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§§ CHAPTER ONE §§




 


Wanting a bride, the proper bride,
twenty-five-year-old Jacob Dare reckoned Campbelton’s annual
Gathering of the Clans festival would be the most likely place to
seek one. At least, the one he wanted.

A port on the Cape Fear River, Campbelton was
in 1776 the mercantile and political life of the royal province of
North Carolina. Rich merchants, high ranking officials, and wealthy
landowners – almost all exiled Highlanders – mixed with crofters,
cotters, and poor immigrants from Cross Creek, one mile away, on
the opposite side of the Cape Fear.

From somewhere among Campbelton’s Gaelic
gentry, he was determined to find a young woman to recreate the
home that his father’s Dare Castle in Paddington, England must have
been. She would have to be well-bred, well-read, and gifted with
the ability to turn the primitive into the palatial. If she was
favorable to look upon and sweetly dispositioned, that would be
even better.

That unusually warm April afternoon he and the
much shorter forty-year-old Fergus Munroe observed the festival
from a sycamore stand, where the shade was dense and impervious to
the sun. “Yewr forking in the wrong direction, lad,” Fergus said,
shaking his bush of salt-and-pepper hair that nigh matched the
shade of his bedraggled coonskin cap.

“No. I want one from here.”

“Why would a high-born lady live in an
injun-‘fested settlement sech as Kinsfolk Landing?” The Ulster
Scots fur trapper had built a trading post at Jacob’s settlement in
exchange for the five acres Jacob had given him and ten percent of
the profits.

Jacob’s dark face flashed a startling white
grin. The dark eyes did not. His voice had a quiet, measured, and
determined sincerity. “Because I do not take no for an
answer.”

The tobacco plug Fergus spat dinged the dirt.
“Campbelton’s Highland lasses are accustomed to foot servants and
ladies’ maids. Ye know – high-stepping horses drawing fine
carriages and a slew of overhead candles dripping hot wax at
fashionable balls. The lass ye selected would have to be
glaikit to agree to settle on a wild creature fer a
mate.”

He was already surveying the crowd gathered on
the parade grounds. “You settled for Coowee.”

“She’s hung on like a tick,” he said grumpily.
“Besides, no blue-blooded father worth his salt would give over his
daughter’s dowry to the likes of yewrself.”

He was not listening. His vision, keen from
constantly switching between a killdeer’s tiny tracks in the mud
before him and a bald eagle perched on an outcropping of the
distant Blue Ridge Mountains, searched now for a hike of ruffled
skirt or toss of a beribboned and lacy white cap.

The afternoon’s festivities, a holdover from a
feudal era, were a pageantry of military processions and games of
brute strength and skill, demonstrated by clansmen brandishing
their claymores. The games were invariably accompanied by revelry
and heavy drinking – and especially dancing.

Despite the royal ban in England on tartan
kilts, the Highlander men of the North Carolina colony flaunted
their kilts during the Sword Dance as saucily as would a maid her
petticoat. His mouth twitched. That feminine-like clothing would
not serve well here, what with the snakes, briars, nettles, and
poison ivy. Even when in breechcloth, he was not foolish enough to
venture into the woods without his wrappers.

All was not gaiety that afternoon. Five weeks
prior, back in February, these Highlanders, loyalists to King
George, had clashed with a combined force of North Carolina
Continental and militia at the bridge over Widow Moore’s Creek and
had suffered a resounding defeat. More than 850 survivors had been
taken prisoner. The Royalists’ first armed conflict with the rebels
on American soil signaled a mighty discontent stirring throughout
all the colonies.

Feared even more at the present were the
intensifying conflicts with Indian nations, chiefly the Cherokees –
and chiefly the reason Jacob found himself traveling in the river
port area. Since he had to be at Fort Charlotte on April
15th, that left him only four days at Campbelton to
court a potential bride.

His eyes swept a semicircle, past sweating
foot racers churning up the dirt along one side of the parade
ground. On the other side a kilted pipe band in spats, jacket, and
sporran massed for a last practice competition. Their bleating and
thudding was a painful screech to his ears, accustomed to more
subdued chattering of forest critters. Farther along, a horse
procession with standard bearers carried flags representing their
Highlander towns.

His reconnoitering gaze reigned in abruptly at
a large stage erected amidst a clump of great oaks and decorated
with evergreens, floral wreaths, and garlands.

On the platform, near the royal standard, two
women stood. One, a middle-aged woman in tartan and feathered
bonnet, was addressing the fashionably dressed gathering. She spoke
in that strange tongue native to the Gaelic aggregation and to the
Royal Highland 84th Regiment of Foot. As she paused,
enthusiastic applauding erupted.

