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Dedicated to John

My inspiration for Shadow Runner


FOREWORD

 


This is the third and final book in
the Corwin-Chandler trilogy, which answers all of the questions
raised in the previous two books, Too
Far to Whisper and
Too Near to my Heart. If you have not read the first two books, you might find it
difficult to fully understand the characters in this book, how they
relate to one another, and how each one contributes to the
development of the plot.


CHAPTER ONE

New England

1673

 


 


“I have made the decision to leave,” Autumn
Rose said to her parents, who sat facing her. “I have spent
ten-and-eight years living the life of my father’s people, and now
I wish to experience the life of the English.”

She was seated cross-legged on a bearskin on
the dirt floor of her family’s wigwam. Autumn’s eyes searched her
parents’ faces as she awaited their response. She anticipated it
would not be a favorable one.

Her mother, Rosalind, an Englishwoman with
thick blond hair and bright, sky-blue eyes, was the first to
speak.

“You have lived naught but a simple life
here in our village, Autumn. You are ill prepared to venture out
amongst the English, many of whom, unlike the people here, are
ruled by greed and lust. You cannot deny that I know of what I
speak. I lived the first half of my life amongst them.”

“I understand your doubts,” Autumn
said, “but do you not wish for me to experience the ways of
your people as well as the Indian
ways of my father? ‘Tis not as if I know nothing of the English.
You and Mary have educated me well. I know how to read and write,
and I can speak the English tongue fluently. I know of their
religion, their habits and beliefs. But knowledge is not enough for
me. I feel I must experience their way of living for myself, just
as I have experienced my father’s here.”

Her eyes, the same bright blue as her
mother’s, settled on her father, Shadow Runner, who remained silent
and expressionless. All her life, Autumn had been in awe of him.
When she was a child, she believed he was the bravest and most
handsome man in the world…and her opinion of him never had changed.
His hair was long and as black as a raven’s wing; his eyes, dark
and thick-lashed. His bronze-colored skin, even as the years
advanced, still remained taut over a muscular physique. Since her
grandfather’s passing three years prior, her father had led his
clan as their sachem, their chief. He had been born to lead. But
what, she wondered, had she
been born to do? She knew, according to tradition, when a
sachem died, his eldest son then inherited the title, the honor.
But when there was no son, a daughter could be named sachem. Autumn
already had informed her father she did not ever wish to become a
chief. She had witnessed all of the distress, the major decisions
and responsibilities he was forced to cope with on a daily basis,
and she felt certain if she ever attempted to take her father’s
place, she inevitably would be the cause of her village’s
downfall.

Smoke rose from the fire pit in the center
of the wigwam and curled upward through the smoke-hole in the roof.
Although it was May, the air contained an almost winter-like chill.
Autumn pulled her deerskin cloak more tightly around her
shoulders.

“I cannot, in all good conscience, allow you
to leave here.” Her father finally spoke. “I also lived amongst the
English when I was but a few years older than you, and it was
difficult at best. Back then, the English regarded Indians as
uncivilized and more animal than human. And despite the passing of
many years, their way of thinking has not improved. In fact, I fear
it has grown only worse.”

Autumn was well aware of what her father had
gone through over twenty years ago. She often had been told the
story of the many months he had been forced to work for a wealthy
and powerful magistrate named Elias Corwin in exchange for avoiding
the gallows, and how, while working for him, he had met Rosalind,
who also was employed by the Corwins as a caregiver for the
magistrate’s ailing wife. Even though Rosalind fell in love with
Shadow at first sight, she had denied her feelings for him. She
later became betrothed to the Corwins’ son, Nathaniel, but her
feelings for Shadow remained so strong she, to everyone’s shock,
chose to jilt Nathaniel just before the wedding and run off with
Shadow.

Autumn thought her parents’ love story was
more romantic and exciting than any tale she had read in books. And
truth be told, she secretly hoped she also might be fortunate
enough to find such a lasting love amongst the English…if allowed
the opportunity.

“Had you never left your village nor lived
with the English,” Autumn pointed out to her father, “you never
would have met my mother. You now would be wed to Aroostook, your
‘arranged’ bride. Is that what you wish for me and my future? That
I remain here and accept my destiny to wed Aroostook’s son, as
everyone believes I should, all because you broke the woman’s
heart?”

Aroostook’s son, Falcon Eyes, had been born
a year after Autumn, and they had grown up together. Autumn was
fond of him and enjoyed his company, but she did not feel any
desire or passion for him. She was familiar with passion. Her
parents, even after nearly nineteen years of marriage, still
constantly kissed and touched, and the desire in their eyes was
unmistakable whenever they looked at each other. Many nights, the
sounds of their lovemaking awakened Autumn, and she lay there in
the dark, listening to them.

Shadow’s gaze penetrated his daughter’s for
several moments before he answered. “It is true I never would have
met Rosalind had I not left here, but I believe a love such as ours
occurs only once in ten thousand lifetimes. If the reason why you
wish to venture away from here is to search for love, then I fear
you will be gravely disappointed.”

