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Chapter One

Kentucky Wilderness—October, 1784




THE FOREST CLOSED AROUND THE MOTLEY ARRAY of wagons, horses and people. Four wagons, in good repair, stood to one side, oxen grazing nearby, while two carriages, once pretty things, were barely standing on their high wheels. Tired women went about the chore of preparing supper while the men looked after the animals. A group of children was playing within sight of the adults.

“I can’t tell you how glad I am to be rid of some of this heat. It’s the sea I miss.” Mrs. Watson stood, putting a hand on the small of her back to ease her stomach and the child that would soon be born. “Where’s Linnet, Miranda?” she asked the woman across the fire from her.

“She’s playing with the children again.” The smaller woman’s voice had a clear, English accent, so different from her companion’s slurred words.

“Oh, I see her now.” Mrs. Watson shielded her eyes from the glare of the setting sun. “If a body didn’t know better, you wouldn’t be able to tell which was the children and which was Linnet.” She watched the girl, holding hands in a circle, no taller than the half-grown children for all her twenty years, a loose dress covering the young curves of her body, the same curves that had sent Mrs. Watson’s oldest boy to the Tyler wagon so many times. “You know, Miranda, you and Amos ought to talk to Linnet. It’s high time she had some young’uns of her own, ’stead of takin’ on everybody else’s.”

Miranda Tyler smiled. “You’re welcome to try, but Linnet has her own mind. Besides, to be honest, I’m not so sure young men are ready to take on the responsibility of my daughter.”

Mrs. Watson looked away and gave an embarrassed little laugh. “I’m afraid you’re right. Not that there’s anything wrong with Linnet, she’s certainly pretty enough, but it’s just the way she looks at a man, something about the way she stares at him and the way she always seems to be able to take care of herself. Mind if I sit a spell? My back hurts more every minute.”

“Certainly, Ellen. Amos set a stool out for me.”

The heavy woman sat, knees apart, as she tried to balance her huge stomach. “Now where was I?” She either didn’t see or pretended not to see Miranda’s frown. “Oh yes, I was talking about Linnet, the way she unnerves men. I did try to talk to her once, tried to explain how men like to feel they’re somethin’ special. Now look over yonder to Prudie James.”

Miranda did as she was told before returning her attention to the pot of beans.

“Now there isn’t a time of the day when Prudie isn’t surrounded by young men,” Ellen continued. “She’s not near as much to look at as your Linnet, but she always has the boys. Remember last week when Prudie was stung by a wasp? Four boys ran to help her.”

Miranda Tyler looked across the clearing to her daughter, her lips curving in a fond smile. She had her own memories, such as the time the little Parker boy had left the camp alone. Linnet had been the one who found him and had risked her own life to wedge herself under those loose rocks and bring the terrified boy to safety. Mrs. Watson could have all her Prudies she wanted.

“Of course, I’m not sayin’ anything against Linnet, she’s shore been a big help to me, it’s just that I…well, I want to see her happy, with a man of her own.”

“I’m grateful for your concern, Ellen, but I’m sure Linnet will find a husband someday and I’m sure he’ll be to her liking. Would you excuse me, please?”

The only warning they had was a dog’s yip, cut off in the middle, but even that wasn’t heard since the children were laughing in glee as they waited excitedly for the thimble to be secretly placed in their waiting hands.

The Indian raiders had long ago learned the benefit of surprise, attacking when the tired men and women were most relaxed, least vigilant. The men on guard had been easy to kill, their throats slashed in one clean, silent stroke. All that remained were the women, a few young adults, and the children. The children were what was of most interest to them, and two young braves were sent to tie and secure them.

Linnet, like the others, was paralyzed with shock. Her head turned sharply at a muffled cry, and she saw Prudie James fall to a heap on the ground. People began running then, trying hopelessly to escape the Indian men who seemed to be everywhere.

Linnet saw her mother take a step forward. Linnet put out her arms and began to run. If she could catch her mother, hold her, everything would be all right. “Mother!” she screamed.

Something hit her foot, and she slammed forward, the hard ground knocking the breath from her. Dazed, she tried to recover herself, feeling a moment of panic when her breath did not return right away. She blinked her eyes, seeing everything spin. As she turned her head, she tasted blood in her mouth from where her teeth had sunk into her lip when she’d fallen. Her mother lay quietly on the ground, near the fire, close to Mrs. Watson. They might have been napping, so ordinary did they seem, except the ground around them was a growing pool of a thick, red substance.

