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  Chapter 1




  Tennessee




  May 1814




  It was a turkey, all right—fat, dumb and delicious—rare these days in the woods near the settlements.




  Rebecca stood as still as one of the towering oaks surrounding her. Her boots became one with the leaf-strewn forest floor. Barely breathing, she lowered the butt of the long-rifle to rest on her toe and pulled a bullet from the pouch. Then she extracted a small scrap of cotton that had been soaked in grease. She wrapped the bullet, placed it into the small bore and used her hickory rod to send it down the barrel—all within thirty seconds and without making a sound. Still she chastised herself for not having her weapon ready. Until this minute, her search for food had bagged only one squirrel and a handful of wild berries. Now that she was nearly home, she had a turkey sitting pretty as you please on a low branch just a hundred yards away. At this distance, she couldn’t miss.




  Taking aim, she held her breath and slowly squeezed the trigger. A blast, a jolt, and she saw the bird crash to earth in a flurry of feathers. Thank goodness, there would be plenty of food on the table for a day or two.




  The shadows were growing long in the late steamy afternoon as she approached the cabin she shared with her mother in Morgan’s Landing. She was sweating with the effort of climbing through the brambles in the woods near the house. There was no smoke curling from the chimney to welcome her—nor had there been since her mother had taken to her bed eight days ago.




  She increased her pace as she crossed the newly planted garden, balancing the long-rifle in one hand and hauling the plump turkey in the other. If her mother was worse, she would walk the mile to their nearest neighbors, the MacGregors, to see if Mrs. MacGregor had any more of that bitter concoction she’d brewed up to lower a person’s fever. No one knew where this disease came from or how to affect a cure. A few remedies were tried, but in the end, whatever happened would be up to God—and maybe the patient’s own will to live.




  Her mother had always been a strong woman, Rebecca thought as she hurried up the path. She had been widowed and alone when she arrived in Morgan’s Landing seventeen years ago, and in the early stages of pregnancy. She had never remarried, and until lately, Rebecca had never questioned her decision to remain single. But a man would have been a great help around the place all these years—and surely her mother had missed having a husband’s love and protection and companionship. She’d always seemed happy, though, and said she never regretted her decision to leave Scotland. She claimed that whatever hardships she found here, none were as terrible as the persecution of the Coventers and the campaign of terror against the clans in her homeland. Here in America, the Scots had been free to organize their presbytery and worship as they pleased. The land belonged to the people—and it was a giving land if a body was willing to work to bring it to harvest.




  “Mama?” Rebecca called. “Mama, look. I shot a turkey— not a big one, but we’ll have meat for supper.”




  She placed her gun by the door and plopped the bird onto the rough-hewn table in the middle of the room that served as parlor and kitchen. Pushing back the drapery separating the two rooms of the cabin, she looked toward the bed.




  Her mother appeared to be dozing under her light quilt, her head propped on a goose-down pillow. Even from here, Rebecca could see how pale she was in the soft light filtering through the single dusty windowpane.




  “Mama?” she called softly. “Are you asleep? I’m back. Can I fetch you a drink of water?”




  The figure on the bed stirred. “Rebecca—honey? I’m glad ye’re home. Come sit awhile. I… I need to talk to ye, lass.”




  “Surely, Mama. I’ll just wash up and light the fire under the kettle. Then after we visit, I’ll start supper.”




  A few minutes later, she pulled up a chair beside the bed and grasped her mother’s thin hand. It was plain her mother was much worse today. After supper, she’d scoot over to the MacGregors and get the medicine.




  Rebecca stroked her mother’s heated forearm. “What do you want to talk about, Mama?”




  Elizabeth Gordon moved up on the pillow and managed a smile. Her skin was like yellow parchment, weathered and lined. Her blue eyes were sunken into their sockets and her prematurely white hair was matted around her ears and neck. All traces of her early youth and beauty had been erased by years of struggle and hardship. She reached to grasp her daughter’s hand. “Becca, honey, I’ve had a good life. I wouldn’t change a bit of it. And I have no fear of death.”




  A cold fist turned in Rebecca’s stomach. “Now, Mama, don’t talk about dying,” she said with forced lightness in her tone. “It’s just a passing spell... like that one you had last fall. Just think of getting well and going with me to the fair in Nashville.”




  She saw the smile fade from her mother’s lips. Oh, she did look much worse today. But surely she couldn’t really be dying. Why, she was not yet fifty.




  “Listen, my darling,” came the raspy voice. “I have loved thee dearly, have I not?”




  “Yes, Mama. Always—just like I love you.”




  “I’ve taught ye all I know—to read and write and cipher—and education is a most important thing.”




  “Yes’m.”




  “But I’ve been sorely worried this past year, seeing how ye’ve grown into such a fine girl, such a bonnie lass, and so quick to learn your lessons.”




  “You see me with eyes of love, that’s all. And why should you be worried?”




  “‘Tis plain ye’re not like the other folks in Morgan’s Landing. They’re good folks, but... but ye’re... well, cut from a different cloth. I’ve seen the look in your eye lately. Ye’re restless, Becca. Ye want more, and you deserve more than the life I’ve had here. ‘Tis time ye thought about leaving Tennessee, especially now that I...”




  Rebecca shook her head. “It’s your fever, Mama. You just imagine such things. You’ve worked so hard to make us a home here. I wouldn’t leave...”




  “Listen to me, daughter. Though it’s in God’s hands, I believe my time is short. I have to think of your future. And... and I must tell ye... tell ye...” Elizabeth’s eyes filled with rare tears but her voice gained strength. “Now I must tell ye something very hard... hard for me to speak about.”




  “Don’t tire yourself, Mama,” Rebecca suggested tenderly. “Rest and I’ll start supper. We’ll talk later.”




  “I’ve got to say it while I have the courage—and pray when I’m done ye’ll understand. Ye see, child, for years I’ve lived a lie.”




  “A lie? But you’re the most honest soul in Tennessee. Everyone knows that.”




  “I’ve tried to be a good woman—and I think I have been since I left New Orleans to come upriver to make our home.”




  “Of course you have. Some folks claim you’re a saint, the way you help the sick, and work in the church, and—”




  “Not a saint, child. Not even close. I thought I would never tell ye what happened, but… I have to now. I have to tell ye about your birth.”