“Who is she?” he asked of Fergus, while his
own fascinated stare remained riveted to the stage.

Squint-eyed, Fergus had a wide tongue that
rolled his every word. “She be the famous Flora MacDonald. The wee
lass helped Bonnie Prince Charles escape Scotland. She and her
family took refuge here a couple of years back. Her menfolk were
captured at the battle at Moore’s Creek.”

“No, not her. The tall one.”

“Och, that be the Lady Catriona Kincairn. But
don’t be getting any ideas about her, lad. Her mother was the
chieftess of the Afton clan before emigrating here. The Kincairns
be the most prominent family in the area after Flora Macdonald’s,
and ye could not have chosen a lass less likely to accept yer
courtship.”

“Wait for me.”

Long rifle in hand, Jacob strode across the
trod-down grass, his focus never taken from the winsome Catriona
Kincairn. Extravagantly tall, she had soft curves that enticed and,
beneath a straw beflowered hat, hair flame-red enough to heat the
most bereft heart. He knew he was bent on undertaking a seemingly
impossible mission. But that had never stopped him. Not in the time
spent with his mother’s Wolf Clan nor that with his father’s
military peers.

Flora had finished exhorting the Loyalists to
a skirl of bagpipes. A blast of bugles brought the younger woman
forward. As she began to speak in that strange Gaelic tongue, he
reached the edge of the red-haired-and-ruddy crowd. Taller than
most, he could easily espy his quarry over their heads.

Her wide-set, lively gray eyes roamed with
affection among the faces of the listening Highland Gaels. Her
modulated voice, warm and lyrical, spoke in appealing tones. Then
she switched from Gaelic to the King’s English.

Throughout all of this, a slow tremor started
in him, like a small earthquake. He was thunderstruck. He could not
believe what he was experiencing. But he could not deny the feeling
either. Simply, he was overwhelmed by the wonder of it – a joy too
great to hope for.

Yes, this was the one he knew he would take to
wife. Something in the way she held herself, in her calm and poise,
bespoke a strength. A strength she would need if she were to stand
by his side in the primeval forests beyond civilized society –
upriver, past where Hollering Squaw Creek mated with the wide Cape
Fear and where he had claimed his father’s six-hundred acres and
lumber mill.

Now all he had to do was make the impossible
happen and claim the maiden, as well. That she could ever come to
love him was irrelevant.

“I speak in behalf of me mam today,” she was
telling the crowd. Her plaid, secured at her shoulder by a silver
brooch, was slung back, as if rebelling against constraint.
Amazingly, the maiden’s eyes altered shades. Earlier the lively
gray of quicksilver, now the gray nothingness of dead peat moss.
“Me mam attends me da, who is having a bad day. He was gravely
wounded at the Battle of Widow Moore’s Creek.”

Sorrow muted her voice to an almost intimate
whisper, and the listeners inclined their heads or leaned forward,
as if fearful of missing a single word that lilted from her lips.
“Aye, and three of me brethren were taken prisoners there, as
well.”

She paused, then her tone echoed the funeral
dirges of old. “We Highlanders ken the painful aftermath of
unsuccessful revolutions . . . our lives and property forfeited at
both the battles of Fifteen and Forty-five. Perforce, after the
Battle of Culloden we were obliged to sign the Oath of Allegiance
to George III. We canna go against our word. Still, if we canna be
of service to the American cause, me mam pleads let us not be of
injury to it.”

Her impassioned gaze alighted on first one
face, then another, and her voice assumed the staccato notes of a
fiddle, catching the listeners by surprise. “Although we have
suffered defeats before and suffered a bloody defeat at Widow
Moore’s Creek only weeks ago, we Scots, the backbone of North
Carolina loyalism, will never surrender our right to
freedom.”

From among the throng, a cheer went up and
steel blades with iron basket hilts and shagreen grips swished the
air. “King George and broadswords!”

He circumvented the crowd and met her as she
descended the plank steps with untutored grace, her forest-green
skirts carefully raised, revealing a glimpse of green mules and
sheer white stockings. As inordinately tall as he was, the top of
her fiery tresses nevertheless cleared his shoulder. “You will
surrender.”

Her head jerked upward. Brilliant eyes met his
with a puzzled stare. “What?”

“You are not like them. Not the kind to ride
the fence. Your mother may believe temperance is wise. But you do
not. Temperance is not your nature. Yet, you will
surrender.”

Her head tilted, so that she could peer up at
him from the brim of her engagingly angled hat. Her thickly lashed
lids narrowed. “Who are ye?”