“Linnet! Linnet!” Screams came from behind her as a hand roughly pulled her to her feet and pushed her toward the children. Little Ulysses Johnson ran to her, his arms wrapped about her legs, his tears wetting her skirt and his little body shaking horribly. He was pulled from her by one of the Indians. When the child fell, the man jerked the boy’s arm so that he cried out in pain.

“No!” Linnet ran to the boy, knelt before him and smoothed the dirt from his face. “I think they mean to take us with them. You’ll be brave, Uly? We’ll all be together, whatever happens. I don’t think they’ll hurt us if we obey them. Do you understand, Uly?”

“Yes,” came his jerky reply. “My Ma…”

“I know…” One of the Indians pushed her, pulling her hands behind her back, tying them tightly with the cutting, rawhide rope. She tried not to look at the carnage to her right, to the body of her mother, or to think of her father who had been on guard duty. She faced her eyes ahead to the six children in front of her.

It had been only minutes, yet their lives were forever changed. Patsy Gallagher fell, dragging Uly with her, and screamed when the Indian pulled her by her ties to her feet, the thin leather cutting her wrists. Ulysses began to cry again, and all the children stared at the fires the Indians had started and the bloody messes that had been their parents.

Linnet began to sing. Quietly at first, but with a slow, steady persistence that first one child and then another began to join: “Rock of Ages, cleft for me, Let me hide myself in Thee.”

They began walking, stumbling, falling often, as they marched slowly into the wilderness, tied together in a single, awkward line.

 

Linnet held Ulysses in her arms, the child’s limp body as much unconscious as asleep. They’d been traveling for three days with little rest and less food. The two younger children looked as if they couldn’t last much longer, and Linnet had persuaded one of the Indians, the leader, to allow her to carry the boy on her back. She moved her toes now, aware of the blisters, the many cuts. She was hungry, but she’d given half her cornmeal to Ulysses, and still he had whimpered for more. She stroked his forehead, aware that he was becoming feverish.

There were five Indians, sullen men, who demanded what they wanted and always got their demands. When Linnet had slowed her step because of the added weight of the heavy five-year-old on her back, they had prodded her with sharp sticks, forcing her to keep pace. Now she was too weary to sleep, her body hurting in too many places.

One of the Indians turned toward her and she hastily closed her eyes. Several times she had seen them pointing at her and talking, and she knew they discussed her.

It wasn’t light yet when the seven captives were pulled to their feet and made to begin another day’s journey. Near sunset, the Indians led them to a stream, waist deep, and pulled them into it.

“I’m scared, Linnet. I don’t like the water,” Uly said.

“I’ll carry him.” Linnet gestured to the man at the end of the line. He cut the connecting leather, and Ulysses climbed onto her back.

The other children were already on the far side when Linnet slipped and fell into the water. Instantly, one of the men cut the line that connected her to the others—they would not risk losing all their prisoners if one should chance to drown. Linnet had a difficult time pulling the hysterical, fighting Ulysses to shore, and when she did, she lay back on the ground panting from her exertions.

“Linnet! What are they saying?” Patsy Gallagher demanded.

Linnet looked up to see two of the men pointing at her and gesturing wildly. He called another man, the leader, and she saw the anger on this man’s face. Still dazed by her struggle in the water, she took a long time to realize that they pointed at her chest. The wet garment clung to her, emphasizing her full breasts. She crossed her hands to cover herself.

“Linnet!” Patsy screamed as one of the Indians advanced on her angrily.

She moved her arms quickly to cover her face from the first blow, but could not shield herself from the hard kicks to her ribs. She doubled in pain as more blows fell.

The Indians spewed angry words at her, and one hand turned her to her back, her bruised, maybe broken, ribs causing her to catch her breath sharply. The man tore her dress away to the waist, exposing her to him. What he saw seemed to make him even more angry. He doubled his fist, but Linnet never saw it land across her jaw.

 

“Linnet, wake up!”

She stirred slightly, wondering where she was.

“Linnet, they let me take care of you. Here, sit up and put this on. It’s Johnnie’s shirt.”

“Patsy?” she whispered.

“Oh, Linnet, you look awful! Your face is all swollen and…” The girl sniffed and pulled her friend to a sitting position as she shoved her arms into the coarse linsey-woolsey shirt. “Linnet, talk to me. Are you all right?”

“I think so. They let you come? I thought they would leave me. Why were they so angry?”