“I do not wish to leave here to find love,”
Autumn said. She absently twirled one of her ebony braids between
her thumb and forefinger. “I wish to leave here to
find…myself.”

“I do not understand,” her father said.

She looked up at him and saw the confusion
in his eyes. “You are full-blooded Indian,” she explained. Her gaze
then shifted to her mother. “And you are full-blooded English. I am
neither. I cannot know where my heart truly lies…where I truly
belong…until I have lived in both worlds. Can you not understand
that?”

“I do understand what you are feeling,” her
mother said. “I left my family behind when I ran off to come live
here – an unfamiliar place with people whose lives and customs I
knew little about. I suffered much confusion about where I truly
belonged – here, with Shadow, or back home with my mother, brother
and sisters. But in the end, I followed my heart, and I never have
regretted my decision.”

“Alas, I believe my heart is telling me to
leave here…at least for a time.” Autumn’s voice was so soft, it was
nearly a whisper.

Her father shook his head. “It is too
dangerous. There have been raids on many of the English settlements
by renegade tribes south of us – kidnappings, rapes and murders.
The English fear our people and will not welcome you. If given the
choice, I am certain they would prefer to shoot on sight any Indian
who dares to approach.”

“And I dare not think what some men might
choose to do to a young and beautiful Indian woman such as
yourself,” her mother added.

“But they do not have to know I am Indian!”
Autumn said. “I have blue eyes. And my skin is neither pale nor
dark. You and Mary still have English garments you brought with you
when you came here. I can wear those. No one shall know I am half
Indian unless I choose to disclose my heritage.”

The moment she uttered the words, she wished
she could take them back. She could tell by her father’s expression
that her willingness to conceal her Indian blood had offended
him.

“And where is it that you plan to go?” her
mother asked.

Autumn hesitated, knowing her words would
upset them. She eyed the interior of the wigwam – the bark walls,
the saplings that had been bent to form the arch of the roof, the
furs and woven mats lying on the platform made of limbs that served
as her bed. So simple, she thought. So primitive.

She took a deep breath. “Boston.”

As she had anticipated, her parents’ eyes
widened.

“Dear Lord!” her mother cried, her hand
rising to her chest. “You would be likened to a fish out of water
in a place of that size! I have heard there are over 3,000 people
there.”

“Have you so little faith in me?” Autumn
asked. “I, unlike you when you came here, am already aware of what
awaits me out there and what the people in Boston are like.”

“It does not matter what you believe you
know, or how prepared you think yourself to be,” her mother said.
“People in person do not act the way you have read about them in
books or have been told about them through stories.”

“And that is the reason why I feel I should
live amongst them for a time,” Autumn said. “How else shall I find
out what is true and what is not?”

“But why not choose somewhere less populated
first, such as Portsmouth?” her mother asked. “‘Tis not far and the
majority who live there are English. And if you decide their way of
life is not to your liking and you wish to return home, you will
not have a long journey back.”

“I have been to Portsmouth in the past with
Mary to visit her father. ‘Tis naught there but fishermen and
sailors!” Autumn protested.

“And doxies awaiting those sailors,” her
father muttered.

“’Tis not a place where I would wish
to remain for any length of time,” Autumn said.

Although her father’s village and clan now
were located near Portsmouth, when Autumn was young, the village
had been much farther away, along a river’s edge in a clearing
surrounded by lush forest. The population of the village back then
had been well over a hundred. But over the years, many of the clan
members had died and others had ventured north up to New France,
reducing the current population by over half. The village also had
been relocated several times over the years as the English settlers
made their way farther north and west, taking over the Indians’
land. Autumn enjoyed the current location near the ocean, for it
always was a source of wonder to her. She felt a sense of awe
whenever she watched the waves rolling in to the shore, or the sun
rising above the water each morning. Also, there never was a lack
of food because the sea provided an endless bounty of fish, lobster
and clams. Portsmouth, a fairly large port where ships’ masts were
built and then loaded onto vessels bound for England, was less than
an hour’s journey by foot. Although the town at first had been a
source of fascination to her, she felt it provided her with only a
small taste of the life that awaited her in Boston.

“You must promise me something.” Her
mother’s voice interrupted her thoughts. “If you do leave here and
journey to Boston, you must never go near Eastwell. ‘Tis not safe
for you there.”

“I am aware of that,” Autumn said. “You have
warned me many times over the years.”

Eastwell was where Autumn’s mother had been
raised…and also where she had left the powerful Corwin family, who
ruled the town, humiliated and vengeful after jilting their son,
Nathaniel, for Shadow. The Corwins had spared no expense in
preparation for their son’s lavish wedding, the likes of which none
of the townspeople – all of whom lived very modestly – ever could
have envisioned even in their wildest imaginings. Rosalind had been
upset over the amount of money that had been spent on the event
because she felt it could have been used for something more
worthwhile, more charitable. When the wedding did not take place,
the scandal caused Rosalind’s family, the Chandlers, to be scorned
and ridiculed by the townspeople, and threats were made by the
magistrate that if either Rosalind or Shadow ever dared to return
to the town, their punishment would be severe.

