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These Things Are True …

ABOUT EUROPEANS

Britain and France spent the first half of the eighteenth century fighting over empire. This story takes place during the decisive battle in that long conflict. In North America it was known as the French and Indian War, in Europe the Seven Years’ War. It was a death struggle fought in a New World, the glory and extent of which the opponents did not imagine, and home to a rich and remarkable culture they did not understand.

ABOUT NATIVE AMERICANS

From the moment the Europeans discovered their paradise it was doomed, but the indigenous peoples—the Real People, as they called themselves—put up an immense struggle to hold back the tide. I have tried to be true to their history and customs, but this is a story and I am a storyteller. When I couldn’t find details of a ceremony or a ritual, I made them up. My one rule was that I always extrapolated from what my research uncovered; teasing out the weave, never creating from whole cloth. Moreover, I never added or embroidered something that was by its nature pejorative. The bad stuff—or what seems so to us when judged by the standards of our culture and our time—is all there in the record.

ABOUT WORDS

The linguists tell us that in the eighteenth century there were some hundred thousand languages and that now there are six thousand. Moreover, among all languages past and present, only two hundred or so have ever been written down. Native Americans had a complex and sophisticated system of pictographs, but essentially theirs was an oral tradition. Its strengths and its depth were wondrous, but much of it is lost. I worked with both Iroquoian and Algonkian dictionaries (all created in modern times to try and stanch the mortal wound) and have tried to give the flavor of the speech with some authenticity. I have, however, avoided the complicated accent marks that have been developed as pronunciation guides. They are beyond the scope of this tale and my ability. So too the grammar. I apologize for the inevitable mistakes.

ABOUT RELIGION

I know I have not been able to explain in proper depth or complexity the belief system of Native Americans. What the story contains is as true as my research allows; it is no doubt a vast distance from all truth. The rest, since it is part of my own Judeo-Christian heritage, is familiar territory. Here it is only necessary to say that Catholic theology is a long, ever-flowing river. What you see of the water depends on where you happen to be on the shore. The attitudes, customs, and practices, even some of the core beliefs described in this story, are accurate for the Church of that time and the religious orders as they were then. It is in many cases not the same now.

This Too Is True …

ABOUT US ALL

Love in all its many splendors has not changed in any fundamental way. Two hundred and fifty years ago it was as it is now—enough to move the world.
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Important Characters in the Story

The People of Shadowbrook, also known as the Hale Patent

AT THE BIG HOUSE

Quentin Hale: Also called Uko Nyakwai, the Red Bear, and very occasionally by his secret Potawatomi manhood name of Kwashko, Jumps Over Fire

John Hale: Quentin’s elder brother

Ephraim Hale: Father of John and Quentin

Lorene Devrey Hale: Ephraim’s wife, mother of John and Quentin

Nicole Marie Francine Winifred Anne Crane: A young woman of French and English ancestry, traveling through the American colonies on her way to Québec

Kitchen Hannah: The Big House cook

Corn Broom Hannah: A Big House maid

Six-Finger Sam: A general handyman

Clemency the Washerwoman: The laundress, and among the Patent slaves, the keeper of the oral history

Jeremiah: In charge of the stables

Little George: Jeremiah’s assistant

Runsabout: A Big House maid and mother of the twins, Lilac and Sugar Willie

Taba: A young Ibo girl bought at the New York slave market in 1754

AT THE SUGARHOUSE

Moses Frankel: The chief miller, in charge of the grinding of wheat into flour and corn [Indian] meal as well as the production of rum and ale

Sarah Frankel: The wife of Moses

Ellie Frankel Bleecker: Their daughter, a widow

Tim Frankel: Son of Moses and Sarah; never married

Deliciousness May: The mother of Runsabout and a Hale slave assigned to the Frankels

Big Jacob: Husband of Deliciousness and father of Runsabout; a Hale slave assigned to the sugarhouse and gristmill. He is also the horse trainer of the Patent.

Lilac and Sugar Willie: Slave twins, children of Runsabout, but assigned to the sugarhouse. They are four years old when Quent returns to Shadowbrook in 1754.

AT THE SAWMILL

Ely Davidson: The sawyer

Matilda Kip Davidson: Ely’s daughter-in-law

Hank Davidson: Ely’s son

Josiah, Sampson, and Westerly: Brothers aged fourteen, twelve, and eleven; Hale slaves assigned to the sawmill

Solomon the Barrel Maker: A cooper, and a Hale slave born on the Patent

Sally Robin: The beekeeper and supplier of honey and various unguents and medicines used on the Patent; Solomon’s woman since she was purchased at the New York Slave Market in 1720

AT DO GOOD—THE INDIAN TRADING POST OF THE PATENT, MANAGED AND STAFFED ENTIRELY BY MEMBERS OF THE SOCIETY OF FRIENDS, ALSO KNOWN AS QUAKERS

Esther Snowberry

Martin Snowberry: Esther’s husband

Judith Snowberry: Their daughter; later Judith Snowberry Foster

Prudence: Their slave

Edward Taylor: Treasurer of the community

Hepsibah Jane Foster: Daughter of Judith

Daniel Willis: A Friend from Rhode Island who has come to bring an antislavery message given him by the Light Within

The People of the Town of Albany in New York Province

John Lydius: A trader and sometimes arms dealer

Genevieve Lydius: John’s wife, a métisse who is half Piankashaw Indian and half French

Peter Groesbeck: Landlord of the Albany tavern at the Sign of the Nag’s Head

Annie Crotchett: A prostitute who plies her trade at the Sign of the Nag’s Head

Hamish Stewart: A one-eyed Scot, a Jacobite Stewart of Appin, and survivor of the infamous battle of Culloden Moor.

Assorted randy barmaids, crafty millers, entrepreneurial widows, drunken tars, layabouts and ne’er-do-wells; along with the many God-fearing huisvrouwen and burghers left from the days of Dutch rule.