“Well, me and Johnnie figure they thought you was a kid and when they found out you wasn’t…”

“Oh, but why have they let you come to me?”

“I don’t know, but if it wasn’t for you, we all know we couldn’t have made it. Maybe the Indians know that, too. Oh, Linnet, I’m so scared.” The girl threw her arms around Linnet’s neck and she had to clench her teeth to keep her pain from showing.

“I’m scared, too,” Linnet whispered through her teeth.

“You! You’re never scared. Johnnie says you’re the bravest person in the world.”

She smiled at the girl, although it hurt her to do so. “I may look brave, but I’m all apple jelly inside.”

“Me, too.”

Patsy helped Linnet back to the Indians’ camp, the woman no larger than the twelve-year-old girl. All the children welcomed her with half-smiles, the first time they had even tried to overcome their terror.

Early the next morning, they reached the more permanent camp of the Indians. Women, dirty, ragged, ran to greet their men and run hands over the children. The Indian leader pushed Linnet toward a group of women, pointing and gesturing from his chest to hers.

One of the women yelled and tore the shirt open, striking her on the breasts. Linnet bent forward and covered herself with her arms, and the women laughed. She looked up to see the children being led away, their cries for help making her try to go to them, but the women stopped her, laughing, pinching her. One of them pulled her braids.

The Indian man spoke again, and the women took their hands from her, grumbling. One pushed her forward until Linnet realized she was to crawl into a crude grass-and-stick shelter. There wasn’t room to stand in the shelter, just room for two people to sleep. The woman followed her, holding a pottery bowl in her hands.

The contents of the bowl smelled horribly of rancid grease, and the Indian woman began to smear the paste all over Linnet’s face, and the upper part of her body, working it into her hair. She sat still, trying not to cry out or give way to her tears when the woman’s rough hands pressed on a particularly bruised area.

She was left alone then, alone to listen to the noises outside, the frantic yells of the men as they celebrated their successful raid.

 

“Here, drink this.” A strong arm supported Linnet and a metal cup was pressed to her lips. “Not so fast or you’ll choke.”

She blinked several times, not aware that she had fallen asleep. The man’s wide shoulders seemed to fill the little shelter. The flickering light from a fire outside caught the ivory gleam of a necklace tight around his throat, his body barely clad. He gently leaned back against a supporting pole and took her wrist, studying her hands before rubbing salve into the cuts.

“I can see why they thought you were a child,” he said in a deep low voice.

“You speak English,” Linnet said in her quiet accent.

He cocked one eyebrow at her. “Not the same sort as you, but I reckon it’ll pass for English.”

“I saw you. I thought you were an Indian, but you’re not. I think your eyes are blue, aren’t they?”

He looked at her in surprise, wondering at her apparent calm.

“Where are the children? Why are we here? They…killed the others.”

He looked away from her for a moment, not wanting to see the grief in her eyes, yet amazed that she could even think of someone besides herself. “This is a group of renegades, a mixture of outcasts from several tribes. They capture children and sell them to other tribes to replace lost sons and daughters. They thought you were one of the children and weren’t too happy when they found you weren’t.” His eyes went involuntarily to her breasts. Crazy Bear had had a lot to say about her womanliness.

“What…what do they plan to do with us now?”

He watched her carefully, his blue eyes intense. “The children will be cared for, but you…”

Linnet swallowed and met his gaze. “I’d like to know the truth.”

“The men gamble now to see who gets you. After that…”

“Gets me? I am to marry one of these men?”

His voice was very soft. “No, they don’t intend marriage.”

“Oh.” Linnet’s lower lip trembled and she caught it between her teeth to still the motion. “Why are you here?”

“My grandmother was a Shawnee and one of these men is my cousin. They tolerate me, but that’s about all. I’ve been in the north, trapping.”

“I don’t guess there’s anything you can do to help us?”

“No, I’m afraid not. I must go now. More water?”

She shook her head. “Thank you, Mr.…?”

“Mac.” He wanted to get away. She was so young and it was obvious she had been beaten.

“Thank you, Mr. Mac.”

“No, just Mac.”

“Mac? Is that your surname or your Christian name?”

He gaped at her in bewilderment. “What?”

“Is Mac your last name or your first name?”

He was astonished. “You are the beatinest woman. What the hell difference does it make?”

She blinked at him, looking as if his harsh words might make her cry, even when all the blows had failed.