Autumn longed to meet her mother’s family,
all of whom still resided in Eastwell. She wished to be introduced
to her aunts, Nellie and Elizabeth, and their husbands and
children, but she realized it was more likely she would sprout
wings and fly to the moon before that ever occurred. And her
grandmother in Eastwell had died of the fever twelve years prior,
without Autumn ever having had the opportunity to make her
acquaintance. Autumn had, however, met her Uncle Benjamin, who had
journeyed to the village on several occasions to see his sister,
Rosalind. But after a time, he no longer returned, and it had been
at least five years since his last visit. Through Benjamin, her
mother had been devastated to learn that her sister, Elizabeth, had
wed Nathaniel Corwin’s younger brother, Matthew, who later replaced
his father as the town’s magistrate. Both Rosalind and Shadow
disliked the Corwins to such a degree, Rosalind had felt betrayed
upon learning that her sister had wed Matthew, and now bore the
infamous Corwin name.

Autumn could tell that her mother deeply
missed her family, even though it had been her decision to leave
everyone behind when she ran off with Shadow. Rosalind claimed she
harbored no regrets, but Autumn often wondered if her mother’s
words were entirely true.

“And you must never tell anyone, even in
Boston, that your mother is a Chandler,” Rosalind’s words snapped
Autumn’s thoughts back to the present. “The Chandler name is known
to many, but only because of the Corwins’ fame…and the shame I
caused them.”

“And Nathaniel Corwin was, and always will
be, a dangerous man,” Shadow added. “’Tis no secret he loathes your
mother and me because of what we did to him. Even after all these
years, I am certain he still would exact his revenge in a moment if
given the opportunity. There is no telling what he would do to a
daughter of ours if he discovered your identity.”

Rosalind felt her stomach knot at the
mention of Nathaniel’s name. Even if she never had met Shadow, she
still would not have married Nathaniel. The man was pure evil –
sick and twisted. Most of the unwed women in Eastwell had
shamelessly thrown themselves at him, believing he was heaven sent
– the perfect future husband – rich, handsome, charming and revered
throughout the colonies. But they, unlike Rosalind, did not realize
the dashing Corwin had a dark side, and there was nothing at all
heavenly about him. The man not only had blackmailed Rosalind into
accepting his proposal of marriage by threatening to destroy her
family, he had repeatedly lied to her and even resorted to beating
her when she disobeyed his wishes.

But Nathaniel’s worst action of all
had occurred only a short while after Rosalind jilted him. He had
tracked her to Shadow’s village and then secretly had stalked her
until the perfect opportunity to punish her for humiliating him
finally presented itself early one evening when she was alone,
bathing in the river. Nathaniel had attacked her and raped her with
such rage, Rosalind, even now, was certain she had looked directly
into the eyes of Satan himself. Fear and shame had caused her never
to mention the incident to a soul, not even to Shadow. Just
uttering Nathaniel’s name filled her with such revulsion, she knew
she never would be able to relate the incident to anyone, even if
she ever did wish to confess
it.

And that was why, several days after the
brutal rape, when Nathaniel once again accosted her, Rosalind vowed
to make certain he never would lay a hand on her again. She had
plunged a knife into his back and killed him. Never had she felt
such a sense of relief, of victory.

Murdering Nathaniel, however, was a secret
she intended to bring with her to her grave.

“Mother, are you all right?” Rosalind heard
Autumn’s voice ask her. “You suddenly look unwell.”

“I am just concerned about…losing you,”
Rosalind answered. “I never would be able to endure the pain of
losing another child.”

Rosalind was referring to Autumn’s younger
brother, Star Hawk, who had drowned in the river when he was only
ten.

“I realize I am all the two of you have
left,” Autumn said. “But that does not mean you should lock me in a
cage and guard me every minute of the day. I have the survival
skills of my father. He has taught me well. Therefore, I can fend
for myself, much better than any woman my age – perhaps even any
man.”

“But all it takes is a single moment of
carelessness,” Shadow said, “and your life could be in danger.”

“No matter where I go, ’tis no more
dangerous than being here in the village,” Autumn said. “How many
times have I been out picking berries when a bear or wolf has
charged at me? Yet, here I am, none the worse for it.”

Shadow released a long breath and turned to
his wife. “She is stubborn. I do not believe there is anything we
can say or do to talk her out of this. And if we order her to
remain here, I am certain she still will leave. Once she makes up
her mind to do something, she does not give up on it.”

Rosalind managed a weak smile and stared at
her daughter. No longer was she the tall, slender child running and
playing barefooted with the other Indian children. She was a
beautiful young woman with long black hair, large blue eyes, full
lips…and full breasts. Where, Rosalind wondered, had the time
gone?