  “I don’t understand.”




  “Just listen and I’ll explain. It began when Allan and I left Scotland to make our home in America. Our son, Gilbert, was just sixteen, but already he’d joined the Highlanders regiment and left home for good. Ye know the story of how Allan died on the ship and I arrived in New Orleans, a widow with hardly a penny to my name.”




  “I know, Mama. You were pregnant too. It was a terrible time.”




  Elizabeth’s eyes were red-rimmed spheres in her gaunt face. Every word was labored. “Nay, Rebecca. I wasn’t yet pregnant. And the time I spent in New Orleans was the most beautiful of my life.”




  For a long moment, Rebecca struggled to comprehend what her mother was saying. Finally, she whispered, “But then how... when was I conceived? And who...” The question stuck in her throat. She’d always honored the memory of her father, taken pride in the Scottish heritage of the Gordons. What was her mother trying to tell her? She felt a vise tightening around her chest, slowing her heartbeat and choking off her breath.




  “What I’m saying, my darling Rebecca, is that Allan Gordon was not your father.”




  The words hung in the air between them, echoing in the heavy silence long after the sound had faded away.




  Rebecca felt them like a physical blow. It was as if a part of her very being had been torn away; the very foundation of all she believed in was falling into an abyss under her feet. Through tight lips, her voice almost imperceptible, she asked, “Then who... who am I?”




  Her mother squeezed her hand. “Ye’re my precious daughter... and the daughter of a man I loved beyond all reason or sanity. I worshipped him, put him above God and everything I’d been taught was right. I loved him then and I’ve never stopped. And my sin to bear, darling Rebecca, is that I’ve never been sorry it happened. I may pay with my immortal soul, but I’ve known the greatest joy a human can have on this earth—and I have ye.”




  Rebecca was trembling now, her head spinning, sweat trickling along her spine. She stared at her mother’s stricken face, but felt as if she were looking at a stranger. She couldn’t think clearly. It was as if she’d been dragged from her own body and put into someone else’s, someone she didn’t know at all. And her own mother, whose hand she gripped tightly, was unknown to her.




  Elizabeth pushed to one elbow. “Condemn me if you will, daughter. That also is part of my cross to bear. I never told ye because I wanted to spare ye pain—and myself too. I didn’t want ye hurt, or to feel shame because ye were born... out of wedlock.”




  The full implication of what she was hearing washed over Rebecca like a black tide. Out of wedlock. Illegitimate. She, who had been baptized Rebecca Anne Gordon, who had been confirmed in the Church, who had taken great pride in her Scottish roots—she was a bastard, not a Gordon at all, and her mother had conceived her in sin. She was beyond tears. It was a nightmare. Something important inside her was broken, and she couldn’t think how to fix it.




  “At least let me explain how it happened,” Elizabeth gently pleaded. “Let me tell ye about your father—your real father.”




  Her throat was so thick, she could only nod.




  “His name was Etienne Dufour,” Elizabeth began, her words husky with effort. “He was French Creole, a fine gentleman, and he came to me when I was so lost and alone. I had just arrived in New Orleans and found work in a restaurant near the square.” Her eyes became dreamy and distant as she relaxed against her pillow. “Why, Louisiana wasn’t even part of the United States then. The day I arrived at the levee there was a misty rain—not like a Highland shower, but like the air was full of tiny drops of water swirling around with nowhere to go. After a time, the ship’s captain took me to an inn near the wharf. I had enough coins for two nights’ lodging and a bite to eat.”




  Rebecca tried to concentrate. Somehow she must force herself to listen despite her sense of unreality and growing feeling of despair.




  Her mother went on. “I remember lying in bed my first night in the New World and listening to the wind and the rain and crying until my pillow was as damp as the stormy night air.” For several seconds, her gaze looked beyond Rebecca into that faraway time. Her lips trembled with the memory.




  Rebecca brushed her hand over her eyes. Listen, she urged herself. You must accept the truth. You must learn who you are, what you are, or you might live your whole life knowing only half the truth.




  Taking a deep breath, Elizabeth continued. “Next morning was bright and fresh and sweet-smelling as any in a Scottish spring. And I was still young and strong and had money for breakfast. I walked to a little market and had coffee so rich and delicious it warmed me to my toes. I figured I could get a job. I could earn my own passage upriver. The man at the levee told me how much it would cost and said that keel boats made the trip to Natchez. Then I could go by boat or wagon on to Morgan’s Landing where my uncle James MacGregor lived. Right then and there, I made up my mind to do it.”




  Rebecca could see her mother was no longer aware of her, or of the tiny room in their cabin in the woods. She had drifted away in time and was living in the past.




  “I took a job at the coffeehouse on Bourbon Street. I served the patrons ten hours a day, six days a week—made enough to pay for my room and had plenty to eat where I worked. Except for being lonely and grieving over Allan, I did pretty well. I’d never seen folks like those who came into that place. Elegant, I can tell you. As elegant as any in London or maybe even Paris. And all speaking French and Spanish like in a foreign country. It wasn’t a big city—just a few thousand souls. It belonged to Spain then, but I saw two dukes of France ride by on fine horses. Why, it took my breath to see it. And then... then...” Her voice fell.




  Drawn now into the story, Rebecca waited for her mother to continue. It was like hearing a tale when she was a child, only this tale was not pretend; it was real and it was her own legacy. She felt her heartbeat returning to normal. Her earlier shock and fear was replaced by a strange calm, an acceptance, even curiosity.




  “Then I met Etienne,” Elizabeth said softly. “He came to the coffeehouse and he always asked me to attend his table. He was the most handsome man I’d ever seen—and very rich. Different from Allan.” She sighed deeply. “I loved Allan because we were alike; we grew up in the Highlands together, and we shared our dream of coming to America. But Etienne was... was as beautiful, yes as beautiful as any man could be—dark and smooth with skin like ivory and hair like a blackhawk’s wing, and eyes like deep brown pools, sort of sleepy looking and ever so wise. Sometimes he would catch my hand and speak to me in French. I couldn’t understand the words, but their sound sent shivers along my back and made my heart jump right out of my breast.”