The People of the Potawatomi Village of Singing Snow

Cormac Shea: A métis, son of a Potawatomi squaw and an Irish fur trader

Ixtu: The village Teller

Bishkek: The manhood father of the métis Cormac Shea, and of Quentin Hale

Kekomoson: The civil sachem of Singing Snow at the time of the story

Sohantes: The wife of Kekomoson

Shabnokis: A squaw priest of the powerful Midewiwin Society

Lashi: Bishkek’s youngest daughter

Pondise: Her son

The People of Québec in New France

THE FRANCISCANS

Père Antoine Pierre de Rubin Montaigne, O.F.M.: Father Delegate of the Franciscans in New France

Mère Marie Rose, P.C.C.: Abbess of the Poor Clare Colettines of Québec

Soeur Marie Celeste, P.C.C.

Soeur Marie Françoise, P.C.C.

Soeur Marie Joseph, P.C.C.

Soeur Marie Angelique, P.C.C.

THE JESUITS

Monsieur Louis Roget, S.J.: Provincial Superior of the Jesuits of New France

Mansieur Philippe Faucon, S.J.: A Jesuit priest and an artist who documents the Canadian flora, called Magic Shadows by the Huron

Monsieur Xavier Walton, S.J.: An Englishman and a Jesuit, also a surgeon

THE CIVILIAN GOVERNMENT

François Bigot: Intendant of Canada, the steward and paymaster of the entire province

Pierre François Rigaud, marquis de Vaudreuil: Governor-General of Canada after June, 1755

AT PORT MOUTON IN L’ACADIE (NOVA SCOTIA)

Marni Benoit

Military Figures

Joseph Coulon de Villiers de Jumonville: A French officer; his death heralded the beginning of the Seven Years’ War.

Tanaghrisson, the Half King: Born a Catawba, raised a Seneca; at the time of the story spokesman for the Iroquois Confederacy in the Ohio Country

George Washington: A colonel in the Virginia Militia. Twenty-two years old when the story opens in 1754

Pontiac: An Ottawa war sachem

Shingas: A war sachem of the Lenape, also known as the Delaware

Scarouady: Spokesperson for the Iroquois Confederation in the Ohio Country after the death of Tanaghrisson

Thoyanoguin, also known as King Hendrick: A war sachem of the Mohawk, also known as the Kahniankehaka. Members of the Iroquois Confederacy, they were called the Guardians of the Eastern Door.

Major General William Johnson, of the New York Militia (Yorkers): An Indian trader born in Ireland, in America since 1738 and married first to a German indentured servant, later to a Kahniankehaka squaw; adopted as a chief of that tribe

Major General Edward Braddock: Commander of His Majesty’s forces in America at the beginning of the Seven Years’ War

Général Jean Armand, baron de Dieskau: Commander of the French and Canadian forces at the beginning of the Seven Years’ War

Général Louis Joseph, marquis de Montcalm-Gozon de Saint-Véran: Successor to Dieskau

General John Campbell, earl of Loudoun: Successor to Braddock

Major General Jeffrey Amherst: Successor to Loudoun

James Wolfe: A British colonel at the Battle of Louisbourg in 1758; a British Major General at the Battle of Québec in 1759
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Shadowbrook

1754


Chapter One

WEDNESDAY, MAY 27, 1754 
QUÉBEC, NEW FRANCE

MISERERE MEI, DEUS … Have mercy on me, Lord, according to the greatness of Your mercy.

The five women had no mercy on themselves.

They beat their backs with knotted cords. Each wore a black veil, pulled forward so it shadowed her face, and a thin gray robe called a night habit.

The blows rose and fell, hitting first one shoulder then the other, and every third stroke, the most sensitive skin on the back of the neck. Occasionally a small gasp escaped one of the women, barely audible above the singsong Latin chant. De profundis clamavi ad te, Dominum … Out of the depths I cry to You, O Lord. Domine, exaudi vocem meam. Lord, hear my voice.

The narrow rectangular space was lit by twelve tall white candles. The whitewashed stone walls reflected the elongated shadows of the women, who knelt one behind the other on the bare stone floor. Occasionally, when the woman in front of her managed to find a new burst of strength, a spurt of blood would spatter the one behind.

The knotted cords were carefully crafted, fashioned to a centuries-old design. The length must be from shoulder to thumb of the woman who would use it, the rope sturdy and two fingers thick. The seven knots were spaced evenly from end to end. It was called the discipline and was given to each nun on the day she made her vows as a follower of St. Francis, a Poor Clare of the Strict Observance of St. Colette.

Quoniam non est in morte qui memor sit tui … It is not in death that You are remembered, Lord. In inferno autem quis confitebitur tibi … In the eternal fire who will recall You?

An iron grille in the front of the cloister chapel enclosed the holy of holies, the small ornate tabernacle containing the wafers that had been consecrated in Holy Mass and were now the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ. The grille was covered by heavy curtains so those on the other side in the visitors’ chapel could not see the strictly enclosed daughters of St. Clare.

In the middle of that Wednesday night only one person was present in the public section of the chapel, a man who knelt upright with his arms outstretched in the position of his crucified Lord. He could hear the soft, sighing sounds of the knotted ropes punishing soft female flesh. His shoulders twitched occasionally in response.

Antoine Pierre de Rubin Montaigne of the Friars Minor was also a follower of St. Francis, a priest of what the Church called the Seraphic Order, men who had originally vowed to own nothing and beg for their daily bread. The rule had been modified over the five centuries since Blessed Francis preached the glories of Lady Poverty, but its priests retained the humble title “Father.” Rubin Montaigne was Père Antoine to all, most especially the women on the other side of the altar screen.

In the nuns’ chapel the pace of the scourging had become more urgent by the time of the great cry of the Miserere: Have pity on me, Lord, for I perish. The cords flicked through the air too quickly to be seen, white blurs in the candlelit gloom.

Père Antoine, Delegate of the Franciscan Minister General in Rome, the ultimate authority for members of the order in New France, had decreed that in addition to the traditional scourging that took place every Friday before dawn, the Poor Clares of Québec would take the discipline every Monday and Wednesday after the midnight office of Matins. They would offer this special penance until the territory the British called the Ohio Country, but which had long been claimed in the name of Louis XV, was made secure, truly part of New France. When Holy Mother Church moved south to convert the native tribes, these nuns and their scars would be the jewels in her crown.

