been my sister Maggie’s favorite, and the heady fragrance brought me torment. I concentrated doubly hard on my desire to kill redskins.

    “He’s done it,” Little Fawn said, admiration thick as honey in her voice.

    Moments later, we heard the distant whinny of a horse. Having grown accustomed to the voice of the stallion Arrow, I’d have sworn it was his and no other’s. But this, too, was part of Davy’s plan. This meant he’d made his way clear, and now imitated the call of the stallion in hopes of summoning the chief to investigate.

    We waited, ears perked for the slightest sound. After another minute Davy whinnied again, slightly louder. The call was haunting, as if carried on the wind. It came from north of camp, where a rise of ground stood bathed in pale moonlight.

    “It worked,” Little Fawn whispered. “Red Eagle is taking the bait.”

    Straining my eyes, I saw movement in the shadows beneath the live oak. I hoped she was right.

    The “stallion” called again. Little Fawn and I looked to the moonlit hill, and right on cue Red Eagle’s horse came prancing into view. Bathed in the moon’s rays, Arrow’s black coat glistened with a ghostly aura. Even I, knowing the animal to be flesh and blood, felt icy fingers running up my spine.

    Arrow reached the top and reared up, hooves flashing. The breath from his nostrils looked like smoke in the cold night air. Nathan Truitt, guiding the horse from the other side of the hill, had played his part to perfection.

    The hoot of a great horned owl drifted toward us. That was Davy, signaling that Red Eagle had left the camp.

    “Time to go,” I said. But Little Fawn was already up, darting toward a stand of elms just this side of the hill. Like her, I crouched low and ran a zigzag pattern, keeping to the shadows. My boots sounded loud in the grass, but I heard not a rustle from the girl speeding away from me.

    My path took me gradually up the rise. I soon caught sight of Red Eagle, striding tall and bare-chested, red-blond braids trailing over his broad shoulders. In his right hand was Arrow’s eagle feather, and fastened in his hair was one that might have been its twin. He wore only a buckskin breechcloth and leggings, but showed no sign of being cold. His expression was reverent as he watched the stallion on the hill. I slowed my pace, fearful of attracting his attention, though at the moment I suspected a herd of buffalo could have traipsed past and escaped his notice.

    The closer I got to Red Eagle, the hotter my blood flowed. Here was the murderer of my family, ripe for the killing. The pistol Davy’d loaned me was primed and ready. One well-aimed shot, and Red Eagle would bring no more sorrow to the territory. Even as I fought the urge, my hand drew the gun. My thumb twitched on the hammer. But I thought of Nathan Truitt, and hesitated. My own dear sister was beyond help, but his might still be saved. Fighting every natural instinct, I forced the pistol back into my belt.

    Reaching the elms, I leaned against a trunk, my heart pounding. Though I’d seen Little Fawn enter the trees ahead of me, there was no sign of her. Neither did I see Davy, who had promised to meet us here. I was about to call out when a strong hand gripped my arm, and Davy appeared beside me, a finger pressed to his lips. I held my breath as Red Eagle passed within a dozen feet, heedless to all but the stallion.

    The elms now stood between Red Eagle and anyone watching from the camp below. Motioning me to stay put, Davy slipped from the trees and flitted in the big savage’s wake. His tomahawk rose for a knockout blow.

    Quick as a rattlesnake, Red Eagle spun and caught Davy’s wrist in his left hand. The tomahawk fell to the grass. As Davy struggled, Red Eagle reached for his throat, but Davy ducked under the arm, braced a foot against Red Eagle’s leg and thrust himself away, bouncing to a wrestler’s stance.
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