“Jacob Dare. Of the Dare Plantation in
Kinsfolk Landing.”

Her dismissive gaze absorbed his long, lank
raven locks, unpowdered and unclubbed. Then her eyes drifted lower,
to his thigh-length, coarse muslin shirt, tightly belted. Next,
they inventoried his pipe tomahawk, knife sheathed in deerskin
holster, and Doune pistol, all secured at his waist. Lastly her
gaze leisurely inventoried his skintight, travel-stained buckskin
breeches and worn wrappers secured by deer sinew, both below the
knees and at the ankles, above his moccasins.

Obviously, his attire did not elevate him in
her opinion, because the maddening twitch of her lips told him she
did not find him or his statement of any worth. Her steady eyes met
his once more with a calculated indifference. “I dunna know
ye.”

His amusement palled. For an awful fleeting
moment, he was once more at Fort Dobbs. He was once more Colonel
Martin Dare’s skinny and half-naked, half-breed bastard. Then, he
shifted his long rifle and his stance and gave her an easy smile.
“Tis no matter. Marry me, you will.”

At that, she shook her head of glorious red
hair and chuckled. A soft trill that came from deep inside and was
as lovely, he thought, as the cardinal’s in spring. Then,
purposefully her trivializing stare once again appraised his wiry,
sparingly built physique. “Ye have as much chance of winning me for
a wife as ye would at winning the toss of the caber.”

“Then I challenge you for the right to court
you should I win the caber toss.”

She grinned out right, and dimples appeared
miraculously beneath her full cheekbones. “Ye are no match for our
brawny Scots lads. A mon such as ye with nothing but hank and bone
to him might as well petition the wee people for a pot of
gold.”

“Do you accept or not?”

With a toss of her strong chin, she said, “So
done.”

He pivoted away, but she called out after him,
“Mind ye now, should ye come a courtin’, I would laugh ye out –
“

He continued on, crossing back to Fergus,
waiting patiently beneath the sycamore shade. “What do you know
about caber tossing?”

The Scotsman’s hooded lids managed to widen.
“Yewr jestin’, tell me true?”

 


~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

 


Almost two hours later, he and Fergus made
their way to a meadow adjacent to the Bluff Presbyterian Church,
where a dozen or so men were already lined up at one end. On either
side, a crowd had gathered to cheer, jeer, and place
bets.

At once, Jacob’s gaze arrowed straight to the
statuesque young woman. Where she stood seemed washed by sunlight.
She had removed her hat, and the sunlight burnished her hair with
the colors of metals forged by heat. Copper, gold, bronze, cinnabar
– and even the rust that could dominate those other
metals.

She was talking to a man of equal height,
despite her high curved heels. His fair-colored natural hair was
clubbed. Her smile, the tilt of her head, her body inclined
slightly toward his broad one, all these told Jacob she was
favorably disposed to the handsomely attired gentleman.

Removing his mustard-colored linen coat, the
man passed it along with his tricorn to her. Like most upper-class
Tidewater planters, his suits had obviously been ordered
custom-made to his measurements in London. Suits such as he wore
had to have been specified cut from expensive fabrics, embellished
with imported buttons, and made without lining to stave off
inordinate perspiration caused by the colony’s humidity.

He said something that brought a transforming
smile to her face. With that, he blew her a playful kiss and then
set off in the direction of the caber-tossing arena. The way he
sauntered, never glancing down, told Jacob this solidly built man
was supremely confident that the ground, and the world, would
always rise up to meet him.

“Get yon Barrett Fairfax to fetch ye yewr
cable,” Fergus grumbled. “Mayhap, he will throw his back
out.”

“What do you know of him?”

“Dunna underestimate this competitor, lad.
Whether for the tossing of the caber or wooing of yon bonny lass.
The Sassenach sold his Lieutenant Colonel’s commission to become a
tobacco factor. Educated at Oxford, he was.”

And that, that one advantage, therein set
Barrett Fairfax far above mere mortals who comprised most of the
colonists – but not, in Jacob’s studied estimation, above
himself.

“Now, listen to me, lad, ye may be lang and
skinny as a string bean, but the mighty width of yewr shoulders
will be an asset. Tis the running that twenty or so feet, the
momentum afore ye toss the caber, that will matter more than
strength.”

Jacob’s eye was on Fairfax who was
approaching. The man possessed the stiff carriage, as straight as a
saber, reflective of a born soldier. Jacob passed Fergus his
twelve-pound flintlock rifle, which normally he kept with him at
all times and could fire and reload on the run, which no British
soldier could do – not even Fairfax.