Turn Your face from my sins and all my iniquities shall be forgotten …

None wielded the discipline with greater vigor than Mère Marie Rose, Abbess. The shoulders of her night habit were stiff with the caked blood of past scourgings. When they buried her the garment would serve as her shroud, and she had already issued instructions that it should not be laundered. She would go to her grave with the evidence of her fervor.

Iniquitatem meum ergo cognosco … My sins are known to You.

For my sins, for the sins of my daughters, for the glory of God. The words filled the abbess’s mind, blended with the pain, the chant uniting the two, pulsing in her blood. Miserere … Have mercy, Lord. On the king. On this New France. On our brave soldiers.

The shoulder muscles of Père Antoine were on fire. His arms felt like lead weights, but he did not allow them to drop. The pain was a kind of ecstasy and he exulted in it. For the Church. For the Order. For the conquest of the land below the pays d’en haut and the defeat of the heretic English.


Chapter Two

THE THREE INDIANS moved in single file along a track no wider than a moccasin. The thick virgin forest of the Ohio Country, claimed by both the French and the English but possessed by neither, shuddered as they passed, then closed around them, barely disturbed.

Quentin Hale trotted easily behind the braves. His shoulders were twice as broad and he was a head taller, but he was as noiseless and surefooted as the Indians, and as tireless. The four men jogged along the treacherous path as they had for most of the night, with no break of rhythm or purpose.

The braves Quent followed were two Seneca and a Cayuga, members of the Six Nation Confederacy that called itself Haudenosaunee, the People of the Longhouse. Those who hated them for their prowess in battle called them by the Algonkian word Irinakhoiw—snakes. In the mouths of the French—who hated them for the strength of their union, which led to power in trade, and for their alliance with the English—the word became “Iroquois.” Years before, after defeating the local Shawnee and the Lenape, whom the whites called Delaware, the Great Council of the Haudenosaunee sent representatives of their member tribes to live among the subjugated peoples. The Iroquois in the Ohio Country had come to be known as the Mingo.

It was shortly before dawn, late May, and warm and humid. A downpour had ended a while back, but the trees still dripped moisture. The braves, naked except for breechclouts and moccasins, blended with the forest. Quent wore moccasins as well, and buckskins greasy with sweat and the smoke of many fires. A rifle was slung over his shoulder, black, with a highly polished oak stock, shiny brass trim, and a barrel nearly five feet long. The grooved bore that made the long gun stunningly accurate had been invented some twenty years earlier, but the weapons were still rare, and the few around mostly in the hands of whites.

Every once in a while the Cayuga turned his head and eyed the rifle. If there is to be a battle, he thought, and if Uko Nyakwai is to fall, Great Spirit make me the one to be beside him.

Uko Nyakwai, Red Bear in the Iroquois language. Red for his hair. Bear for his size, and the size of his courage. Sometimes his rage. The Cayuga knew he wouldn’t get the long gun while Uko Nyakwai was alive.

Could it be true that this bear had once pulled a tree out of the ground with only his hands and used it to kill twelve enemies? And that he did this thing for a woman, an Ottawa squaw called Shoshanaya, but she died anyway? And after her death the Red Bear left his father’s land in the country of the lakes and vowed never to return? Probably only a squaw’s tale told by the fire.

The Cayuga fingered the wolf totem at his neck. His own gun, a musket known as a Brown Bess, was the ordinary type issued to British troops and colonial militia. No after-kick—the long guns had a vicious recoil—but impossible to aim. To have a long gun … Ayi! Such a thing would make him invincible.

All the Indians had tomahawks as well, and knives. So did Quent, but he also had a miniature Scottish dirk tucked into the small of his back. And his face was clean except for sweat and a stubble of red beard. The Mingo were painted for war.

Behind Quent and the braves were thirty-some soldiers of the recently formed Virginia Regiment. Like all the colonial troops they had agreed to serve for only a few months, as long as they could be spared from their farms and village shops. They were paid eight pence a day while a common laborer got three times as much. The men had enlisted because they’d been promised land somewhere along the Monongahela and Allegheny rivers after they got rid of the French.

By Quent’s reckoning it would be a cold day in hell when they started plowing that land.

The soldiers thudded along the woodland path in clumsy, ill-fitting boots. Their tricornes snagged on the low-hanging branches, and their woolen jackets and trousers were saturated with rain. Every one of the poor bastards was scratching. Except for Washington.

The young officer strode at the head of what was left of the column—they’d lost at least seven to the long dark night and the twisting, narrow forest path—pretending his braided finery didn’t stink and itch. Damned fool on a damned fool’s errand, Quent thought. Not your worry, he reminded himself. You signed on to guide and do a bit of translating, not tell a twenty-two-year-old field-commissioned lieutenant colonel with his first command that the snakes aren’t to be trusted. Least of all Tanaghrisson, the Half King. Because nothing was more dangerous than an Iroquois who’d stopped taking orders from the Great Council and decided to go his own way.

Somewhere a kingbird chattered her dawn chorus.

Quent saw the shoulders of one of the Seneca two places ahead of him move as he tongue-clicked a response. Tanaghrisson and nine more braves were running along a parallel track. The two groups had been shadowing each other for an hour.

The kingbird chattered again, fainter this time. The Seneca replied. The other party was breaking away.

Quent felt Washington’s hand on his shoulder. He slowed and half turned. Both men were over six feet. Their eyes met; Washington’s looked eager. Probably couldn’t wait to be blooded. The Virginian had come to the Ohio Country first as a surveyor, then as a messenger sent to warn off the French. That directive had been ignored. So Washington, a young man with neither training nor experience, had been ordered back by the governor of Virginia to raise a regiment, build an English fort, and roust the Canadians, by force of arms if necessary. Bloody fools, all politicians.

“Those bird calls,” Washington whispered, “that was the Mingo, wasn’t it? What’s happening?”