  “Etienne Dufour,” Rebecca murmured. So that was her father’s name. How odd it sounded on her tongue. It was smooth like silk, and mysterious. She was French. Well, half-French. The thought caught at her, wrapped around her, fascinated her. She felt as if she were being reborn at this very moment.




  “One day, he asked me to go walking along the levee. He did speak English, you see, as well as other languages, and he said his people were called French Creole and were something like royalty in the New World. He said Louisiana had belonged to the Spanish Bourbons and then Napoleon, but he expected before long it would be a country all its own—and he might even be a king if that happened. Me—out walking with a king. Why, I was so thrilled to make such a friend. It was so romantic...” For a time, she was silent. Then, “I fell in love, of course. And he loved me. He told me so, over and over. He said we could marry, eventually. I knew he was worried though. He was from a different world, and he was Roman Catholic. That worried me too, but still... I...”




  “It’s all right, Mama,” Rebecca said, and knew she really meant it. She had been wrong to think her mother had fallen from grace. After all, her mother had loved this man and they had talked of marriage. How could she sit in judgment on her mother when she herself had never had such feelings nor been so sorely tempted. “It’s all right,” she repeated. “What happened then?”




  “Etienne was very good to me. He gave me a fine apartment with a little balcony above the street. I could stand there at night and see the lamps come on. New ones had just been installed all over the Vieux Carré—that’s what the center of town was called. I felt like a princess in a fairy tale. He bought me clothes and flowers and made me quit my job at the coffeehouse. He came almost every night. All day, I just sat on my balcony in the warm, thick sunshine and dreamed of being in love—counting the hours till he would come back. He said he was a businessman, and I thought that sounded grand. He introduced me to his business partner and we had an elegant dinner at a nice restaurant. Oh, I was so happy... happier than I’d ever been. And that was when ye were conceived, Rebecca.” She turned to look at her, forcing her gaze back into the present. “But then, everything changed.”




  Rebecca held her breath. Now she would learn the truth. She closed her eyes, feeling her former fear seep into her enchantment. Something had gone wrong. Something terrible had happened. She waited, aware now of darkness creeping into the room, the air cooler, the call of an owl outside the window.




  “He left for a business trip, a brief one, he said. That’s when I got the letter.”




  “He... wrote to you?” She hung on every word her mother said.




  “His business partner whom I’d met, Mr. Laurens, brought it to me. He was a kind man, very smart and rich too. I could tell he was sad and felt very sorry for me. He didn’t know I was pregnant, of course.”




  “Did... did Mr. Dufour know?” She felt the breath stop in her throat as she awaited her mother’s answer to this question.




  “Oh no. I never told him. I wasn’t far along... and I wanted to be certain. I thought he would propose as soon as he returned from his trip. Then I would tell him. I didn’t want him to think he had to marry me.”




  Rebecca was swept with feeling. Why, her mother was a wonderful person, a real woman, brave and sensitive, capable of so much love, even if it meant risking a broken heart. Never had she loved her more. “I see,” she said, fighting tears. “Then, he never knew... about me.”




  “No, he never knew,” Elizabeth whispered.




  “But what did the letter say?” she asked, though she could guess its contents.




  “That he couldn’t marry me. That his family would never accept someone of my class, my background, my religion. He said he would always love me, but marriage was impossible. He had sent some money, enough for me to go to my relatives in Tennessee. His friend, Mr. Laurens, gave me the money. It was generous... really...”




  Rebecca covered her lips to hide their trembling. She felt moisture on her cheeks—and the beginning of resentment in her heart. How could anyone treat an innocent woman, a wonderful lady, in such a way? The beauty and romance of the story dissolved into anger and disappointment. Allan Gordon had at least been a man of honor. Her own father had betrayed and abandoned her mother, all the while claiming he loved her. Shame uncoiled inside her. For the first time in her life, she felt guilty over her heritage.




  “I was nigh onto killed,” Elizabeth went on. “I thought about taking my life. But I knew that was a sin, and I had to think of my baby. My baby. Ye, Rebecca. Thank God I lived—for your sake.”




  Rebecca forced her thoughts back to her mother. “You were very brave, Mama.” She couldn’t keep the bitterness from her tone, but her mother seemed not to notice.




  Elizabeth struggled to sit up. “Can you... will ye be able... to forgive me,” she choked.




  Rebecca scooted onto the bed and wrapped her arms around the shrunken shoulders. “There’s nothing to forgive. I love you... and I know you did the best you could.” For a time, she held her mother close, giving them both a chance to regain control of their emotions. She almost hated Etienne Dufour, and yet, that man was her father. She wanted to know about him—everything her mother could tell her. Clearing her throat, she eased her once more into the pillows. “Tell me more about Mr. Dufour... about my father.”




  “He is dead,” Elizabeth said weakly. “I have more to tell ye, my darling. I wrote to Etienne a few months ago. And now my letter has been answered.” She pulled a wrinkled envelope from beneath her pillow.




  Dead. So her father was dead. Oddly, this news didn’t touch her heart. It was as if she’d been informed about some stranger’s passing. “I see,” she said, accepting the envelope. “Then who wrote to you?”




  “Mr. Guy Laurens answered my letter. I had informed Etienne that he had a daughter, and I asked for his help.”




  Rebecca gasped. “You asked my father for help? But why, after all these years? Mother, we don’t need help from anyone!”




  “I thought a long time about it, darling. I’ve been feeling poorly. But besides that, I wanted more for ye than what I’ve had. Ye have good blood, Rebecca. Your Scottish blood is strong. Be proud of that. But your French blood is noble. Ye might have been a king’s daughter if... if things had been different.”




  “Oh, Mama, this is America. I don’t want to be anything but what I am.”




  “I know, child, but there’s no future for ye in Morgan’s Landing. Ye could marry one of the MacGregor boys. Lindsey is struck dumb with love for you. But I don’t want you to live as I have, struggling, growing old before your time.”




  In her deepest heart, Rebecca had to agree. But she’d never allowed herself to think such thoughts, or dream false dreams. “I… I can’t live in New Orleans.”




  “Perhaps not, not since Etienne is gone. Ye couldn’t be alone in that city. It is full of rich, handsome men who charm innocent girls and break their hearts. But ye can go to Scotland. Your brother has a comfortable home there and can provide a dowry for ye. Ye can marry a landowner and have a good life. Things are better now in Scotland. Ye can keep our faith and raise a family in safety.”