Totally ignoring Fergus, the energetic Fairfax
nodded at Jacob and allowed a smile, however briefly. “I understand
you scout for Caswell’s colonial militia?”

Jacob said nothing, only waited, and returned
Fairfax’s condescending stare with his own blank one.

Nonplussed, Fairfax was forced to fill the
silence. “That makes us vying not only to determine the best man at
the caber toss today, but also vying to determine which side shall
dominate here – Crown or Colonial.”

Then Lady Catriona had refrained from sharing
with Fairfax that she now had an additional suitor vying for her
hand. Interesting. “I have no loyalty to governments.”

Fairfax’s muscled frame stiffened. “There is
such a thing as duty and honor to our country above all
else.”

He met Fairfax’s perturbed glare with an
expressionless look that might, or might not, have been
challenging. “There is such a thing as a man’s right to decide for
himself. Beholden to none.”

“That consideration is subordinate
to the interests of the Crown.” The man, who was maybe thirty,
emitted a grunt of disgust and shouldered past him.

For all Fergus’s advice about the best form to
use in the caber toss, the mere cupping upright in one palm at
elbow height the seventeen feet of tapered tree trunk, weighing
more than 175 pounds, was a feat in itself.

Jacob watched one after another competitor
hurl the caber end-over-end so that it fell, if lucky, with the
larger end hitting the ground first and then the tapered end
falling perpendicular to the tosser at the twelve o’clock
mark.

After each toss, applauding ensued. When
Fairfax took his turn, it seemed the spectators’ breath suddenly
ceased, as if they had attended the week-long games solely to be a
part of this ten-second demonstration of mythological performance.
Fairfax took his running steps. His shoes, of the best London-made
cordovan, anchored in the turf. With a mighty surge of his last
step, he hefted and tossed the caber.

After those ten seconds, Fairfax clearly
bested all previous competitors. Cheers erupted. Fairfax waved at
the crowd and executed a brief bow in the Lady Catriona Kincairn’s
direction.

Knowing that the winning toss had been
witnessed, spectators were already drifting away, toward the
Maide Leisg – the Lazy Stick competition. Jacob would not
glance at Lady Catriona, to see if she had stayed or was departing
on Fairfax’s arm.

His turn was next. He had studied Fairfax’s
effort, noting even the man’s approach to the perilous toss-line.
Its divots dug up by the boots and brogans of all the previous
competitors could easily trip up the unwary.

And yet . . . could he not make those divots
work for him rather than against him?

Sweat plastered his muslin shirt to his back
It took all his strength and coordination just to keep the caber
upright as he hoisted the nearly two-hundred pounds in his palm.
With the weight balanced against his shoulder, his moccasins
churned out the twenty yards’ approach.

Planting his feet solidly in the divots for
purchase, he flipped the caber up and out – and watched with lung
action suspended as the caber spun like a mere throw of his
tomahawk through the air. After what seemed interminable time, the
caber landed. It tipped over exactly at the twelve o’clock mark and
more than an ell’s length past that of Fairfax’s.

Silence stunned the afternoon. Next, exuberant
whoops rang out. Only then did Jacob allow his gaze to seek the
striking young woman. Her dismayed glance clashed with his.
Abruptly, she pivoted toward an equally dismayed Barrett Fairfax
and accepted the arm he was slow to proffer.

If Jacob thought the caber toss required all
the physical skills he possessed, wooing the young woman next would
require all the social skills he did not possess.


§§ CHAPTER TWO §§

 


 


Dancing to the fiddle, tin whistle, or drums
and pipes was held nightly during the games on the Commons,
encircled by a tree-lined cobblestoned walkway that took in the
public stocks, gaols, and parade grounds. The flames of candles
also danced within the four-paned streetlights placed around the
village green.

The Highland sword dance competition was
performed, as well, to the accompaniment of bagpipe music. But
Catriona looked forward to the lively country reels that sang to
her spirit and beckoned her feet, shod in the flat-soled ghillies,
to participate.

As she dipped a curtsey before Barrett
Fairfax, a grin hovered at the corners of her lips. “Aye, I would
be delighted to partner with ye.”

Of course, they both knew the wording of his
request for a dance and her response expressed far more. He had
been openly courting her for a little over three months now, since
he returned from England to the royal province last Christmastide.
Before that, they had been childhood friends. Like child pranksters
everywhere, she had locked him in the outhouse, and he had dipped
her pigtails in the inkwell.