“Her stubbornness comes from her father,”
Rosalind said, her tone teasing.

Although Rosalind was smiling on the outside
as she studied her daughter, she inwardly was struggling to
suppress a doubt that had nagged at her and disturbed her sleep
every night since she first had learned she was pregnant with
Autumn.

The possibility existed that the pregnancy
had been a direct result of Nathaniel’s rape. Rosalind wondered how
Autumn would feel if she knew she might be full-blooded English,
possessing none of Shadow’s Indian blood whatsoever. But even
worse, she wondered how Shadow would feel if he ever learned that
his daughter, the joy of his life, might not even be his. Rosalind
vowed never to allow either of them to learn the truth. She felt it
would serve no purpose other than to cause undue pain.

“And how do you plan to pay for your stay in
Boston?” Shadow asked Autumn. “Beg for coins?”

Autumn sighed. “I fear I can make no plans
until I arrive there and see what lies before me.”

“And how will you travel there?” her father
persisted. “Swim? Stow away aboard a ship?”

“I do not know,” Autumn confessed. “But I do
believe in fate. It will direct me to the right path.”

“And you wonder why we are concerned?” her
mother cut in. “You have no plan whatsoever. You are relying on
everything to fall perfectly into place just as you desire it to. I
fear life does not work that way, Autumn.”

“Please, just trust me,” she said. “I have
faith in myself. I will succeed. You shall see.”

“I wish I shared your confidence,” her
father said, shaking his head. “ I do not have a good feeling about
this at all.”


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


Autumn stood on a hill overlooking
Portsmouth Harbor. The sun had just begun its ascent and a strong
ocean breeze, chilly in the early morn, cut right through her.

Several large ships, their massive sails
flapping in the wind, were anchored in port and were flanked by
smaller fishing boats and trading vessels. She could see groups of
people, mostly dock workers, moving about as they began to perform
their daily tasks.

She seated herself on a flat rock and took a
deep breath.

Well, Autumn, you have made it this far. Now
what do you intend to do?

She had told everyone in her village she
would be leaving on the morrow, but when Falcon Eyes, the lad
everyone expected she would wed, had insisted upon accompanying her
as far as Portsmouth, she had made the decision to slip out earlier
under the cover of darkness. She desired to make the journey
completely on her own, with no one’s assistance.

And that was exactly what she had done.

Now, here she sat in Portsmouth, where she
hoped to gain passage aboard a vessel bound for Boston – a distance
of approximately forty nautical miles, according to Mary, who had
been raised in this port. The voyage, especially if the wind was
favorable, could be made in a day’s time, Mary had told her.

The possibility she might be setting foot in
Boston within only a day caused Autumn’s heart to race in
anticipation. She also felt a strong sense of apprehension
beginning to overtake her, although she was unwilling to confess as
much to herself. Had she, she wondered, been too hasty in her
desire to leave the only life she ever had known? She prayed she
would not end up having to return to her parents, her head hanging
in shame, and admit they had been correct about it being a bad idea
for her to try to live amongst the English.

Autumn stood and smoothed the skirts of her
dress. It was one of the garments her mother had brought with her
to Shadow’s village years ago. The dress was fashioned of heavy
gray linen and its length touched the ground. Beneath it were a
chemise and two underskirts. The sleeves were long, to the wrist,
and the neck was high, with a square white collar. On her feet, she
wore leather shoes that came just above the ankles. Her hair was
pulled back and fashioned into a knot at the base of her neck.

She hoped her attire would allow her to pass
as an Englishwoman. Only then would she consider the bulky garments
worth the discomfort she currently was experiencing. Indian women
wore very little clothing, except during the cold winter months.
Their dresses were much shorter, allowing them the freedom to run
unencumbered, or to work, squatting and bending in the gardens,
without having to concern themselves with lifting their skirts or
tripping over their length. In warm weather, they wore nothing
underneath their dresses or on their feet. During the colder
weather, they donned soft deerskin moccasins that came up to the
knee. And in the frigid winter months, they wrapped themselves in
heavy fur mantles.

“If I were to attempt to try to outrun a
bear while wearing these garments,” Autumn muttered as she reached
underneath the bulky dress to tug up her underskirts, which had
slipped down, “I surely would trip and fall and be made its meal
within seconds.”

She carried a cloth bag that Mary had given
to her. It contained several other English garments, bestowed upon
her by both her mother and Mary. Also in the bag was a manitou, a
gift from her father. The manitou, believed to contain a spirit
that would guide her and bring her good fortune, was a small,
polished black rock that resembled the shape of a bird.

Autumn reached into the bag and withdrew the
manitou, which she clutched tightly in her hand. “Please guide me,”
she whispered to it. “For I do not know what to do next.”