He shook his head at her. “My name’s Devon Macalister, but I’ve always been called Mac.”

“I thank you for the water and the company, Mr. Macalister.”

“Not Mr. Macalister, just plain Mac!” The girl was making him angry. “Look, I didn’t mean…” He stopped as he heard a step just outside the low doorway.

“You must go,” she whispered. “I don’t think they will like finding you here.”

He looked at her again in astonishment and left the shelter.

Mac walked alone into the woods. She was the strangest girl he’d ever met, and in spite of what Crazy Bear said, he could only think of her as a girl. The Indians talked about her courage on the trail, how she’d carried the youngest child most of the way. Mac had seen the boy and he was certainly no light burden.

How calm she’d been! Last time he’d seen a girl in her situation, the girl’d been hysterical. He’d tried to help her, too, but she’d screamed so loud, he’d hardly escaped being found out. He didn’t like to remember what these men were like when they’d had too much whiskey. The last girl had bled to death.

He thought of the girl who waited so patiently in the shelter now. Instead of screaming, she’d asked him about the others and thanked him, as if they’d been sitting in some rich woman’s fancy parlor.

He remembered her big, luminous eyes and wondered what color they were, remembered holding her little hand in his. Damn! he thought, then sighed in resignation. He’d probably just declared his own death.

He saw her again when he reentered the shelter. She was sitting quietly, hands folded in her lap.

“Why, Mr. Macalister, I don’t think you should be here again.”

He grinned, white teeth showing, and shook his head at her. “Tell me, can you read?”

“Why, yes, certainly.”

“If I take you away from here, would you teach me to read?”

“Of course,” she whispered and her trembling voice betrayed how frightened she really was.

His admiration for her increased. “All right then, try to stay calm. It will take me a while and then I might not win.”

“Win? What do you mean?”

“You’ll just have to trust me. Now try and sleep, nothing will happen before morning. But tomorrow, just be silent and trust me. Will you do that?”

“I will, Mr. Macalister.”

“Not Mr. Macalister!”

She gave him a weak smile. “I will trust you…Devon.”

He started to protest but knew it would be useless. “I’m sure this is all a dream, and I’ll wake up soon. You are truly the beatinest woman I have ever seen.” He gave her one last look and left.

Linnet could not sleep. She had resigned herself to whatever the future held for her, but now this big man had given her new hope, and she almost wished he hadn’t. It was easier before. Dawn came, and one of the Indian women entered the shelter and motioned for Linnet to follow her, pinching her several times.

Other women waited for them outside, laughing, hitting her when her wobbly knees threatened to collapse. They half-dragged her to a tree and pulled her arms to the back of it, tying them securely. There was no sign of the children anywhere.

Two Indian men walked toward her, each clad in the small breech cloth, their bodies lightly oiled. Her eyes were drawn to the taller man with the blue eyes, and she saw Devon clearly for the first time. He walked solidly, as if completely assured of his place on the earth, the lean muscles of his body playing under his dark skin.

Devon was also seeing the woman he was about to risk his life for and he was not so well pleased. Her delicate features were distorted by a swollen cheek, deep hollows under her eyes, and her skin and hair reeked of rancid bear grease. But the eyes that looked up at him were clear and oddly colored, like mahogany.

Before he could reach her, one of the women tore her shirt away, revealing Linnet’s breasts and the girl bent her head forward in an effort to cover herself. She knew Devon stood before her and she made a great effort to look at him. She looked instead to the woman beside her, laughing and pointing from Devon to Linnet.

She looked toward his face then, saw he nodded at the laughing woman before meeting Linnet’s eyes. She immediately felt her strength returning, as if it flowed from him to her.

“Don’t be frightened,” he said as he put his hand on her shoulder. “The Indians already talk of your courage.” He moved his hand downward, and she was startled when he cupped her breast, her breath catching in her throat, but his eyes never left hers.

His hand left her body and he grinned at her. “I hope you clean up better than you are now. I don’t think I could stand a teacher that smells like you do.”

She managed a slight smile, but his hand on her body had stunned her, as much from her reaction to it as anything else.

He pulled Linnet’s shirt together, nodded to the old woman, and walked away to stand beside the other Indian. The woman cackled and pointed from Linnet to the Indian but his eyes were angry, and he spat on the ground at Linnet’s feet, turning his back to her.

Linnet still wasn’t sure what was to happen until the two men faced one another in the grassy clearing before her. A piece of rawhide was tied to their ankles so that they were never more than a yard apart. Linnet drew her breath in sharply when they were each given a knife.