The enterprising businessman planned to ask
her father for her hand in marriage as soon as her father recovered
from the wounds made by ball and saber at the battle of Widow
Moore’s Creek. Come Christmastide next she would be, at last, a
married woman at three and twenty, far past her prime. She had no
one to blame but herself. Giving up her inclination for
independence and the right to resort to her own judgement did not
come easily for the daughter of a Highland clan
chieftess.

She and Barrett took their positions in one of
the squares formed by three other couples. The fiddler flung his
skill into the energetic Glenzier, and she turned to face
the handsome Barrett. He wore a fashionable wig tonight – and a
devastating smile. His phenomenal success in expanding his holdings
by acquiring plantations whose owners had gone over their head in
debt, as well as, the high esteem in which he was held in the royal
colony, was not to be overlooked when considering a
husband.

The fiddler attacked the hearty jig with a
perfect coordination between fingers and his sawing bow. She and
Barrett dipped a curtsey and bow, then began the rapid foot
movement around the square in a figure-eight style and an entwining
of arms to the song’s energetic pitch. Her underskirt, richly
ornamented with lace and ribbons, flashed. His yellow jacket panels
flapped like the wings of a powerful falcon.

Her laughter joined his. It had been weeks
since she had laughed, since the awful battle that had cost so many
lives of her clan. At night, she would jerk upright from sleep,
worried by vague dreams of her three older brothers taken prisoners
at the battle. Andrew, the middle brother, had never been in the
best of health since he had come down with pleurisy at
twelve.

And, as far as health concerns, her father was
not recovering from his wounds as quickly as she would have
expected, despite her mother’s ceaseless tending. At one point,
amputation of his badly infected leg had been feared necessary. It
was still a touch-and-go battle with the infection.

After she and Barrett exchanged partners three
times in the reel, they, at last, reunited, his warm hands clasping
hers. Adoration shone clearly in his strong features. On the
sidelines, people clapped enthusiastically. Breathless with the
frolicking exertion, she should have been fully caught up in the
moment.

Nonetheless, she stilled for yet another
moment, acutely aware of another’s heavy stare. Perhaps, instead of
the dance’s demanding footwork, that sense of being watch accounted
for her breathlessness. As a child, she had experienced that same
acute sense of surveillance; but then, the imaginative minds of
children, and especially hers, were prone to flights of
fancy.

Although she could not see the man, she sensed
he watched from the trees, beyond the crowd, beyond the Commons.
This tall heathen, who had boldly announced he would court her. And
even more boldly assessed her, his narrowed eyes measuring her from
pumps to hat.

She could not remember his name. But, aye, the
dark eyes in the dark face, those she did remember vividly. Yet,
after winning the caber toss, he had yet to make a move to indicate
his continued interest.

She swept up her skirt and petticoat once more
in a curtsy to Barrett and then allowed him to lead her back to
Flora and her married daughter, Anne Macleod – but not before
glancing over her shoulder into the shadowed forest.

“What is it, Catriona?” Barrett asked,
watching her quizzically.

She shook her head. “Nothing . . . merely the
spell of the music that calls me.”

Indeed, the fiddler was now wielding his bow
more slowly, like a magic wand, coaxing a hypnotic melody that was
rhythmic, repetitious and relentless . . . and so subtle it was
difficult to pick out its variations, even for a practiced dulcimer
player such as herself. “What was his name, the mon who won the
caber toss today?”

Barrett’s hazel eyes, blessed with long,
golden-brown lashes, flicked over her flushed features. Then he
gave her his tongue-in-cheek smile. “Why? Do I have a
rival?”

She smiled. “Hardly. I dunna recall seeing his
face before.” The way the man had selected his words, as if tending
as much care to their sound as their meaning – could he be that
determined to be a gentleman?

Barrett straightened the frothy lace of first
one of his cuffs and then the other. “Most likely a backwoods lout
who meandered into Campbelton at the right moment and got lucky at
the toss.”

Rejoining Flora and her daughter, she told the
two, “Ye should be dancing,”

Flora smiled despairingly and lifted her
skirts to display silver shoe buckles popular among women of wealth
and style in Britain and its American colonies. “Tis been a long
time since these old feet danced.”

Her daughter Anne slid Catriona an arch smile.
“’Tis a splendid couple you make dancing.”

The entire community of Campbelton, comprising
perhaps a hundred and fifty residences or so, as contrasted with
Cross Creek’s nearly 1500 homes, viewed the two blue-blooded
citizens as a duly expected union.

Many of the community were clansmen. In
voluntarily sharing the exile of their countrymen in 1746, her
parents had been issued by the Crown the rich river bottom land
grant along the Cape Fear, on two conditions – their sworn fealty
to the Crown and the payment of a small fee for surveying and
registration costs. The land grant, graced now with Afton Manor,
was worth a king’s ransom these days.