  “Scotland!” Rebecca was stunned. “Leave America?” She’d never considered such a thing.




  “I know ye’re surprised, Becca, but it’s the only way, especially now. Mr. Laurens has sent a ticket for ye to travel to New Orleans. He said he is in charge of Etienne’s estate and feels responsible for looking after ye. He sent a bit of money too. It’s there in the envelope. He said ye can stay with a lady friend of his until the war is over and then ye can sail to Scotland. He’s a fine man, darling, and I’m sure he can be trusted.”




  Speechless, Rebecca shook her head and glanced into the envelope. Sure enough, there were several gold coins inside with the letter.




  Her mother continued. “There is only one thing Mr. Laurens insisted on. I hate to talk about it, but he said I must.” When she saw Rebecca was unable to respond, she went on. “He said ye must tell absolutely no one about being Etienne Dufour’s daughter. He said that would be extremely... well, extremely embarrassing to Dufour’s family and to his too. Oh, I’m so sorry to hurt ye, child.” She raised her head and faced Rebecca with tears spilling down her cheeks. “I didn’t want ye to know... anyone ever to know... about your birth.”




  New resolve drove into Rebecca’s heart. Her mother might be ashamed; the rich Dufours and Laurenses might be ashamed. But she herself would never feel shame over something that wasn’t her fault at all. She was created in love and that was the most important thing. And she had good blood. Her mother had said so. Her voice was sharp and clear as she slipped the envelope into her pocket. “I will respect Mr. Lauren’s request—if ever I go to New Orleans. For now, I’ve heard enough, and you’ve exhausted yourself with all this talking. You must rest, Mother, and get well. We’ll go together to Nashville in July and you can see me in the shooting match like we’ve planned. After that, we’ll talk about New Orleans. Maybe we could visit there next fall. We can use the money I win in Nashville, and we’ll meet Mr. Laurens and return his coins to him. And, Mother, if you really want to leave Morgan’s Landing and return to Scotland, we can talk about that too. As soon as you’re able. I would like to see more of the world. And I’d love to meet my brother, Gilbert.” She leaned over and kissed her mother’s cheek. It was flushed and bright now with fever. Her earlier worries renewed, Rebecca stood up. “I’ll fix a bite to eat, Mama. Then I’m going to Mrs. MacGregor’s to get some medicine for you.”




  “Wait, my darling. Before ye go, I have a favor to ask.”




  “Of course... anything you say.” She felt her courage melt at the sight of her mother’s upturned face.




  “In the bottom of my bureau drawer is the letter from Etienne. I’ve kept it all these years, but never read it again. I’d like to hear it now. Would ye... read it to me... please, sweetheart. I’ll just lie real still and listen. Then you can put it back.”




  Rebecca’s heart raced unexpectedly at the thought of seeing the fateful letter, a letter in her own father’s handwriting. She moved to the bureau and opened the drawer. Far at the back behind her mother’s few petticoats and stockings, she found a folded piece of paper. It crackled with age when she opened it, but she could see it was fine paper and the handwriting was in beautiful though faded script.




  Coughing to clear the tightness in her throat, she returned to the bed and sat down. She saw her mother close her eyes and a smile touched the corner of her lips. Softly she began to read:




  

    

      My dearest Elizabeth,




      It is with deepest sorrow and regret that I find I must write you this letter. I have asked our dear and trusted friend, Mr. Guy Laurens, to deliver it to you in person. I hope you will rely on his strength and understanding to comfort you at this time.




      Sadly, I must end our beautiful and memorable relationship, though it tears out my heart to do so. Never have I known such happiness. I have lived for the delight of your presence. You are not only beautiful and wise and strong, but a woman of wit and kindness like I’ve found in no other soul.


    


  




  Rebecca had to pause to dab at her eyes. The writing was becoming blurred and she could see where the ink had been blurred before, long years ago, by another’s tears.




  “Au revoir, cherie. My heart is broken, but I cannot force you into a life which could only mean pain for both of us. I live in a society where background, education and class is more important than life itself. I would leave New Orleans, but I dare not because of business responsibilities to my mother and my family. I know you would never be comfortable in my world. I would change it if I could, but generations of breeding have made it thus, and I must accept it. And then, of course, our religious beliefs, so strongly felt by each of us, are bound to tear us apart as the years go by. I pray you will take up the course you have abandoned for my sake. In that regard, I have asked Mr. Laurens to give you this...”




  She couldn’t continue. Her eyes were overflowing and she could imagine the rest. She looked up to see her mother was sleeping peacefully, the smile still on her lips. Carefully she pulled the quilt up under her chin. “Rest, my dear mother,” she whispered. “Sleep and dream of Etienne—and your walks in New Orleans—and all the wonderful things you did when you were young and in love. I’ll bring you a supper tray when you awake.”




  She folded the letter and put it back in its place deep in the drawer. It was all she had of her father, all she would ever have. She was sorry now he was dead. She wished she could have known him. She closed the drawer and slipped out to the kitchen. Her heart was so full, her feelings such a jumble that she would have liked to sit on the front porch and gaze into the night. But there was supper to prepare, a turkey to pluck and put in the springhouse, and then the walk to the MacGregors’ to get her mother’s medicine. It was better to stay busy, she decided as she lit a candle and swung the kettle into place over the kindling. The pragmatic Scottish side of her told her that work would chase away pain and confusion. For now, she would let that side of her legacy prevail.




  Chapter 2




  A pistol shot split the air; the stocky blood-bay horse leaped forward and galloped full speed down the quarter-mile track.




  “Excellent,” shouted the man holding the timing watch at the end of the track. “Did you see that, sir?”




  “I certainly did. He looks fit enough to conquer the field tomorrow. What do you think, Caldwell?”




  Blaine Caldwell took his foot from the bottom railing and nodded to the imposing figure at his side. “Looks fast, General. Mighty fast. I’d like to see him run in New Orleans.”