They circled one another, and a knife flashed in the sun as the Indian drew first blood, cutting Devon’s arm from shoulder to elbow. The man didn’t seem to notice the cut, but quickly grazed the Indian’s stomach with his own knife.

Linnet watched the animal grace, the strength of the man who risked his life for her. He was neither a white man nor an Indian, but a combination of the white’s cunning and the Indian’s oneness with nature.

Devon slashed the man’s shoulder, barely missing the vulnerable neck, all the while his left arm dripping blood onto the thick grass. The Indian lunged and Devon sidestepped, jerking his foot back sharply. They both sprawled in the grass, rolling together. Both knives disappeared between their bodies, Devon on bottom, then they stopped, neither moving.

There was a hush in the camp; even in the forest, the stillness seemed to penetrate. Linnet didn’t dare breathe and wondered if her heart still beat.

The Indian moved, and she could feel the triumph of the women near her. It seemed ages before the Indian was gone from Devon’s body, and she had trouble realizing that Devon had thrown the other man’s lifeless body off. She watched, still unbelieving, as Devon cut the rope about his ankle, sprang to his feet and came to her. He cut the leather binding her wrists and freed her.

“Follow me,” he said in a cold, steely voice.

She clutched her buttonless shirt together and used all the strength she could muster to keep up with his rapid pace. He practically threw her onto the saddle of a big sorrel and mounted behind her in one fluid motion. His arms encircled her; one took the reins, the other held her waist. She tried to see the bloody cut on his arm, glad it was not too deep.

They rode hard, as hard as the horse could stand carrying two people and Linnet sat as straight as possible, trying not to add an extra burden to the man behind her. They came to a stream when it was well past noon and finally stopped. He lifted her from the horse and set her to the ground as she tied the tails of the shirt across her stomach.

“You think they’re following us?”

He bent over the stream and splashed cold water on his arm. “I’m not sure, but I’d rather not take the chance. These aren’t like a tribe of Indians, they have no honor. If the Shawnee made a bargain, they’d keep it, but not these men. At least, I’m not certain of them.”

“Here, I’ll do that.” She tore away half of her petticoat and dipped it in the water, then began washing his wound. As she bound it, she looked up at him, and only then did she realize he was looking at her breasts, at the shirt pulled tight in a knot, bare skin showing from throat to the top of her stomach. Instinctively, she clutched it together.

He looked away. “Don’t worry. I haven’t sunk to Crazy Bear’s level yet, although I may look like one of his tribe.”

She was glad to change the subject. “You do, Devon, except for your blue eyes. I imagine that when you’re asleep, you look just like an Indian.”

He still wasn’t used to the name Devon since, to his knowledge, no one had ever called him that in his life. “I’ll remember that next time I’m sleeping on the trail. Let’s go now and see if we can put some more miles between us and them before dark.”

He stopped beside the horse and removed several pieces of jerky from a pack, handing her some. “The Indians called you Little Bird. The name fits you, because I’m sure your bones aren’t much bigger than a bird’s.”

“Little Bird,” she said, as if amused at some private joke.

“It was an honor that they named you,” he said as he lifted her onto the horse. “They don’t often do that with captives.” He put his arms around her to take the reins. “What is your name?”

“Linnet. And I am sure you’ll not believe this, but a linnet is an English finch.”

“You mean…”

“I’m afraid so—a little bird.”

Devon laughed, a rich, deep sound that she could feel where his chest pressed into her back. “You are…”

“May I guess? The beatinest woman, whatever that term means.”

“I should say it’s exactly what you are, the oddest woman I’ve ever met.”

She didn’t know why the statement pleased her so much, but it did.







Chapter Two



THEY RODE UNTIL DUSK, NOT TALKING, UNTIL they finally halted by a stream. “We’ll camp here for the night,” Devon said as he put his arms up to help her from the horse.

Linnet briefly wondered at the way she took for granted that he would help her.

“Stay here. I’ll go back a ways and see if we’re being followed. You’ll be all right here alone?” He grinned at her, knowing how ridiculous his question was.

Linnet sat alone for a while, resting. Her head itched and she scratched it, giving a look of disgust to the black filth under her nails. Sighing, she began to look about for firewood to set up a camp.

Devon returned and saw she had unsaddled the horse and made a comfortable camp.

“I wasn’t certain if I should light the fire yet, in case you didn’t want to be seen.”