Barrett executed a flourished bow. “My
privilege to be in the presence of the lovely and primordial Three
Muses.”

“Barrett is only flaunting his Oxford
education,” Catriona teased.

Anne, only a little older than Catriona but
already married with children of her own, rapped him on his coat
sleeve with her ivory-handled fan. “Ye are such a blathering
charmer. Were your sights not already set on Catriona, I would be
tempted to leave me husband for ye.”

This time, he made only a slight bow. “Tis
sorry I am about his capture and imprisonment. Both your husband
and yours, Mrs. MacDonald. The gaol at Halifax is it
not?”

Flora’s sigh echoed the depression that had
overtaken her. “Nae, me menfolk have been transferred to a prison
in Philadelphia. He writes me that I should leave our home at once.
Return to Scotland afore the rebels seize control over the entire
continent.”

“Ahh but the gate swings both ways, does it
not? So many faithful fleeing, yet so many arriving.” He turned to
bestow a light kiss on the knuckles of Catriona’s fingerless glove.
“Until your ceilidh tomorrow night.”

After he departed, she glanced over her
shoulder to the dark forest beyond. At that same moment, the
fiddler’s music crescendoed to an unbearable pitch that was
released by a thrilling and exuberant pyrotechnical display
overhead. Face tilted up to watch with childlike awe, she thought
the splendor in the sky too much beauty for one soul to bear
alone.

 


~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

 


The twitters of barnyard swallows and the
raucous crow of the neighbor’s strutting cock awoke Catriona. The
first thought to breach her sleepy mind was, as usual, a melody.
Music, by nature, ran in both her mind and veins. But this melody,
the insistent one from last night, it verily plagued her. As did
the daunting image of a lean, dark jaw and dark eyes above
cliff-like cheekbones.

She would not let yesterday’s absurd encounter
ruin her day to be capped by the ceilidh that evening. Lids
closed, she stretched her long frame on the imposing four-poster’s
goose-down mattress with its welter of pillows. From the open
mullion windows, she inhaled the familiar scents that came off the
river – the sweet-smelling magnolia trees and jasmine vines and the
pungent pines.

At last, she stirred, sat up, and ran her long
fingers through her mass of sleep-matted curls of which, aye, she
was horridly proud. A variegated red, her hair stood out in a town
filled with ordinary redheads. Surely, given her flaws and
shortcomings, she was entitled to a smidgen of pride.

She reached for Tom Paine’s Common
Sense, published only three months before, to leisurely resume
her reading. Only peripherally did she take note that sunlight was
streaming far across the fine grain mahogany floor to spangle the
armoire.

She had overslept!

Foregoing ringing for her lady’s maid, she
quickly performed her ablutions, brushed her hair into a semblance
of order, and donned a lavender sprig muslin daydress and
lace-frilled cap. In her hurry, she nearly tripped down the
beeswax-polished staircase. Ungainly, she never had considered
herself. She could hold her own with her brothers in any skill of
agility. What had changed overnight?

Her father had backed his throne-like chair at
the breakfast table against the wainscoting to make room for his
arm sling and heftily bandaged thigh, its leg propped on another
chair. Descended from an illustrious line of lairds, Ranald
Kincairn looked, indeed, like some Scottish king of mythical mists.
Women of all ages throughout Campbelton still swooned when in his
company.

Despite his pallor from infection, he was
still of daunting prowess. His body had been riddled with four
bullets and two swan shots when he had led a picked company of
swordsmen in a fruitless charge to reach his three sons at the
front.

She kissed his weather-polished cheek and slid
into her chair. The damask tablecloth was set with Limoges
porcelain, Waterford crystal, and solid sterling. “Ye are out of
bed today, Da. Are ye feeling better?”

“Aye, your mother makes too much of me
wounds.”

“Where is she?”

“At Anne’s. Flory is wanting to draft a
petition to that damned upstart Provincial Congress for the release
of our sons.”

“That could take years.” She wrinkled her nose
and cut a grin at Phoebe, who had bumped open the dining room door
with her bony hip.

“And at this rate, Missy,” the woman groused,
“it will also take years for ye to settle on a husband.” In her
mid-forties, Phoebe had buried three. Her askew white cap covered
hair already iron gray. She carried a tray laden with a bowl of
porridge, a ceramic jug of molasses, and a pewter cup of steaming
coffee. She placed them in front of Catriona. “Tis yewr bairns I
want to see before I meet me Maker.”

Catriona reached for her cup. “Perhaps this
year I shall yet surprise ye and marry.”