  “Someday, Caldwell, when this blamed war is done and Louisiana secure.” He turned back to his trainer. “Cool him down, Elliot. Have him at the track early. Come along, Captain Caldwell. You haven’t met Mrs. Jackson. We’ll have refreshment at the house—then get down to business.” Blaine walked shoulder to shoulder beside Andrew Jackson, matching the general’s long stride and admiring his energy and vitality. Only two days ago, Jackson had arrived from Mobile to spend a few days at his plantation home near Nashville. He’d had little time to rest since last March when he had concluded a savage battle against the Creek Indians. Soon after, the United States government had placed him in charge of the seventh military district, which included Tennessee, Louisiana and the Mississippi Territory. If the treaty with the Creeks was signed, Jackson could then direct his attention to the war against England. The British were poking along the eastern coastline like a lion looking for a weak spot in its prey. A hastily formed United States militia badly needed Jackson’s fiery leadership. Blaine strode beside Jackson along the path from the stables to the front of the two-story house of Hermitage Plantation.




  “Just pull up a chair there, Caldwell. We’ll have a breeze off the river. Excuse me, I’ll see if Mrs. Jackson is about. The children keep her occupied these days.”




  After Jackson disappeared into the house, Blaine took a seat and gazed across the green lawn toward the distant river. It was a beautiful spot, he thought. As attractive as the plantations along the Mississippi. His summons to the Hermitage had been quite a surprise. For the past two years, he had been conducting his own private war against the British, slipping past their blockade, delivering messages to Washington and hauling secret caches of gold to supporters in foreign ports. He appeared to New Orleans society as an enterprising businessman, a man with expensive tastes and the means to satisfy them, a man with little interest in the ebb and flow of American politics. But he had secretly made child’s play of passing through the English net closing along U.S. shores. Three years ago, the British had illegally boarded one of his trading ships and impressed several of his best crew members into their navy. That dastardly act had ended his neutrality and he’d thrown his personal efforts and considerable fortune into preventing the English from retaking their American colonies. He’d worked quietly without involving himself in the official military efforts of the young country. For a partner, he had enlisted the help of his old friend, the notorious buccaneer Jean Lafitte.




  How much did Andrew Jackson know of his clandestine activities? Obviously he knew something, thus the urgent request to rendezvous in Nashville. Blaine warned himself to be on guard and let the general do the talking.




  “Getting damned hot already,” said Jackson as he emerged from the house and pulled up a chair opposite Blaine. “Typical July though. Mrs. Jackson offers her regrets, but she’s tending a feverish baby.”




  “Oh? Nothing serious, I hope.” Like everyone else, Blaine knew the story of how Jackson had decimated the Creek nation, then rescued one small Indian baby and brought him home for his wife to raise.




  “No, Lincoyer is sturdy as a hickory stump. Just a touch of summer hives. Here, have some cool tea.”




  An impeccably groomed black slave placed a tray on the table. He poured tea from a pewter pitcher into tall glass mugs, then bowed himself away.




  “Care for a cheroot?” Jackson offered.




  “Thank you. Do enjoy them,” said Blaine, accepting the cigar.




  “If we had time, I’d show you my plans for the new house. I know how much store you Louisiana French put in a proper home. As soon as the war’s over, I’ll start construction on the knoll overlooking the property. I want Mrs. Jackson to have the finest house in the territory.”




  Blaine nodded and sipped his tea. “You’re a fortunate man, General. Both your plantation and your wife are famous for their beauty.”




  “I understand you’re a single man, Caldwell.”




  “I’ve not had your luck as yet.”




  “You’re young and there are some advantages to being single in wartime. It’s hard to be away for so long from the place most dear to one’s heart. And it’s hard on my wife. My stay here is for only a few weeks, less if I’m needed back with my troops.”




  Blaine leaned forward. “Do you expect the Creeks to sign the treaty?”




  “Of course they’ll sign. They have few warriors left, so they have no choice.”




  Blaine drew on his cigar without responding. He had great respect for the natives living in and around New Orleans. He disagreed with Jackson’s methods while at the same time he admired the man’s courage and dedication.




  When Blaine made no comment, Jackson continued. “The Indian wars are hopefully behind us. But the British under that fanatic Cochrane are posing a great danger. Now that Napoleon is in their hands, they can turn their full attention to fighting us. Do you realize how quickly we could lose all we gained in the War for Independence?”




  “I pray that won’t happen.”




  Jackson studied him for a moment, his eyes penetrating above his beaklike nose. “You answered my summons to come to Nashville, Captain Caldwell. I assume that means you’re willing to work for me in the American cause.” Blaine hesitated. Some of his exploits against the English bordered on piracy. Would the general condemn such methods? Jackson had the power to arrest him on the spot and requisition his ships. Finally he said, “Of course. But why have you chosen me?”




  “I know what you’ve been up to lately. But have no fear—your recent activities are known to very few. You can be assured I would do nothing to jeopardize your efforts.” Blaine held Jackson’s gaze. He was certain the general spoke the truth. Still, traps had been baited by many innocent appearing souls. He chose his words carefully. “May I ask your source of information?”




  “I was taken into confidence by one of your own cousins.”




  “My cousin? My only relatives are in Virginia.”




  “Well, as you know, I recently purchased an outstanding racehorse from a Virginia breeder.”




  “I’ve heard of Truxton, General. A fine horse. His fame has spread to New Orleans.”




  Looking pleased, Jackson puffed on his cheroot “While in Virginia, I visited the Caldwell plantation near Williamsburg. I met your cousin Charles. He explained how his father and yours arrived in Virginia as young cavaliers seeking their fortune. His father stayed in the colony while yours traveled to New Orleans to engage in shipping and then married a French Creole lady of wealth and beauty. Sadly both men are now deceased.”




  Blaine nodded. “The story is accurate. And I do visit Charles on occasion.”




  “You have an intriguing heritage, Captain: half-English cavalier and half-Creole businessman. And yet your loyalty is to the United States. If I can count on that loyalty, you could be of enormous use in the cause of freedom.”




  Blaine decided to put his trust in the general. “You can count on it, sir. In spite of my English roots, I abhor what’s happening now. Shortly before the war, I was pirated by an English admiral. The son of a bitch impressed five of my best seamen. When I reached for my pistol, he shot me— missed my vitals, but put me down for a time. It’s time free Americans disposed of the redcoats once and for all.”




  “Well said. Then you’re willing to help, even at great risk and expense?”