“Good, but I think Crazy Bear’s people are too lazy to follow us. They got their children and that’s all they wanted.”

“Crazy Bear. Was he the man you…?”

“No, that was Spotted Wolf.” He looked at her intently as he fed the new fire.

“I’m sorry you had to…”

“Let’s not talk about it again. It’s done. Now come over here and let me look at that cut on your mouth.”

She moved across the few feet separating them and sat down before him as he took her face in his large, strong hands and gently probed the bones.

“Open your mouth.”

She obeyed, looking at his forehead as he studied her teeth.

“Good. They didn’t seem to break anything. What about the rest of you? Hurt anywhere else?”

“My ribs, but they’re only bruised.”

“Here, let me look. I imagine they could all be broken and you’d not say a word.” He lifted the tail of her dirty shirt and ran his hands firmly along her delicate ribs and, when he finished, he took his hands from her and sat back on his haunches. “Doesn’t seem to be anything broken there, either, but if I didn’t know for sure, I’d say you were no more than a kid. I brought a couple of birds back with me. Let’s get ’em cooked and some meat on you.”

“Birds?” she said as she tied her shirt again. “I didn’t hear a shot.”

“There are other ways of trappin’ game besides using a rifle. While you start cookin’ I’m gonna wash some of the dirt off me.”

Linnet looked toward the water wistfully. “I’d like to bathe also.”

He shook his head at her. “It’s my guess it’s going to take more than just water to get that grease off you.”

She looked down at her torn, ragged skirt, the knotted shirt, her dark, greasy skin. “Do I really look so awful?”

“I’ve seen better lookin’ scarecrows.”

She frowned up at him. “I can’t understand why you risked so much to save me. You could have been killed, Devon.”

“I don’t understand either,” he replied in all honesty as he tossed the dead birds to her. “You know how to cook, don’t you?”

She smiled at him for the first time, showing perfect, pretty little teeth. “Yes, I am glad to say that I can.”

The smile made Devon remember her femininity, well hidden under the dirt. He turned away quickly, took his saddle bags and went to the creek.

When he returned, Linnet was startled by Devon’s transformation. He wore dark blue cotton trousers and a heavy blue homespun shirt, gathered about his broad shoulders. A great deal of his Indian looks had gone with the scant breech cloth and bone necklace, but he still had the aquiline nose, the almost straight profile, and dark hair. Sitting across the fire from her, he grinned. “I’m civilized again.”

She touched her hair, plastered to her scalp. “That’s more than I can say for myself.”

“If I can stand the stench, you’ll have to.”

They ate the birds greedily, so delicious after all the jerky and dried cornmeal. Devon gathered leaves and made two beds a few feet apart. He handed her a blanket.

“It will probably be ruined after touching me,” she laughed.

Devon stared at her, the moonlight making the dirt on her face less obvious. “I doubt that,” he said quietly.

Linnet looked into his eyes and had a momentary feeling of fear of the man she owed so much to. She looked away as she settled into the bed, and she was asleep before she had time to consider her fear more fully.

When Linnet awoke, she saw she was alone, but a twig snapping made her turn. Devon came from the trees carrying a dead rabbit by the ears. “Breakfast.” He grinned. “This time, I’ll cook.”

She smiled at him and walked to the stream, determined to try and wash. After several minutes, she decided she was doing little good, merely rearranging the grease rather than removing it. Giving up, she returned to the camp.

Devon turned a smile to her that soon changed to laughter, but he stopped when he saw her almost tearful expression. He went to stand in front of her, pulled his shirt from the inside of his pants and began to wipe at her face. “It’s hard to believe, but I think you’ve made it worse. I hope the people of Sweetbriar realize you’re human.”

She looked at her feet. “I’m sorry I’m so offensive.”

“Come on, sit down and eat. I’m gettin’ used to you.”

She sat, bit into a rabbit leg, and as she wiped the juice from her chin, she grinned at him. “Maybe I should just run after the animals and scare them to death.”

Devon laughed. “You just might be able to do that.”

 

They rode hard the next day and Linnet had to concentrate to stay awake.

“I guess you’re pretty tired,” he said in the afternoon.

She shrugged. “I’ve been worse.”

“Well then, maybe it’s good we rode so long last night. We’ll reach Sweetbriar tonight.”

“Sweetbriar?”

“That’s where I live. One hundred of the most beautiful acres you ever saw, right along the Cumberland.” He handed her a piece of jerky.