“We’re almost there. Tanaghrisson and his braves are taking another route. They’ll position themselves on the far side of the French encampment.”

Washington nodded, keeping his face expressionless so the older man wouldn’t know how much he’d hated having to ask. This Quentin Hale made him uncomfortable. That hair, for one thing. Worn unfashionably short because, he said, it made him harder to scalp. It was a flaming red flag, a constant challenge. So too the cold, ice-blue eyes.

People knew the name Uko Nyakwai as far away as Virginia. And in Virginia, where such things were important, they said Quentin Hale’s mother had been a Devrey from New York City, and that his grandfather Will Devrey had made a fortune bringing black gold from Guinea to be sold in the slave market on Wall Street. They said the Devreys were sprung from a penniless Englishwoman, an apothecary come to New York back in the 1660s when it was New Amsterdam. They said she married a Dutch doctor, strangled him in his sleep, then hanged him covered in pitch from the town gallows, so the Dutch would believe it was the devil’s doing. Superstitious fools, most of the Dutch.

Better bloodlines on the Hale side. Gentry, from Kent originally. Now Quentin Hale’s father owned thousands of acres around the northern lakes of New York Province, a prosperous plantation called Shadowbrook.

So how had his son come to be a woodsman and sometime guide in the Ohio country rather than the landed gentleman he was born to be? God alone knew.

His legs felt heavy as millstones. Every breath was like swallowing fire. Wretched savages, would they never slow down? And Hale, did he not need to breathe like any other white man? Never mind, word was he could nick a man’s right earlobe at a hundred paces with that long gun. Likely they would see something of that shooting this very morning. The notorious Red Bear and his long gun under the command of Lieutenant Colonel George Washington of Virginia. Jesus God Almighty, it was hard to believe.

They were toiling up a steep rise. Just enough light now so he could look back and scan the column. At first he couldn’t see Montrose, his French-speaking civilian translator. Finally spotted the rat-faced little man at the rear with a flask to his lips. Sod the blighter. No discipline. Drunk twenty hours out of twenty-four. Ah well, not as important this day, perhaps. This time we’ve not come to talk with the devilish bastards. If the Half King hadn’t sent word that he’d found their encampment, they’d have scouted us out and we’d have had to face them back at the Forks, at Great Meadows. With the fort still only half built and my few hundred ruffians against God knows how many French soldiers and their cannon.

He faced forward again, watching Hale, wondering how it was the man never seemed to look where he put his feet, but never stumbled.

Quent was conscious of the younger man’s eyes boring into the back of his head. He couldn’t remember a moment in his life when he hadn’t known when he was being watched. A useful talent in a place like Shadowbrook—vital for a woodsman in the Ohio Country.

The only sounds were the breathing of the braves up ahead, the lurching soldiers behind, and the softly stirring leaves. Then the Seneca who led the file lifted his hand. The signal passed down the line and the column halted.
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The French party was bivouacked in a low-lying glen between two steep hills, a site well hidden but not easy to defend. The only guard sat on a rock beside a fire, his musket gripped between his knees while his hands were busy with a mug of drink.

The colorless dawn was warming to a faint pink. A few soldiers staggered out of the bark-covered lean-tos that had sheltered them from the rain and made their way toward the fire.

A small girl stepped into the clearing. She had her back to Quent; his impression was of someone little more than a child. Young to be a whore, but what else could she be?

Quent heard Washington’s sharply indrawn breath. Hard to blame him. Sweet Jesus God Almighty. Were French troops such lechers they had to bring a whore along with a search party? That’s what this was, of course. A sortie to discover exactly what the Americans were doing at Great Meadows.

A man appeared and moved through the camp. The few others who were awake stepped out of his path. He was of medium height, slim and dark, wearing buckskins much like Quent’s own. He kept one hand on the long rifle slung over his shoulder. His hair was tied back with a leather thong, and a jagged scar pulled the left side of his face into an unnatural grimace. Even in the half light and from a distance of fifty feet, he was unmistakable.

Washington leaned into Quent. “That’s Cormac Shea, isn’t it?” His voice was hoarse with disbelief.

“Yes.”

Good God. The two fiercest woodsmen in North America, each a legendary shot, on opposite sides of a battle in which he was in command. Washington’s throat closed, a huge lump of fear choking off what wind the long trek had left him. He tried to swallow, but he had no spit. Everyone knew it was Quentin Hale who’d held the knife that had marked Cormac Shea for life. The young lieutenant colonel put his lips close to Quent’s ear. “I’ve never heard of Shea operating this far south. He’s supposed to be in Canada.”

“Looks as if he isn’t.”

“Why would a coureur de bois such as Shea be with—”

Quent held up his hand for silence, all the while keeping his eyes on the man with the scar.

Cormac Shea was a Canadian, but no French patriot. His mother was a Potawatomi squaw; his father, an Irishman who deserted the English Army, took to the north woods, and lived by trapping and trading—until he was dismembered and eaten alive by Huron who resented his selling guns to their Mohawk enemies. Despite Shea’s pale skin and his Christian name, he was the scourge of French Canada. He had taken a public vow to drive every white man from the north country.

So why, Quent asked himself, was he traveling with a party of French soldiers? And dancing attendance on a white whore?

Shea had claimed a couple of mugs of drink at the fire and carried them to where the girl stood. She turned to take hers. Quent craned his neck to see her better. Someone sneezed somewhere to his right and a flight of tiny birds lifted from the forest canopy and flew off, chattering in outrage.

For long seconds the still, damp air quivered with the sound. Then the French soldiers began shouting warnings and running for their weapons. Shea knocked the mug out of the girl’s hand and shoved her roughly into her shelter and out of the line of fire. At the same time he managed to start ramming powder down the barrel of his long gun.

Quent grinned. He figured he was three, maybe four seconds ahead in the loading process.

The guard had leapt up from his rock. He flung aside his mug and raised his musket to his shoulder.