  “I am, sir.”




  “Then I’ll explain my dilemma. I must shortly return to Mobile to rejoin my troops. The British are threatening Mobile Bay. It is in my mind, however, that were I the British, I would sorely love to take possession of New Orleans. To hold that port would cripple American commerce the full length of the Mississippi. And it’s well known that the citizens of your fair city are disinclined to take up arms. In fact, their indifference to which flag flies from their statehouse is surprising.”




  “True, but in our defense, I must point out we’ve been traded from Spain to France to America in little more than a decade—and no one bothered to ask our opinion on the matter.”




  Jackson chuckled. “The spoil of powerful governments. And all the while the citizens continue to plant and harvest and thrive beyond the dreams of most. I’ve been to New Orleans and I find the place delightful. Despite heat and swamps and a penchant for revelry, it is still a city of rare charm.”




  Blaine nodded his agreement. “You must come again soon. I’d be pleased to have you as my guest at Dominique Hall.”




  “I may be there sooner than you think.” Jackson put down his glass. “If my instincts are right—and by gawd, they usually are—the English will fake a move to Mobile, then head directly for the mouth of the Mississippi. I must have some warning if I’m to arrive in time to defend the city. This means I need someone who can discover the British plans and send me word at once. In other words, Captain, I want you to spy for me—for the United States—in the cause of freedom for our great land.”




  Blaine smiled and released a whiff of smoke between his lips. “Spy? I fear that’s a tame word for what I’ve been doing lately. What you ask should be fairly simple.”




  “But there is one difference, Captain Caldwell. As a privateer, or even a pirate, you could be captured and punished and still survive. But if you’re caught spying for the American cause, you’ll be promptly shot. And I doubt if your sacrifice will even be noted in Washington. Of course, you’ll be paid nothing. Although I can probably round up a few gold pieces to pay some expenses.”




  “Forget that. If the United States rids itself of the English threat, I’ll build a shipping business comparable to any in the world. Financially I have everything to gain. And, I might add, I’ll have revenge for being nearly murdered on my own ship.”




  Jackson leaned back and crossed his legs. “Excellent. We understand each other completely. Do you have access to British Admiral Cochrane?”




  “I saw Cochrane in Bermuda three months ago.”




  “Well, I’ll be damned. You’ve more guts than I realized, Caldwell. You’re saying you just sailed into Bermuda and had a visit with the redcoats?”




  “In a manner of speaking. I have relatives at Hamilton Bay. Paid them a social call, then attended a formal dinner honoring the British admiral. I can tell you, sir, the man’s a rare son of a bitch. Hates Americans. Says they’re like spaniels—must be drubbed into good manners. It’s his goal to restore all the land southwest of the Chesapeake to Great Britain—if not the whole bloody country.”




  Jackson cackled and slapped his knee. “A bite like that would choke the English like a fox swallowing a buffalo.”




  “He also has unique ideas for recruiting men. He’s convinced that the blacks will rush to fight under his banner against their former masters. Says they’re fine horsemen— with training could be the cossacks of the English forces.”




  “Cossacks? That’s a sight I’d pay good coin to see. My guess is the Negroes are a helluva lot smarter than that. They’d just as soon stay where they are as spill their blood for the British. The man’s a fool, it’s plain to see.”




  “Not entirely. He’ll have better luck recruiting what’s left of the Creeks. And they’re fighters to be reckoned with.”




  “Hellfire. The Creeks. I’ve already sent them sky-winding.”




  “That’s exactly why the remaining warriors will support the British.”




  “Hm.” Jackson ran long slender fingers through his shaggy mop of hair. “No doubt, no doubt. Well, we’ll have to make do with what we have. If it comes to a battle at New Orleans, we may have to rely on what Creoles we can muster, some free blacks and some militia from Tennessee and Kentucky. I’d put my sharpshooters up against the best marksmen in the world.”




  “Good. Then I’ll do my best to stay cozy with the English commanders. If they arrive off our coast as you predict, I’ll slip the blockade and feed them a morsel or two of false information. Maybe I can learn their plan of attack.”




  “Excellent. In the meantime, I hope you’re comfortable in Nashville. I regret I have no guest accommodations at the Hermitage.”




  “Quite comfortable. I’m staying at an inn near town center.”




  “You’ll attend the fair to celebrate Independence Day— be my guest at the races. The little quarter horse you saw this morning is sure to win. I’d recommend a sizeable bet on his nose.”




  “Of course. And I appreciate the tip.” Blaine stubbed out the remains of his cigar. “If you’ll excuse me, General Jackson, I should be on my way and leave you to your family.”




  “Very well, Captain. We’ll meet again at the fair. And our little agreement will be the best kept secret in the territory.”




  * * * *




  Seven miles out of Nashville, the campground near Clover Bottom Fairground was filled to overflowing. Tents were raised haphazardly across the open field and wagons had been pushed into position to offer shade from the fierce summer sun. Youngsters dashed about adding to the din of fiddle and pipe, drum and banjo, and frequent firing of guns by reckless celebrants. Smoke from a hundred cookfires scented the air with roasting meat, bacon, coffee and rabbit stew. Cakes and pies of every description were set out to cool while similar pastries were carried to the big tent nearby for the bake-off competition. By midmorning, the entire area was a frenzy of activity. Sack races for the older children were under way at one side of the field. A sawing contest occupied many of the men, and the twelve fine American-bred quarter racing horses were being paraded in the paddock near the racetrack.




  Every able body in Nashville was in attendance and hundreds of visitors had traveled from as far away as Knoxville and Memphis. One proud horseman had brought a lean stallion all the way from Charleston, West Virginia.




  Rebecca climbed onto the paddock rail to get a better look at the shiny-coated, high-rumped, barrel-chested sprinters. Could the MacGregors’ horse, Piper, outrun all these wonderful animals—one of which was owned by Andrew Jackson himself? For a moment she had doubts, but then Lindsey MacGregor walked Piper by and her confidence was restored. Piper had far outdistanced all the competition around Morgan’s Landing.




  “Good boy, Piper,” she called. “You can do it.” The animal turned his head toward her familiar voice. “You’ll show ‘em,” she cried excitedly.




  Lindsey waved back at her, then continued leading Piper around the crowded paddock.