“Do you live there alone?”

“No, it’s practically a city,” he said, laughter in his voice. “There’s the Emersons, the Starks, the Tuckers. Nice folks, you’ll like them.”

“Then I’m to live there too?”

“Sure, how else you gonna teach me to read? You didn’t forget our bargain, did you?”

She smiled because actually she had. “Well, that should be an easy matter.”

They reached the place Devon called Sweetbriar late at night, and Linnet was beyond exhaustion. She had a brief glimpse of several cabins in a clearing before Devon put his arms up for her and she practically fell into them. He caught and carried her easily.

“Devon, please, I can walk. I’m just a bit tired.”

“After what you’ve been through, I wonder you can open your eyes. Gaylon!” he bellowed above her head. “Unlock this door and let me in.”

The door opened, and an old man stood there frowning. “What you doin’ comin’ here this time o’ night and what you got there?”

“It’s not a what, but a who.”

The thick old man raised a lamp to Linnet’s face and she closed her eyes against the glare. “Don’t look like much,” he declared.

“I am Linnet Blanche Tyler, Mr. Gaylon, and I am very happy to meet you.” She held out her hand to him.

The old man looked in astonishment at her: a filthy girl, lying in a man’s arms and acting as if she were being presented to the president. He looked at Devon incredulously and Devon grinned back at him.

“Ain’t she somethin’? She was like that when I found her—Crazy Bear’s prisoner.”

“Crazy Bear! He didn’t let her go just for the askin’!”

“Sure didn’t and I got a sore arm to prove it.”

“Devon, would you set me down, please?”

Gaylon stared at her. “Who’s she talkin’ to?”

“Me.” Devon was embarrassed. “Calls me Devon.”

“How come?”

“Because, you old coot, that’s my name—Devon Macalister.”

“Hmph! Didn’t know you was anythin’ ’cept Mac.”

“You argue with her,” Devon said as he set Linnet to her feet. “Run over and fetch Agnes. She’ll like the girl, her bein’ English and all.”

“That why she talk so funny?”

“Yes, it is. Now go get Agnes and hurry up.”

He led Linnet to a chair in front of the fireplace, and she sat down gratefully. She didn’t think she’d ever been so tired in all her life.

“Agnes’ll be here in a minute and she’ll take care of you,” Devon reassured her as he brought the fire to life.

Almost instantly a woman appeared—at least it seemed so to Linnet as she stirred from her drowsy state. The woman was tall, pink-cheeked, with a man’s coat thrown over her nightgown. Her cleanness made Linnet feel even dirtier.

“Mac, what is Gaylon trying to tell me?”

Linnet rose. “I’m afraid I’m the cause of all the problems. Devon rescued me from some Indians, and now I fear I’m to be a burden on all of you.”

Agnes smiled fondly at the dirty girl while Devon and Gaylon exchanged looks.

“She hasn’t had much sleep or food in the last few days and she’s been through a pretty rough time,” Devon explained.

“From the looks of her, I’d say you was makin’ light of what’s happened to her. I’ll just take her home with me. What’s your name?”

“It’s Linnet Blanche Tyler,” Devon said and grinned. “Watch her or she’ll be runnin’ your whole house before too long.”

Linnet looked down at her feet in confusion.

“Come along, Linnet, and pay no mind to these men. Would you rather sleep first or eat?”

“I’d like to bathe.”

“I can understand why.” Agnes laughed.

 

Hours later Linnet slipped beneath the bed covers, her hair and body finally clean, scoured until Agnes had made her stop. She’d eaten four fried eggs and two huge pieces of toasted bread, coated with sweet, creamy butter. Now she lay in a clean nightgown, miles too long for her, and slept.

When Linnet woke, the house was still, but she knew it was late in the morning. Stretching, she touched her hair to reassure herself it was still clean and left the bed to crawl to the edge of the loft and look down. The door opened and Agnes came in.

“So, you’re awake. All of Sweetbriar’s dying to see what Mac brought home. I been to the Tuckers’, and their Caroline lent me a clean dress for you. Come down and we’ll see how it fits.”

Linnet backed down the ladder, holding the long gown up.

Agnes held the dress up to her. “Just as I thought, I’ll have to let it out in the bosom. You sit there and eat while I take a few stitches. Won’t take me but a minute.”

Linnet ate cornmeal cakes, bacon and honey while Agnes sewed on the calico dress.