Slowly, because her mother’s shoes were too
small for her and pinched her toes, she made her way down the trail
toward the harbor. As the port grew closer, she could hear the
sounds of children playing and men singing as they worked, while
gulls squawked overhead, as if trying to outdo them. An ocean
breeze, now more gentle, caressed her, and she could smell the
brine in it.

To her left, in the distance, she spied
Mary’s family’s weathered, clapboard house. She found herself
wishing Mary’s parents, Adam and Esther Stoddard, still were alive
and living there, for then she at least would have a place to stay
until she could gain passage to Boston. Mary, who was married to
Shadow’s cousin, Storm Dancer, was the only other Englishwoman in
Autumn’s village. Mary had lived there long before Autumn’s mother
had arrived, and she had taught the Indians to speak English. The
sachem, White Eagle, who was Autumn’s grandfather, had felt it
would be to his people’s advantage to be able to understand the
English tongue…without allowing the English to know they could.
Much could be learned, he felt, from eavesdropping on the
whites.

As Autumn continued to approach the port,
she thought about what she would say when asked for her surname, or
where she was from. If she had to pass as English, she could not
very well say she hailed from an Indian village. And Indians did
not have surnames, so what name, she wondered, would she use for
her own? Her first instinct was to say she was from Eastwell and
use her Mother’s surname of Chandler, but she repeatedly had been
warned against mentioning either one.

She had heard Mary speak of an English
settlement called Nettle’s Point where her aunt lived, not far from
Portsmouth, so if pressed for information about from where she
hailed, Autumn decided she would give that as her answer.

And then I shall pray that no one to whom I
speak will be too familiar with the settlement or its
inhabitants!

Another source of worry for Autumn was
whether or not she would be able to convince the English she was
one of their own. And if she did succeed in making them believe it,
would she then, she wondered, ruin everything with a slip of her
tongue, by mentioning something about her Indian life?

Autumn’s heart thumped hard in her chest as
the distance rapidly closed between her and the first group of
people…English people. Of a sudden, she felt as if she were
attempting the impossible and never would blend in as one of the
English – that she immediately would be recognized as Indian. She
was certain her ancestry was as readable as if she were carrying a
huge sign that read, “Look at me! I am an Indian who is trying to
pass as white!”

“You look lost,” a female voice startled
her. She had been so deep in thought, she had not realized she had
stopped walking and was standing in place, not far from one of the
docks.

Autumn turned to look at the source of
the voice. It was a young, red-haired woman who appeared to be
close to her own age. At least Autumn assumed she was a woman…only because she had
breasts. She, however, was dressed in the garb of a man – breeches,
knee-high boots, a loose shirt, and a leather jerkin.

“I fear I am a bit lost,” Autumn said.

“Are you searching for kin here?” the young
woman asked. “What are their names? Perhaps I can help you find
them.”

Autumn shook her head. “Nay, I have no kin
here. I have journeyed here in hopes of gaining passage to Boston.
Unfortunately, I do not have even the slightest notion of how or
where to begin.”

“I am Penelope Wright,” the young woman
said. She punctuated the introduction with a slight smile and a
nod.

“I am Autumn.” She returned the smile.
Her eyes darted about as she frantically attempted to think of a
surname. She then spied a shop in the distance that said
locksmith in bold letters on the
front. “Autumn…Locke.”

“Autumn…that is an unusual name,” Penelope
said. “You were born in that season?”

Autumn shook her head. “”Nay, my father was,
so that is why it was chosen for me. It suits me, however, because
autumn also is my favorite time of year.”

“So, from where have your journeyed?”
Penelope asked.

Autumn held her breath. “Nettle’s
Point.”

Penelope’s expression revealed nothing,
which Autumn hoped was a good sign. The last thing she wanted or
needed was for Penelope to say she had family there.

“I have been there only but once or twice,”
Penelope said. She paused before adding, “And you say you wish to
go to Boston?”

“Aye. ‘Tis a place I have longed to visit
since I was a child, and now that I am ten-and-eight, I have
decided the time has arrived to fulfill my dream.”

“’I am very familiar with Boston,”
Penelope said. “There is much to see and do there, and the port is
so large, oft times there are ships as far as the eye can
see.”

“And you prefer to live
here?” Autumn asked her.

“I live in many places.” She squinted
against the sun and brushed a clump of red curls away from her
face. “My father owns a trading vessel and we travel from port to
port, from trading post to trading post. At this very moment, the
vessel is being loaded with furs. As soon as the task is completed,
we shall lift anchor and be off to our next port. We never remain
anywhere very long. But I do enjoy the adventure. I do not believe
I could be content if I were to settle down in only one place.”

“You would not happen to be bound for
Boston, would you?” Autumn felt the need to ask, despite being
aware the odds were overwhelmingly against her.

Penelope smiled. “Just about every ship in
this port is bound for Boston, ere they head out on their longer
voyages down along the coast or across the sea.” Her eyes, large
and green, swept over Autumn. “Have you any coin?”