  A smattering of applause caused her to look around. General Jackson and his guests were approaching the area. She stepped off the rail and tried to see him, but her view was blocked by the crowd.




  She took off her tam and smoothed back her hair. She had just come from the dancing contest and was still damp with perspiration under her light wool skirt and knee-high socks. A glance at her shoes proved she had definitely soiled the black slippers that had been ordered last year from a shop in Atlanta. Her mother had given them to her on her seventeenth birthday. The memory sent a stab of pain through her heart. She still missed her mother terribly. Only two months ago, Elizabeth Gordon had been laid to rest in the churchyard in Morgan’s Landing. Rebecca had longed to win the dance contest in her mother’s honor, but she’d lost even though she’d done her best to twirl and step in proper time to the skirl of the pipes and cadence of the drums. A girl from Murfreesboro with auburn locks bouncing around her shoulders had taken the grand prize. Rebecca supposed she would never be a really good dancer, but she had an excellent chance to win the shooting contest coming up soon.




  The people standing between her and General Jackson parted enough for her to get a good view of the most famous man in Tennessee. He was quite impressive, she decided. Not exactly handsome, but rugged and imposing with a strong chin and deep blue eyes. He was a military hero, an Indian fighter, a politician already well known in Washington. But today he was a horse-owner just like the other eleven—just like the MacGregors of Morgan’s Landing, she thought proudly while listening to the comments of the general and his friends.




  “Star Boy looks mighty good, General. I believe our money is safely invested.”




  “He’s ready, I promise you, Mr. Caldwell. Hm—look at the dark bay. Never saw such a powerful rump before. That’s where the quick start comes from, you know. The start is crucial in the quarter mile.”




  Rebecca perked up her ears as the general and the tall man by his side moved near her.




  The man said, “Doesn’t have the legs of your Star Boy. Looks a bit stiff in his hock action. Wouldn’t worry about him, General. Besides, I hear he’s from some little farming community in the hill country. Probably used for plowing except once a year on the Fourth of July.”




  She glared at the stranger who had dared insult Piper in such a rude manner. “His legs, sir?” she blurted. “His legs are perfect. Pulling a plow is good for muscle and stamina.” When a hush fell around her, she felt slow heat rise in her cheeks. A sidelong glance showed everyone within hearing was staring at her.




  “I—I beg your pardon,” she stammered. Why, even Andrew Jackson was giving her a surprised smile. “You see, Piper is... partly mine... well, not exactly... only I ride him a lot and he’s mighty fast. He—he’s beaten every racer in the valley.”




  The tall man was inching toward her. His elegant wide-brimmed hat shadowed his face, but she could see his lips firmly set. Obviously he was a close friend of General Jackson’s. And she had snapped at him, corrected his observation as if he were some ignorant cotton picker. She felt like running, but for some reason, the feet in dancing slippers that had moved so blithely an hour ago were planted like stumps in the hay-strewn earth of the paddock.




  “Pardon me, young lady,” came a low voice from the shadow of the hat. “Certainly I meant no insult to your fine animal.”




  “Your... apology is accepted, sir,” she surprised herself by saying.




  The man moved closer. In the background, Jackson was laughing and moving on through the crowd. To her enormous relief, the curious eyes turned their attention to the next horse being paraded in the ring.




  But the stranger lingered. “I apologize,” he said, “but I do not change my opinion. He has poor leg confirmation—at least for a racing horse. For a draft horse perhaps...”




  “Draft horse?” she snapped. Why, the insult was dreadful. Putting one hand on her hip, she shook her finger toward him. “You’ve never seen Piper run. His legs are sound and stronger than any of these other horses, I’ll wager.”




  The man tipped back his hat just a bit. The sudden play of light revealed a visage so surprising that her breath stopped in her throat. Hair the color of vintage brandy curled damply above eyes as green as rye grass in spring. He was much younger than his low-pitched, rather officious voice had indicated—less than thirty she guessed, and his skin was a rich golden brown, obviously darkened by long hours under the sun. All in all, he was the most handsome man she’d ever seen, but not a bit dandified despite his clean-shaven elegance and impeccable suit cut from pearl gray linen, a cravat gathered above a ruffled shirtfront. He was gazing down at her with a look not entirely unfriendly. After the first moment of appreciation of his good looks, her former annoyance returned. He had virtually nullified his apology by issuing a second insult to her beloved Piper. And he had followed his rude words by approaching her as if he dared her to contradict him.




  “Once my stallion is on the track, I believe you’ll change your opinion, sir,” she said, tilting her chin defiantly.




  “Perhaps. But then it’s too late to change my wager.”




  “Wager?”




  “I assume you feel strongly enough about your animal to place a bet on him. Otherwise your touts are hollow words thrown to the winds.”




  “I mean every word. That is, I’m absolutely certain Piper is going to win.”




  “Then you have made a wager?”




  “No... well, not yet. It’s still several hours until the race.”




  “Of course. Plenty of time to make a decision.”




  Was he making fun of her? His lips appeared to twitch a bit at the corners. “I must add to my gambling money first,” she explained, though why she felt compelled to explain anything to this overbearing stranger escaped her.




  “And how do you intend to do that, miss... ah... mistress...”




  “Gordon. I intend to win the shooting contest. It begins within the hour. Excuse me, I must change from my dance costume.”




  “A pity—Miss Gordon,” he said, his eyes twinkling now with restrained enjoyment. “I missed your dancing, I’m afraid. Your costume is the most becoming I’ve seen today. May I assume you’re a Gordon of the Aberdeen Gordons?”




  “Why, yes. You know Aberdeen, sir?” she asked with sudden animation.




  “I visited there some years ago. When I was a student in London, I enjoyed an outing to the Highlands. Forgive me.” He reached for her hand. “I’m Captain Blaine Caldwell.” Lightly, he brushed her fingertips with his lips.




  For several seconds, she was awestruck into silence. This man had kissed her hand as if she were a fine lady. She’d thought hand-kissing existed only in books of fantasy. “You’re a... captain?” she asked inanely.




  “Of a ship. Of several actually. I have a small fleet—an export business in New Orleans. But don’t let me detain you. I will, however, make a point to see the shooting match.”




  “I do expect to win,” she stated.