Washington jumped to his feet. Quent wasted precious seconds of loading time to reach up and yank him back to the ground. The musket ball whizzed over their heads and crashed harmlessly into the forest. Meanwhile Cormac Shea had finished loading his rifle and lifted it to his shoulder. But he hadn’t loosed a shot.

Quent sucked in his cheeks and whistled the throaty, three-note whoop of the northern loon. Then he sighted and fired at a French soldier on the opposite side of the clearing whose finger was just then tightening on the trigger of his musket. The man fell, jerked once, then was still.

Another musket ball hurtled out of the glen. Once more Washington jumped to his feet. This time he managed to shout, “Fire!” before Quent pulled him back down. The Virginia Regiment loosed its first volley of musket balls into the hollow.

A Brown Bess had no sight, and the Virginians were badly and inadequately trained. Still, they had the advantage of the high ground. A number of French soldiers fell. “Tell them to aim low or they’ll overshoot, wound rather than kill,” Quent murmured. “But don’t stand up. You can holler lying down, can’t you?”

Washington was quivering with excitement. Even his words shook. “Yes, yes, but, but—”

“No buts. Do it.”

“Fire!” Washington yelled a second time, remaining on his belly. “Aim low!” he added, but not before another round of musket balls had peppered the hollow.

On the clifftop where the Virginians were positioned the sound was deafening. Quent knew it had to be a hundred times worse down below, booming between the pair of hills. A haze of thick and acrid smoke had formed over the glen. He could just make out a number of French soldiers running in the opposite direction from the musket fire. Futile. Tanaghrisson and his braves blocked the only other exit from the valley.

Quent squinted into the smoke but didn’t find what he was looking for. Christ. He whistled the loon’s cry. Nothing. He tried again. Seconds later he heard the three-note reply and breathed easier.

Four, maybe five minutes had passed since the first shot was fired. A dozen French bodies were writhing on the ground. The word was passed that the Americans had lost one man and had three wounded.

A cry echoed from the hollow below. “We have for you information only! Will you give quarter?” The English words were heavily accented.

“Yes!” Washington shouted back. “Hold your fire and we’ll hold ours.” He waited a moment, stood up, then looked at Hale still lying on the ground, sighting into the French camp. “I’m going down there. I want you to come.”

“I’d suggest a number of your soldiers as well, Colonel. To claim your prisoners. Be about twenty of them, I reckon.”

“Yes, of course.”

“And Montrose to translate.”

Washington looked over his shoulder. “That’s hardly possible. He’s some considerable distance to our rear. Sodden with rum.”

“Lucky bastard,” Quent said as he got up.

Eight members of the Virginia Regiment accompanied them into the valley. Holding their weapons at the ready, the ten men slithered sideways down the steep hill. By the time they reached level ground they could smell the blood and the loosened bowels of terror. Washington had to raise his voice to be heard above the moans of the wounded. “I am Lieutenant Colonel George Washington of Virginia. Who is in charge here?”

“C’est moi. Joseph Coulon de Villiers de Jumonville.”

The man who spoke lay on the ground beside the rock that a few minutes before had provided the lone guard with a seat. Jumonville was clutching the bloody pulp that had once been his left thigh. “Je regrette, Monsieur le Colonel, ce n’est pas possible de me mettre debout.”

“Do you speak English, sir?”

“Je regrette encore, Colonel Washington. A few words only. Not enough.” Jumonville turned his head toward the group of French soldiers the Americans had disarmed and were herding into the far corner of the encampment. “Sisson!” He hissed the name because he didn’t have the strength to shout it.

A Frenchman, civilian by the look of him, murmured something to one of the American soldiers and stepped away from the throng of prisoners. “I am Henri Sisson, Monsieur le Colonel Washington. I am the translator official of this party.” He approached the two Americans and the wounded Jumonville and bowed stiffly. Washington bowed back. Jumonville spoke a few quick words of French. Sisson translated. “There is a correspondence for you on the person of my commander. It is his wish that I to you present it. I am permitted?”

Washington nodded. Quent cocked his gun. Sisson dropped to his knees beside the wounded Jumonville, put his hand in the inside pocket of the Frenchman’s jacket, withdrew a stack of correspondence, and held it out. “For you, Monsieur le Colonel.”

Washington took the letters and opened the one on top. “This is in French. I do not trust myself to read accurately in that language. Hale, you speak French, do you not?”

“Some. I probably don’t read it any better than you do.”

Jumonville appeared to have picked up the drift of the exchange. He said something to Sisson, his voice so faint the translator had to bend close to hear. “My commander wishes me to tell you that the message of the worthy correspondence is that this is French territory, and it has come to our attention that you are erecting a fortification in the place of the river joining known as the Forks, on the flatland called Great Meadows.”

Jumonville spoke again. The words came hard. Blood spurted from his wound.

“It is the duty of my commander,” Sisson spoke quickly, conveying the wounded man’s urgency, “to inform you that His Majesty Louis XV forbids you to continue building this fortification.”

Washington began an indignant reply. Quent interrupted, speaking directly to Sisson. “Tell him I can tourniquet that leg and stop the bleeding. Keep him alive long enough to continue the argument.”

Sisson translated once more, then bent his head to hear the whispered response. “My commander says he would be in your debt, monsieur.”

Quent looked to Washington, got the nod, and knelt beside the wounded French Lieutenant. “Have to rip up your jacket to make a tourniquet. Unless of course”—he looked at Sisson—“that young girl I saw a while back would care to contribute a petticoat to the effort.”

“Mademoiselle Nicole is—”

“Is right here, messieurs. And happy to be of assistance.”

Tiny, yes, but older than he’d first thought, eighteen, maybe nineteen. And beautiful, with a few dark curls showing below her mobcap, enormous pansy-colored eyes, and skin like thick cream. Cormac Shea stepped forward when she did, Quent noted, and he didn’t have his long rifle any longer. One of the Virginia soldiers had claimed it along with the rest of the French arms. Now why had Corm Shea allowed a wet-behind-the-ears excuse for a soldier to take away his gun? Because he wasn’t ready to leave the scene of the battle, of course. Or the side of the exquisite little creature Sisson had called Mademoiselle Nicole. Quent looked from her to the other woodsman. For the briefest of moments Cormac looked back. Then they ignored each other.