Autumn frowned. “Nay, I have nothing – not
even a farthing.”

“And you arrived here hoping to gain passage
to Boston?”

Instantly, Autumn felt like a fool. The
English expected payment for everything. She silently scolded
herself for not having had the foresight to realize that, even
though she would not have had any means in which to obtain English
coin in advance anyway. She knew she would have to earn her keep
when she arrived in Boston, to pay for her lodging, but she had not
even considered she first would need money to get there. No wonder
her father had asked her if she intended to stow away aboard a
ship.

Penelope crossed her arms and arched a brow
at Autumn. “You are concealing something, Mistress Locke, I can
tell.”

Autumn stifled a groan.
I have failed already! She knows I am not English
– that I am lying to her about everything!

Before she could answer, Penelope added,
“You have run away from your family and they do not know you are
here. This is why you have no coin with you, and you seem so ill
prepared.”

Autumn concealed a breath of relief and
decided to use Penelope’s suspicions to her advantage. “Aye, I fear
you are right. My parents were not pleased about my decision to
leave and did not conceal their feelings. So I left in the dark of
night. They still think of me as a child, not as a woman, and wish
to control my life instead of allowing me the freedom to make my
own decisions.”

“I like your spirit,” Penelope said. “I am
somewhat like you. I do not do what others expect of me nor do I
act in the manner they believe I should. I oft am told I am more
like a man than a woman, especially when I am out at sea with my
father. I do not shun hard work.”

“I wish I could leave this port posthaste,”
Autumn said. “I have an uneasy feeling that at any moment someone
from my family might appear and drag me back home. ‘Twould be a
shame for me to have come this far and still not reach my
destination.” She sighed and shook her head. “But alas, with no
coin, I fear I shall be forced to remain here, come what may.”

Penelope looked thoughtful for a moment,
then said, “Just how eager are you to get to Boston?”

Autumn was not certain what Penelope was
thinking…or what she intended to have her do to in order to gain
passage. Still, she was desperate enough to respond with, “I am
extremely eager.”

“Alas, I have a plan that might assist you
in fulfilling your dream,” Penelope said. “I know ‘tis a sin to
lie, but nevertheless, might you be agreeable to helping me tell
one if it will benefit you?”

Autumn had to bite her tongue to keep from
laughing. She already had uttered enough lies during the past
several minutes to send her, according to her mother’s beliefs,
directly to Hell. Another lie at this point, she decided, surely
would not matter.

“If it will gain me passage to Boston, I may
be able to force myself to lie,” Autumn said.

Penelope looked about in all directions. “No
one appears to be looking at us,” she said. “So do as I say.”

Autumn nodded, her eyes growing wide with
anticipation.

“Tear off a strip from your underskirt,”
Penelope ordered, “and wet it in that pool of water yonder.” She
nodded in the direction of a small tidal pool.

Autumn hesitated, not certain why this
strange young woman was telling her to tear her clothing and wet
it, or how it possibly could help her get to Boston. The thought
crossed her mind that perhaps Penelope was not entirely sane.

What have I gotten myself into? I have been
in Portsmouth not even an hour and already I have met a strange
woman who dresses like a man and wants me to tear my garments! I am
beginning to believe that my parents’ warnings about the English
were correct!

“Quickly!” Penelope said, her voice hushed.
“If I know my father, he will be coming to fetch me at any
moment!”

Autumn obeyed and reached beneath her dress
to tear a strip of fabric from her underskirt. She then carried it
to the pool of water and thoroughly wet it. When she turned around
to return to Penelope, she saw her walk over to an area of sharp
rocks and pick up one. Then, to Autumn’s stunned disbelief,
Penelope struck herself on the forehead with it. Instantly,
Rosalind saw blood trickle down her face.

Penelope then lay on her side on the rocks
and motioned for Autumn to come to her.

“Are you badly injured?” Autumn asked,
kneeling next to her. At that moment, she was convinced her
suspicions about Penelope not being sane were well-founded.

“I am fine,” Penelope said. “’Tis just a
small cut. Press the wet cloth to my wound and pretend to be
nursing me. Hopefully my father will spy us. I shall tell him I
slipped and fell and you came to my aid. In my family, a favor is
repaid by a favor.” She smiled slyly. “And perhaps your payment
shall be a voyage with us to Boston.”

Penelope’s actions finally made sense to
Autumn, and she marveled at the fact that this woman, a stranger,
would injure herself – albeit not severely – to assist her.

Autumn lifted Penelope’s head and slipped
her arm beneath her neck, then pressed the wet cloth to the cut.
Penelope responded with a loud groan and closed her eyes. The
woman, Autumn thought, was quite believable at feigning pain.

From the corner of her eye, Autumn could see
a stocky man approaching, his pace quick. He, she assumed, was
Penelope’s father.

“I believe your father approaches,” she
whispered to her newfound ally.

In response, Penelope groaned even
louder.