“There now. All done. Let’s see what we have.” After she’d helped Linnet dress, she smiled at her. “I think Mac’s gonna be real surprised when he sees what he brought home.”

“Do I really look so different?”

“Honey, a doll made out of tar—a tar baby—wasn’t any uglier or blacker than what Mac showed me last night. Let me brush your hair.”

“Agnes, you don’t have to do all this. Please, let me help you in some way.”

“You done said your thanks too many times last night. I’ve never had a daughter, and so it pleasures me to be able to do this.” She stepped back, admiring her handiwork. Linnet’s hair cascaded in heavy locks down her back, a deep gold color with streaks of lighter hair, even a hint of red. Thick, dark lashes over big, odd-colored eyes made a person want to stare and stare just to try and find out what color they were.

Agnes looked at Linnet’s trim, shapely figure in the snug dress. “You’re sure gonna give Corinne a run for her money.”

“Corinne?”

“She’s the Starks’ oldest daughter, been after Mac since she was twelve, and now that she’s about to get him, somethin’ like you comes along.”

“Mac? Oh, Devon. Didn’t he tell you that he brought me here to teach him to read?”

“Devon, is it? Well, I could have taught him…Never mind. Let’s get goin’. I can’t wait to see Mac’s face.”

Agnes Emerson’s house was about a mile from the clearing that contained Devon’s trading post and the other buildings, and there were people, mostly children, every few yards, all anxious to look at the girl Mac had brought with him. They’d heard his stories all morning, greatly colored by Gaylon’s exaggerations.

“She don’t look like what Mac said,” a voice came from behind Linnet.

She turned to see a boy, about seven, with a dirty face and a long piece of string trailing from his pocket. “And what did he say?” she asked.

“Said you was the bravest woman he’d ever seen.”

Linnet smiled. “He doesn’t know me very well. I was just too scared to make any noise. I imagine you’d like to hear about his fight with Spotted Wolf.”

“Mac fought an Indian?”

“He certainly did.”

“How come you talk so funny?”

“I’m from England.”

“Oh, well, I gotta go. See ya.”

Agnes put her arm around Linnet. “Let’s go, and you all stop starin’ at her like she was some kind of freak,” she said to the children who still watched. “Let’s go show you to Mac.”

The log house was large, L-shaped, and Linnet wondered that she hadn’t realized that it was some sort of store when she had seen it before. Devon was standing with his back to her, talking to a pretty, dark-haired girl with an incredibly voluptuous figure.

The girl stopped in mid-sentence and stared at Agnes and Linnet in the doorway. Devon turned and looked at her, his eyes widening.

“Well, ain’t you gonna say somethin’? Some difference from that smelly heap of rags you gave me last night.” Agnes’ eyes sparkled.

Devon couldn’t speak. Linnet was pretty, very, very pretty with a delicate little face that held enormous eyes, a tiny nose and soft lips that curved now into a slight smile. He didn’t know why he felt betrayed, but he did. Why didn’t she tell him she was so damned good-looking? he thought in an unjust burst of anger. Maybe not tell, but at least warn him.

“I think you’ve knocked his voice out. This here’s Corinne Stark and she’s often here at Mac’s store.” Agnes’ voice told everyone what she thought of Corinne’s forwardness.

Devon looked away from the women to a big table piled high with furs. “Agnes, why don’t you take her over to Old Luke’s cabin? I figure she can stay there after it’s cleaned.”

Linnet looked in question to Agnes, wondering what she had done to cause Devon to shun her as he was doing, but Agnes kept her eyes on Devon’s back.

“I got too much work to do at my own place. You take her and show her Old Luke’s place.”

Corinne smiled, turning to look at Devon. “I’ll go with you, Mac.”

Agnes gave a cool smile to Corinne. “To tell the truth, Corinne, honey, I been needin’ help with a new quilt pattern your ma lent me, and she said you’d be the very one to help me.”

“I can do that anytime.” The girl’s eyes were cold.

Agnes gave her a piercing look. “Well, I ain’t as free as you with my time, and I need you this mornin’.”

Corinne gave a pouty look of defeat, cast one more glance at Devon and followed Agnes out of the store, avoiding Linnet altogether.

They were alone together, silent, Devon still with his back to her. She walked closer to him. “Devon?”

He turned and glared at a spot somewhere above her head. “If we’re gonna see the cabin we’d best go now. I got work to do.” He left the store, walking quickly, ignoring Linnet as she tried hard to keep pace with his long strides.
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