None of the men ignored Nicole as she stepped out of her petticoat, though it didn’t do them much good. She turned her back to the men and managed to get the thing off without showing so much as a glimpse of ankle. She ripped a strip from the waistband and handed it to Quent. It was still warm from her body. “Will this suit your purpose?”

“Admirably, Mademoiselle.” The pale blue eyes looked her up and down with no attempt to conceal their admiration, then turned to the task he’d set himself.

Jumonville was still trying to stanch the flow of blood from his thigh with his fingers. Quent gently pushed his hand away, then applied the tourniquet, slipping a sturdy twig into the knot. There was full daylight now, and the smoke of the brief battle was entirely gone. No comfort in the feel of the rising sun on the back of his neck, or in the easy victory, though he wasn’t sure why.

Quent raised his head while his hands went on tightening the tourniquet. He could see all the way across the glen to where Tanaghrisson and his dozen warriors waited. Sweet Jesus, something was definitely wrong. He could almost smell their hatred. And their impatience.

The tourniquet was doing its job; The blood had stopped pumping from Jumonville’s thigh. Quent got up. Without moving his head he turned his glance from the Indians to Cormac Shea, still standing beside the woman. Quent could see the scar, a white streak that ran from Cormac’s forehead to his chin and looked like war paint against his tanned skin. Quent again felt his grip on the dirk, then the surge of hot blood spurting over his fingers. They’d been boys, but each in the clutch of a man’s hatred. Twenty years and he could still feel the rage. The eyes of the two men met and held a smoldering glance for perhaps a second. Then both turned away.

“Let’s go over there,” Quent said to Washington. He gestured to the opposite side of the glen from where the Indians were gathered. “We’ll take a look at that letter of yours.” They walked away from Jumonville, over to the Virginia soldiers and the twenty-one French prisoners they’d marshaled into a tight group.

Nicole began tearing what remained of her petticoat into strips that could serve as bandages.

Shea took hold of her arm and tugged her after Hale and Washington. “Pas maintenant,” he said quietly.

“Mais c’est nécessaire. I would like to help the others.”

“Pas maintenant.” Shea was more insistent this time, and he tightened his hold on her arm. Nicole followed him because she had no choice.

Washington was inspecting the letter; he looked up when Shea and the woman reached his side. “Perhaps you can help, Mademoiselle. You are, I suspect, fluent in both French and English. This word”—a long finger tapped the page—“I take it to mean ‘defend’ and so does Mr. Sisson here. But Hale says—”

He never finished the thought. There was a blood-chilling yell and Tanaghrisson and his dozen Mingo braves erupted into the center of the glen, whooping and hollering and swinging their tomahawks above their heads.

Nicole gasped. “No! I cannot believe … What are they doing?”

“Exactly what you’d expect snakes to do,” Quent said softly.

Tanaghrisson and his braves were systematically slaughtering the wounded, then flipping them on their bellies, making a shallow cut from ear to ear across the back of the neck, and peeling off their scalps. There were cries of outrage from the French prisoners. Cormac was silent. So was Quent. Washington was the man in charge. It was up to him.

The young lieutenant colonel opened his mouth, but no sound came. He halfraised one arm but let it fall instantly. The rampaging Iroquois dominated the glen and everyone in it by the sheer force of their blood lust.

By Quent’s reckoning it took less than two minutes for the Indians to massacre and scalp the wounded French soldiers. All except Jumonville.

Tanaghrisson’s bare tattooed chest was spattered with blood, gore, and bits of bone. He stood for a moment in the sunlit glen and lifted his face to the heavens, then went to the French commander and knelt beside him. He raised his tomahawk. “Tu n’es pas encore mort, mon père.” The tomahawk came down and sliced off the top of Jumonville’s head. Tanaghrisson plunged both his hands into the open skull and pulled out the gray matter. Then, standing so that all could see, he rubbed his palms together, washing them in the Frenchman’s brains.

The whooping and screaming began again; the kill hunger of the Mingos still wasn’t satisfied. A brave lopped off what remained of Jumonville’s head and stuck it atop a pole. The others began hacking apart the dead bodies.

The soldiers, French and American, stared in stunned silence at the butchery. Still Washington said nothing. Quent looked for the girl. She had turned away and was retching into the bushes. He flashed another quick look at Cormac, who moved closer to Nicole. Quent took a few steps to his left, placing himself between the unarmed pair and the colonial soldiers.

The boy who had taken Cormac’s long gun had it slung over his shoulder. He had his own musket held at the ready, waiting for a command to fire and put an end to the carnage taking place a few feet away. Washington remained as stiff and as silent as a statue.

Quent reached behind for his tiny dirk, palmed it, and moved closer. One deft stroke of the razor-sharp edge sliced through the long gun’s leather carrying thong. Quent caught the weapon before it hit the ground and tossed it to Cormac. The Canadian snatched it one-handed out of the air. The young soldier felt the loss of his captured prize. He turned his head. “What …”

“Pay attention to your duty, lad,” Quent said sternly. “Colonel Washington, hadn’t you better …?”

“Yes, yes …” The lieutenant colonel of the Virginia Regiment shuddered, as if he’d been bewitched and only just shaken off the spell. “Stop!” he screamed. “Stop or we’ll open fire!”

Tanaghrisson looked up and saw the eight muskets pointing at him and his braves. He raised his hand. Instantly the Indians stopped their butchery and backed away. The soldiers stepped forward purposefully, as if it were not too late for them to do anything useful.

The two woodsmen slipped silently into the depths of the forest, Nicole between them. The first time she stumbled Quent picked her up and slung her over his shoulder. Then he and Cormac broke into a trot.

It was ten minutes before they came to a clearing and stopped. Quent set the young woman on the ground and turned away without a word. The two men approached each other, clasped their left hands, and held them aloft. “Nekané,” Quent said. The word meant “little brother” in the Potawatomi language.