“Penelope!” a deep male voice cried out.
“What has happened?” Within seconds he was at her side. He knelt,
facing Autumn.

“She slipped and fell on these rocks,”
Autumn explained, going along with the plan. “When I first arrived,
she was unmoving, but a wet cloth on her head seems to be bringing
her ‘round.”

The bearded man, broad-shouldered with hair
the same shade of red as his daughter’s, took Penelope’s hand in
his and vigorously rubbed the back of it. She slowly opened her
eyes.

“Papa? What happened?” she asked hoarsely,
wincing. She struggled to sit up. Her father assisted her by
grasping her upper arm. She reached up with purposely trembling
fingers to touch the wound on her forehead.

Penelope’s performance was so convincing,
even Autumn had to remind herself it was naught but an act.

“And who might you be?” Penelope asked her,
casting her a wink that escaped her father’s notice.

“I am Autumn Locke. I happened upon you just
after you fell, and I hastened to assist you.” Autumn was surprised
at the ease in which the false words seemed to roll off her
tongue.

“We are grateful, Mistress Locke,”
Penelope’s father said. “’Twas kind of you to help. I am Captain
Daniel Wright.” He gave her a brief nod. “And this is my daughter,
Penelope.”

“Pleased to make your acquaintance,” Autumn
said.

Penelope sat up straighter and turned to
look at her. “Do you live here in the port?” she asked.

Autumn knew Penelope was attempting to lead
the conversation in the direction of Boston.

“Nay,” Autumn said, keenly aware she must
carefully choose her next words. “I am from Nettle’s Point and am
seeking passage to Boston. But alas, I have no coin and no means in
which to get there. I fear I did not think ahead when planning my
journey.”

Before she could stop herself, another
lie, solely for the captain’s benefit, poured from Autumn’s lips.
“When I heard how ill my aunt in Boston was, and that she might
die, I just rushed here to the port without pausing to think of
anything other than I must
get to see her…ere ‘tis too late.”

Penelope turned to gaze at her father, whose
eyebrows were knit together in what appeared to be deep thought.
“Papa, can we not repay her for her kindness by allowing her to
come with us to Boston?”

Autumn held her breath. Her eyes settled on
the man’s face as she awaited his answer.

He shook his head. “I do not think it is a
good idea. You know how I feel about allowing strangers on board.
‘Tis bad luck.”

“But pray tell,” Penelope said, “how can a
woman who cares so unselfishly about others possibly bring bad
luck? I believe ‘twas my good fortune she found me, do you
not?”

“I promise you I shall be no trouble,”
Autumn felt the need to interject. “You will not even know I am
there. And I fear if I delay any longer I will not arrive in Boston
in time to speak with my aunt…perhaps for a final time.”

“When did you last see this aunt?” Captain
Wright asked.

“When I was but twelve, ere she moved to
Boston. ‘Tis been far too long. I have missed her terribly.”

“And when did you receive word of her
illness?” he asked.

“Just yesterday. But I know the message took
days to arrive, so I pray I am not already too late.”

Autumn again realized that every time she
opened her mouth, it became easier for her to weave lies. She felt
certain, however, it was a talent her parents would not be inclined
to praise her for possessing.

“Please, Papa?” Penelope persisted. She
reached out to lay her hand on his arm. “I fear we may be her only
hope.”

Captain Wright narrowed his green eyes at
Autumn and scratched his bearded chin. After several seconds that
seemed like hours to Autumn, he released a long breath. “All
right,” he said. “I am ashamed to confess that too often I am weak
when my daughter begs me for something. We set sail within the
hour.”

He rose to his feet from his kneeling
position and extended his hand, large and calloused, to Penelope.
She grasped it and allowed him to pull her to her feet.

“Are you able to walk?” he asked. “Do you
wish me to carry you back to the boat?”

“Nay, I am fine now,” Penelope assured him.
She straightened her jerkin and brushed the sand from her breeches,
then ran a hand through her tousled hair.

Her father grasped her chin and turned her
head toward the sunlight so he could examine the cut on her
forehead. “I believe the wet cloth Mistress Locke put on your wound
has prevented if from swelling,” he said. “It does not look as if
you will end up sporting an ‘egg’ on your head.”

Autumn rose and moved to retrieve her bag,
which was lying nearby on the ground. Discreetly, she returned the
manitou, which she had kept clasped tightly in her hand to conceal
it the entire time, to its place beneath her clothing in the bottom
of the bag. She knew that no Englishwoman would be in possession of
an Indian manitou, so she would be wise to keep it hidden. Already,
however, she felt it had guided her and blessed her with its power.
There was no other way, she was convinced, she would have met with
such good fortune in such a brief period of time.

 


* * * * *

 


The ship was smaller than Autumn had
anticipated. In fact, the other ships in the port dwarfed it. And
unlike the other ships, the majority of which had three towering
masts, this one had only two shorter masts and two square sails –
one slightly larger than the other.