  “It’s unusual, is it not, for a lady to win a sharpshooter match?”




  “It’s never been done here in Nashville, Captain. Not until today.”




  His sudden grin was completely disarming. “Then I’ll be sure to be there. If you win, we’ll plan a celebration. Would you like that?”




  Celebration? What on earth did he have in mind. For a moment, she felt like scurrying away like a frightened rabbit. But she quickly overcame her shyness, and returned his gaze. “We can talk about it afterward, I suppose. I’m... with my friends from home, you see.”




  He nodded. “Why, of course. I should have expected that. But still, I’d enjoy a share in your victory.”




  My, she would like that too, she admitted silently. But she’d never seen such a fine gentleman, never visited with one—and certainly never celebrated with one. “I... I better go now,” she said lamely.




  “Au revoir, Mistress Gordon. I will see you again soon.” Abruptly, she turned away. Her emotions were so unsettled, she almost lost her way to her tent. Was that French he’d spoken? He was from Louisiana, after all. Don’t be a simpleton, she chided herself. He’s a man of wealth and position, a captain with a ship—no, several ships. He’s toying with you as he would a child. He must enjoy knowing how he dazzles you with his charm and manners, his London education, his voice with its strangely stirring accent.




  She ducked inside the tent she shared with one of the MacDougal girls, removed her plaid skirt, cotton blouse, socks and muddied slippers. She put on her breeches and homespun shirt secured at the waist by a leather belt. Shooting could be dirty business and she needed her pockets for extra bullets. She’d use the metal rod today since silence was not important. Concentrate, Rebecca, she told herself. Those green eyes that had so intrigued her could cause a miss—and then no New Orleans—no Scotland, and probably a marriage bed with Lindsey MacGregor. She must win the prize money if she were to pay back Mr. Laurens and sail abroad. She pulled on her worn everyday boots, tied her hair back with a red bandanna, drew her rifle from its case beneath her pallet and headed for the firing range.




  Chapter 3




  Blaine made his way across the field toward the firing range. He had removed his coat, but felt sweat gluing his fine silk shirt to his spine and gathering in droplets along his forehead beneath his wide-brimmed hat. For a moment, he considered turning back to rejoin Jackson’s party at the general store where they’d gone for cooling drinks and protection from the midday sun. But then he remembered the young lady’s face when he had promised to watch her shoot in the competition. There was something about her that intrigued him, more than just a pretty young girl with a vivacious manner and winning smile. He had seen her before. No, that was impossible. She was a country lass who’d probably never been five miles from home. But still he couldn’t overcome the feeling her face was familiar. She resembled the creamy-skinned beauties of New Orleans more than the girls of Scottish heritage from the Tennessee hills. And there was something more—a definite tilt of her nose and curve of her full lips, the way her dusky hair met in a slight widow’s peak at the center of her forehead. Her look was distinctive—and he’d seen it somewhere. He had an immediate attraction to her. It was worth a little sweat to take a closer look at petite Miss Gordon—of the Aberdeen Gordons.




  A sizeable crowd had encircled the contestants waiting to fire at the target set up beneath a distant stand of oaks. Blaine eased his way along until he could get a good look at the proceedings.




  He spotted Rebecca Gordon, who was next in line to compete. Tipping back his hat a bit, he studied her. Her clothing was nothing short of shabby. She had secured her thickly curling hair with a scarf at the nape of her neck. Her breeches fitted rather snugly and the sleeves of her homespun shirt were rolled to her elbows. Why would her appearance be causing undeniable stirrings deep inside him? Hell, he had known women of remarkable beauty, dressed in the finest Paris gowns, who moved him far less than this simple little sprite, clad like a brown sparrow, her nose slightly burned from the sun and her fingernails chipped and uneven. When he’d held her hand, he had felt the calluses along her palm which must have come from heavy work, maybe even work in the fields like the plantation slaves. Odd that the look she’d given him when his lips brushed her fingertips had caused such a tug at his heart. She was like a child opening her first Christmas gift— expectant, surprised, but totally lacking in guile of any kind. But to his amusement, the moment the kiss was ended, the girl had resumed her spirited defense of the horse. If she was innocent of guile, she was also a lass with plenty of spunk.




  He wiped a rivulet of sweat from his brow. The announcer was calling her name. He saw her step forward carrying a long-rifle almost as big as she. As the onlookers grew silent, she skillfully loaded the rifle, then lifted it to her shoulder. He wished somehow he could capture the way she looked at that moment: her booted feet firmly planted, her full young breasts pressing against the fabric of her man’s shirt belted at her slender waist, her bare forearms smooth and creamy along the wooden rifle stock, her hair gleaming darkly in the sun as she pressed her cheek against the weapon and sighted down the barrel. Yes, little Miss Gordon stirred him most remarkably.




  * * * *




  Rebecca had never been so nervous in all her life. Of course, she’d never competed against so many riflemen—and another woman too. There were thirty in all. The noise of the crowd was distracting; three howling youngsters were dashing helter-skelter among the waiting contestants.




  When she heard her name, she stepped to the firing line and took aim at a bucket placed on a stool exactly one hundred yards away. Her hands were clammy and the bucket seemed to be jumping around in some crazy dance. Nonsense, she chided herself. She never missed a target at a hundred yards. For a moment, she closed her eyes and tried to shut out all the noise and hullabaloo surrounding her. When she looked again, the bucket was steady in her sights and she felt herself grow calm.




  She squeezed the trigger. The explosion jolted her, but she stayed steady on her feet. When she heard the sudden applause, she knew the target was down.




  “Very good, Miss Gordon,” said the announcer. “Please stay for the second round.”




  Smiling, she stepped aside and looked across the crowd for a familiar face. There was Lindsey MacGregor grinning and waving his encouragement. She continued searching. Admit it, she thought to herself, you’re wondering if he’s here—the green-eyed stranger who promised... There— on the left. She dropped her eyes at once, but it was too late to avoid his gaze. Yes, he was here, and he was definitely watching her. The knowledge both thrilled and unnerved her. She must get hold of herself. The target was being moved to two hundred yards and she would need her best skill. She had done it before, once or twice. Her rifle was amazingly accurate at this distance; if she missed, she would have only herself to blame.
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