“Sizé,” Cormac said. Elder brother. “Ahaw nikan.” My spirit greets you.

“Bozho nikan.” And mine you.

Nicole, still dazed and shivering with the horror of what she’d witnessed, huddled where Quent had left her, understanding nothing.


Chapter Three


THE OHIO COUNTRY was mostly dense virgin forest, mixed hardwoods and conifers, but the clearing was a small bit of natural upland where the trees had thinned sufficiently to allow dappled sunshine to filter through. Quent and Corm slaked their thirst in the icy water of a rushing stream, then stood ankle deep in daisies and buttercups and let the early morning sun dry the sweat of their run. Nicole was still where Quent had left her, sitting on the ground. Her arms were wrapped around her bent legs, and her face was pressed against her knees.

Quent took a tin canteen from his belt and filled it from the stream, then carried it to the girl. She drank without looking at him and returned the empty canteen without a word of thanks.

“You under an obligation to go back to those colonials?” Cormac asked.

“Not really. Our arrangement’s on a week-by-week basis, and the week ends tomorrow. Besides, Washington’s done what he set out to do. He’ll turn around and head back to the Forks. Tanaghrisson’s sure to send a brave to show them the way.”

“Washington—that the young officer who was in charge?”

“Yes.”

“He appears to need a lot of showing the way.”

“This is his first command. Got some growing up to do, but I reckon he’ll do it fairly soon. The Ohio Country ages green wood pretty fast.” Quent looked more closely at Cormac. “I said I wasn’t obligated to return to him. I’m not, unless … you figure Washington and his farmers will make it back to Great Meadows without any more trouble?”

“None I’m aware of,” Cormac said. “Far as I know, it was exactly what it looked like, a sortie to see what was happening at the Forks and suggest it better be stopped.”

“And that’s not your lookout? You don’t have to report back to anyone?”

Cormac grinned. “I haven’t joined the French army, if that’s what you’re asking. I’ve a duty, but it’s not to them.”

Quent saw Corm glance at the woman. She was still resting her head on her knees. “A duty to her?” he asked.

“Not the way I think you mean. Leave it for now. I’ll explain later.”

Quent nodded agreement. “Fine. So what are you doing here?”

“Looking for you.”

“I thought that might be the case. That’s why I let you know I was close by.” The call of the northern loon had been their private signal since boyhood. “But it doesn’t explain why.”

“Because Miss Lorene asked me to.”

Quent nodded. The great shame in Lorene Devrey Hale’s life had been having her husband bed his Potawatomi squaw under the same roof that sheltered his wife and children. But the way it had worked out, Lorene and the squaw’s son were devoted to each other. He unslung his rifle and began polishing the barrel with his sleeve. “Pity my mother sent you all this way for nothing. I’ve said everything I had to say to John. There’s no need for any further discussion.”

“I wouldn’t have come if it was just about making peace between you and your brother.”

“Ahaw.” Somehow the Potawatomi word for “yes” seemed stronger. “You would. You’d go anywhere and do anything, as long as it was my mother did the asking.”

Cormac shook his head. “John is a vicious fool and he’s set to ruin Shadowbrook. I think that’s something you ought to go back and fix, but it’s not why I’m here.”

Quent shrugged. “My father’s made it clear Shadowbrook’s not my lookout anymore. John’s the eldest. The house, the land, everything goes to him.”

“Quent, listen …”

Cormac’s tone had changed. Quent stopped rubbing the gun’s brass and looked up. “There’s something behind your teeth. You’d best spit it out.”

“Your father’s dying. He’s only got a few more months. That’s why Miss Lorene asked me to find you. She said I was to tell you that afterward you could do as you liked with her blessing, but if you let your father die with the last words between you spoken in rage, she’ll never forgive you. And you’ll never forgive yourself.”

Cormac felt better for saying it. He squatted and began attending to his own rifle, examining the severed carrying strap. Quent walked away and stood at the edge of the clearing, staring into the trees. Every once in a while Cormac lifted his head and examined the other man’s rigid back.

The shade was thicker where Quent stood and the forest floor was a mass of nodding bluebells. There were no bluebells at Shadowbrook; it was too far north. There were plenty of other flowers, though. No place on earth was more beautiful. At least none he’d seen. But for him the land of the lakes would always be haunted by Shoshanaya’s ghost. In the Ohio Country he was free of that, free to be his own man. And in the Ohio Country he wasn’t a slave owner.

 

[image: image]

 

“This land be your pa’s land, but it don’t rightly belong to no human being,” Solomon the Barrel Maker told Quentin Hale in 1732 when the boy was nine years old. Solomon had been born to a slave bought by Quentin’s grandfather. He had always been Hale property, and he understood the difference between possession and ownership. “This land belong to God Almighty. It got a lot to teach you. No way you can have learned it all. Not yet.”

The land known as the Hale Patent had been given to Quent’s grandfather back in 1696 by King William and Queen Mary. It comprised a great swathe of upper New York wilderness that had been presented to a minor court functionary originally from the Kentish town of Lewes not because he was a noble or had any particular claim on the crown, but because he was judged foolhardy enough to take his young wife and go live there.

To the south were the Dutch families, people with names like VanSlyke and de Vlackte and Schuyler, who had settled the far reaches of Nieuw Netherland before the English took it from the Dutch in 1664. The fierce Kahniankehaka, who were part of the Iroquois Confederacy and whom the Europeans called the Mohawk lived to the west. North were the hated French. It suited the British to plant on some hundred thousand acres of the wilderness between them a colonist firmly tied to the English crown, and the English tongue, and the English way of doing and being.

By the time Ephraim Hale—born on the Patent his father had named Shadowbrook—came into his inheritance, the land had changed them all. They were English, yes, and certainly loyal to King George II. But by nature and nurture and instinct they were what the land of their birth had made them: Americans, accustomed to living beside people who were different from themselves, and to following their own rules in a place where they need want for nothing.