As Autumn stood at the ship’s rail and
watched Portsmouth shrinking in the distance, she had to keep
convincing herself she was not dreaming – that she actually was
aboard a ship bound for Boston. She never had been on an ocean
vessel before. She had traveled only by canoe and dugouts on the
river, but never the ocean. The endless expanse of water
surrounding her on all sides, as seen from her current vantage
point, seemed somewhat overwhelming to her, especially compared to
her previous limited views only from the shore.

Captain Wright had a crew of only one other
man, Jacob, but Autumn felt the number was sufficient, considering
the size of the vessel.

Autumn seated herself on a large wooden
chest on the deck and took several deep breaths, inhaling the salty
ocean air. She wanted to enjoy every moment of her adventure, but
the farther from Portsmouth the ship traveled, the more her head
began to feel as if it were spinning.

“You do not look well,” Penelope, who was
seated cross-legged on the damp wood of the deck and facing her,
said. “I suspect ‘tis because you do not have your sea legs
yet.”

Autumn had no idea what the expression
meant. They had been out to sea for no more than an hour’s time,
but the swelling of the waves, causing the ship to repeatedly rise
and fall, was causing an unpleasant and unfamiliar sensation in her
stomach.

“In truth, I am feeling a bit unwell,” Autumn confessed. “Of
a sudden, my stomach is feeling poorly. Perhaps ‘tis because I have
eaten nothing since last eve.”

“I fear your stomach will continue to feel
only worse as our voyage progresses,” Penelope said. “Perhaps ‘tis
good that you have not eaten. You are likely to fare much better if
your stomach is empty.”

“I do not feel the urge to eat anything
anyway,” Autumn said. “Quite the contrary.”

“If you feel the sudden urge to vomit,”
Penelope said, “lean over the rail and do so into the water. Be
sure to hold on tightly to the rail. My father would not take
kindly to you being sick all over his deck…but he would be even
more distraught if you fell overboard.”

“Do you not feel unwell also?” Autumn
asked.

Penelope chuckled. “When I first sailed with
my father, my stomach constantly seemed at war with me. I spent so
much time with my head hanging over the rail, my father threatened
to bind me to it for my own safety. But once I grew accustomed to
being at sea, the ill feeling ceased. ‘Tis called seasickness, and
even the strongest of men suffer from it at one time or another,
especially when the seas are rough.”

Autumn never had been warned about this
seasickness of which Penelope spoke, but with every moment that
passed, she found herself praying it would not be the death of her
before she was able to set foot on solid land again. Her dreams of
sailing smoothly across calm blue water as she enjoyed the sights,
sounds and smells of the ocean, bore no similarity to her current
voyage, she rapidly was realizing. Had she known that her dreams
would so vastly differ from the truth, she might have thought twice
about being so eager to venture to Boston.

“Enjoying the voyage thus far, Mistress
Locke?” Captain Wright, who now stood in front of her, asked.

Autumn gazed up at him and clasped her
stomach. “I am sorry, sir, and by no means do I wish to sound
ungrateful, but I am becoming eager for this voyage to end. Every
minute is beginning to feel like twenty years to me.”

He laughed. “You are experiencing what just
about everyone does during their first time at sea. My father, when
discussing seasickness, used to say that at first, you feel so ill,
you fear you might die – but then, as it grows even worse, you
begin to wish you would!”

He chuckled at his own statement, but Autumn
did not find any humor in it. The thought of having to endure
countless hours more of feeling so poorly made her seriously
consider leaping overboard and attempting to swim back to land.

“Try to remain calm and take deep breaths,”
the captain said. “Ere you know it, we shall be in Boston.”

“I pray you are right,” she said.

She waited until the captain walked away and
was engaged in conversation with Jacob before she leapt to her feet
and rushed to the rail. Grasping it tightly, she leaned over it and
emptied the contents of her stomach into the water below. Just as
she thought she was finished, she retched again.

The moment she straightened, she felt
Penelope’s hands on her shoulders, steadying her.

“Do you feel better now?” Penelope asked,
handing her a piece of dampened cloth. Autumn used it to wipe her
brow and her mouth.

“A bit. But I feel the urge to lie
down.”

“’Tis best if you lie at the center of
the deck, where it is more steady. Also, lie on your side, not your
back. It will not cure you, but ‘twill help.”

“I shall try anything that helps,” Autumn
said, stifling a groan and using both hands to clasp her stomach,
which was making sounds that reminded her of a bear growling. She
could not recall the last time she had vomited, because stomach
problems were uncommon in her village, other than when a woman was
with child. She recalled a time many years ago when she had picked
and eaten some berries that were not familiar to her and they had
caused her to vomit, but other than that, her stomach rarely made
her feel ill…until now.

Penelope walked away from her and lifted a
large wooden door that covered an opening in the deck, then
disappeared down into it for several moments. She returned with an
armload of pelts, which she spread out at the center of
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