“That would surprise me, too,” her father
said, shifting his weight to better accommodate his propped leg. He
was chafing to get back to his command of the Royal Highland
Emigrants.

“Why? Barrett has much to commend him. Despite
being a Sassenach, Da,” she added, jesting. Barrett and his parents
had emigrated from England when he had been but five.

A prosperous land speculator, his gregarious
personality made him popular among the colonial aristocracy.
Furthermore, he was a brilliant speaker at the General Assembly –
well, he was until days ago, when the rebels scheduled a provincial
assembly in New Bern, preempting the royal one. Chaos seemed to
rule the land, and she worried that conditions were dangerously
ripe for anarchy.

Her father lifted a dark brow. “Ye do have
more than one suitor to choose from, mo ulaidh.”

Phoebe cackled. “Ye mean Widower Bridewell –
who pinches his pennies until they yelp?”

“No. I mean Jacob Dare.”

The coffee sloshed in Catriona’s cup.
“Who?”

“He appeared at the door this morning. Asked
for ye, he did.”

Her fingers flew to her throat, as if she
could prevent the betraying pulse from pumping there. “Did he, now?
What did ye tell him?”

Watching her expression closely, her father
said, “He told me. Said he wanted to make known his
aim – that he planned to begin courting me daughter this evening at
our ceilidh.”

She found her breath and demanded, “And what
did ye say, Da?”

He fixed her with that unrelenting stare that
had quelled her and her brothers as children. And still did. “How
do ye know him?”

Her dark brows lowered. “I dunna know him. The
scurvy knave introduced himself at the Games yesterday and
announced he would be marrying me. Marrying me! Can ye believe it?
He must be daft.”

He grunted. “I understand ye are affronted. Ye
deserve to be cherished, to have the best laid at your feet.” He
delayed whatever he had been about to say by pausing to dollop his
scone with thick clotted cream.

Then he cleared his throat. Still, his voice
rasped like a file. “Nearly thirty years ago, mo ulaidh, I abducted your mother
against her parents’ will – and hers.”

Only a few times did her parents obliquely
discuss this, and the knowing look and secret smile they exchanged
told Catriona this was a private memory for them alone.

A faraway look hounded his deep-set eyes. “Can
I gainsay a mon who has, at least, informed me of his intentions?”
He smiled faintly. “I am bored by my convalescence. Confined like a
rabbit to a cage. Tonight should prove interesting.”


§§ CHAPTER THREE §§

 


 


“Gardyloo!” came the customary warning from
the upper story of a wooden house that morning, one of the dozens
of houses along the rows of Cross Creek’s look-alike
houses.

Nimbly Jacob dodged the pail of slop dumped
from above. He threaded his way through the housewives and
servants, replenishing the family water supply from the pumps
lining the street, and grinned at the sight of the tykes cavorting
in the water.

He continued past the blacksmith’s shop and on
several streets farther to the modest clapboard home of John
Lillington. The roan tied to its oaken hitching post signaled a
visitor. Tom Brindle. As Jacob had counted on.

After he thudded the brass knocker twice, the
door opened, and a fetching woman frowned. A swath of brown hair
tumbled from beneath her cap over one eye. She shook the dripping
end of her mop at him. “Jacob Dare, you missed our housewarming
party last month.”

He bussed her on the cheek, “And you missed
me, Peg Lillington.”

She gave him a droll smile. “No denying that.
New Bern’s maidens have also been mooning since your last
visit.”

“Is John in the study?”

“Smoking like a chimney with Tom.”

Jacob had scouted with Tom Brindle for Peg’s
husband back in the spring of ‘71 at the Regulators’ Battle of
Alamance against the Royal Governor William Tryon. After the
patriot’s victorious battle of Moore’s Creek Bridge, John
Lillington had accepted a position as brigadier general in the
colony’s militia, based there at the county seat of
Campbelton.

Tall and lanky with only a wreath of sandy
hair on his balding pate and a nose that looked as if it had lost
in more than one fisticuffs, John promptly rose, shifted his
long-stemmed pipe to his left hand, and greeted Jacob with a hearty
handshake. “So, you decided to come out of hibernation for good?
Have a seat.”

He took up the thatched bottom chair opposite
the slope-shouldered Tom and crossed his rifle over his knees. “No.
On my way to Fort Charlotte to do some parlance between the
Cherokee Nation and the Continental’s Indian Commissioners. Good to
see you, Tom.”

He could smell the pomade in Tom’s hair, but
for all that, the man was no city slicking fool. He might consume a
bottle of brandy a day, but he could shoot straighter than the
soberest of marksmen.

“T’would be better,” Tom said, “to see
you in an officer’s Continental uniform.”

“I cannot see myself trussed up like a
turkey.”

“Still refusing to bind yourself to one side
or the other?” drawled John. “When English law cannot be
trusted?”

“Dropped by to let you know a British warship
has been spotted anchored at the mouth of the Cape Fear. Most
likely carrying upwards toward three, four hundred Hessians.” Those
German mercenaries, hired by the English parliament, were feared
throughout the American colonies almost as much as the
Indians.

His contemplative gaze slid from Tom back to
John, and he nodded at the small room’s smoky haze. “What is this
powwow about?”

As if he did not already know.

John leaned his lanky frame over to tamp his
pipe on the brass spittoon next to his desk. “We’re in a quandary
over what to do about the Loyalists leaders in the area who took
part in the Battle of Widow Moore’s Creek.”

“Some of Cross Creek’s good and righteous
citizens are eager to tar and feather them as an example,” Tom
said. “Hot tar singeing the hide off a dissenter, Highlander or
otherwise, is hideous enough. We want to avoid that if we can. No
use stirring up more resentment. Most of all, we are trying to
avoid lynchings here.”

“Are you talking about making an example of
Ranald Kincairn?”

“Him, ‘mongst other Highlanders who fought
against our side.”

Jacob’s eyes narrowed with apparent
thoughtfulness that had, in reality, taken much calculated
forethought. Then he allowed a slow smile. “There is a better
solution. One that would also benefit your county
coffers.”

 


~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

 


Moll King’s Coffee House in Cross Creek was a
hotbed of commerce and political discourse. The smoky coffee
house’s convenient location made it a popular stop for the North
Carolina’s elite and erudite. Here, at the crossroad of commerce,
where the Stagecoach and Post Roads bridged the Cape Fear River,
men collected to argue politics, talk shop, and fret over the
Indian raids.

And in the Coffee House’s upstairs tea room,
set aside for females, the women customarily gathered to drink
their steaming chocolate and discuss the same issues. Well, not
exactly.

While the merchants and politicians negotiated
deals and forged contacts, the conversations between Anne and
Catriona and their mothers meandered that morning around subjects
like the games later that afternoon, the ceilidh that
evening . . . and Jacob Dare.

“The mon talking to ye after your speech
yesterday?” Anne asked. She wore a mole patch high on the left side
of her forehead, denoting support for the Tories. “I noticed him
watching ye. But then who wouldna notice a mon with his wolfish
guid looks?”

They sat around one of four maple tables
wedged into the small upper room, its rose-trellised wallpaper and
heavy timbers sooty from the fireplace. “Aye, ‘tis the same mon,”
Catriona said. “He was naught but full of himself.”

She was feeling an unaccustomed edginess. Edgy
with the increasing hostilities between the Whigs and Tories, when
she considered herself aligned with both, despite Jacob Dare’s
statement otherwise; she was edgy with his insolent manner; and,
most of all, she was edgy with her usually exuberant self for
letting thought of him mar the Highland Games
festivities.

“And ye are certain ye have never met him,”
Flora asked before taking a sip of her chocolate with one dainty
little finger raised. One would never imagine Flora as bold and
brave as the fiercest Highland warrior.

“I am looking forward to meeting the young mon
tonight,” said Enya. Catriona’s mother was as tall and curvaceous
as Flora was short and straight-arrow narrow.

“Why, Mam? Whatever can ye find of interest in
someone with such boorish manners?” Catriona suspected that what
she was really asking was what is it about Jacob Dare that she
herself could find of such interest. Aye, he was different from
what she was accustomed, but so were the occasional imposing
alligators to be found crouching along the river banks.

Her mother smiled and took a swallow of her
chocolate that stretched endlessly the moment of query. “I suppose
because his actions fit his name – he dares.”

“As Da dared abduct ye?”

Her mother’s enigmatic smile clearly harbored
treasured memories. “Aye, that he did.”

“Me own stepfather, One-Eyed Hugh,” Flora
said, her gaze distant and melancholy, “he abducted and married me
widowed mother. Twas not a happy union.”

Flora, had been through much. Even now,
Catriona could sense Flora was uneasy in the public place. After
the Widow Moore’s Creek bridge battle, local rebels had looted
Flora’s family plantation, and she had been forced to flee earlier
that week to her daughter’s nearby rented home with nothing but
what she could carry in her two arms.

Catriona’s teeth worried her lower lip. Her
mind’s eye recalled the man in buckskins that molded his body like
the skin of an animal. “How can ye come to love a
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