The Patent was a land of incredible riches, folded between the Adirondack Mountains to the west and Hudson’s River to the east. It was dotted with countless lakes, most small, but a few wide enough so a man needed a day to row from side to side and a week to paddle the full length. There was more hardwood than could be cut for warmth or shelter in a dozen lifetimes. The brooks and streams teemed with fish, and there was every imaginable kind of game in the forests. The presence of the lakes and the river gentled Shadowbrook’s harsh northern climate. Between them was the rich black earth of the rolling lowlands and broad alluvial flats where summer wheat grew tall and thick with seed and barley and rye and corn thrived, as did the tender hops necessary for ale.

At one of its many corners the Hale Patent rolled up to the big lake English-speaking people called Bright Fish Water, a translation of the name given it by the People of the Great River, the Mahicans, who had been scattered by the Kahniankehaka many years before. The French who lived at the distant other end of the lake knew it as the Lac du St. Sacrement. At another place the Patent folded itself around a long, curved sweep of watercourse fed by the rushing brooks and streams of the mountains. It emptied into Hudson’s River which flowed south from Albany to the harbor of New York City.

By the time he was nine the land of Shadowbrook had entered Quent’s blood. Then, on the frozen-in-white December day when he stood with Solomon the Barrel Maker near Tenant Mountain, near the crevasse they called Swallows Children, he saw the first thing in his young life that he neither expected nor understood.

Quent’s father appeared out of the dark shadow of the snow-laden conifers that rimmed the crevasse, a treacherous wedge-shaped split in the earth, seductively narrow at the top edge with a rushing underground river below. Ephraim Hale rode a big brown gelding and a squaw sat behind him. Her arms were wrapped around his waist, and before the riders became aware of Quent and Solomon watching them, her cheek was pressed to his spine.

Ephraim saw his son and reined in his horse. He murmured something to the woman and she straightened. A small gray horse behind them stopped as well. Quent paid it no attention; he was busy examining the squaw. She didn’t look to be either Kahniankehaka or Mahican. She wore leggings made of pure white skins laced tight with white thongs. The skirt of her overdress was white as well, and the thick jacket that covered the top half of her was fashioned of a sleek white fur and had a hood rimmed in long-haired white fur that might be fox, except that Quent had never seen a white fox.

“This here’s my youngest boy, Quentin,” Ephraim Hale said. “Goes by Quent. And that nigra with him, that’s my slave. Goes by Solomon the Barrel Maker.”

The squaw threw back her white fur hood and her black braid fell over her shoulder and shone in the midday sun. Her features were delicate and her black eyes enormous. She said nothing but she smiled at Quent; her teeth gleamed white against her honey-colored skin.

“This is Pohantis,” Ephraim continued. “She’s from Singing Snow, a Potawatomi village a ways north and west of here. She’s come to stay with us for a time.” He half-turned and gestured to the small figure on the gray. “That’s her boy, Cormac Shea. A year younger than you. He’ll be staying with us as well. Never been in these parts before. You can show him the lay of the land.”

Quent looked at the other boy. He wore ordinary fawn-colored buckskins the same as Quent’s. The fur of his jacket—dark brown like the boy’s hair and his eyes—was probably beaver. The surprise was his skin. It was white, the same as his name. Quent felt his father’s eyes watching him. Solomon’s large hand exerted pressure against his back. Quent nodded in the direction of the strange boy. Cormac turned his head away and stared at his mother and Ephraim Hale.

“You’ll be having your lessons together and such,” Ephraim said. “Easier on everyone if you get along.”

Quent would always remember that moment: his father, the squaw dressed in blindingly white fur pressed up against his back, and her son a white boy with an English name. And the easy way his father said, “And that nigra with him, that’s my slave.” It was the first time he’d ever heard the claim stated aloud.

He’d asked Solomon once how it was that he could be owned like a horse or a book or a bolt of cloth. “ ’Cause I be bought and paid for.”

“But you’re a person. Like me. Can my father sell me?”

“Ain’t never gonna let that happen. You be white. Ain’t no white people be slaves. Only black nigra people.”

“Why?”

As they talked, Solomon had been shaving the long side of a strip of oak just come from Shadowbrook’s sawmill, straddling his workbench and holding the narrow plank of wood across his knees while he smoothed the adze back and forth, back and forth. When he butted that piece of oak against the next plank of the eventual barrel it would fit smoothly, and after he bound them together with leather hoops and the barrel spent a month submerged in water, that seam and all the other seams would have swollen tight shut.

“Ain’t no why about it,” he said without breaking the rhythm of his long, even strokes. “That’s the way it is. It say in the Bible, ‘Slaves, be subject to your masters.’ Don’t say nothin’ about asking why.”

Quent knew about the Bible.

One of the settlements on the Hale land was called Do Good. Maybe a dozen families lived there, and there was a small church they called a meeting house. It looked pretty much like a barn. Lorene Devrey Hale didn’t hold with the services in Do Good’s church. No preaching, she said. No Bible reading. No music. No flowers, not even in high summer when they were everywhere. Just the folks from Do Good sitting around and mostly not saying anything, and talking funny when they did.

Quent’s mother conducted her own Sunday service in the great hall of the big house. She insisted that all twenty-six of her husband’s slaves come, and of course her two sons. Most weeks the tenants who lived near enough came as well: the Davidsons, who worked the sawmill, and the Frankels, who were in charge of the gristmill and did the distilling at the sugarhouse. Sometimes even Ephraim attended. But whether or not he was present, it was Lorene who read from the Bible.

“Better suited to it,” Ephraim said once when he was asked why his wife led the service. Mostly he didn’t sing either. He was the only one exempt; Lorene made the others sing while she accompanied them on her dulcimer, and before Pohantis and her son Cormac came to Shadowbrook, Lorene smiled at everyone when the service was over. After their arrival there were fewer smiles.

Quent heard his parents talking soon after Pohantis and Cormac arrived, when they didn’t know he was outside the half-opened door to the room where his father did his sums. “I got a fire in me for her, that’s why. It’s convenient having her nearby.”

“You had a fire in you for me once.”

“That’s true, I did.”

“But not since—”

“Lorene, she’s a squaw and a whore. Left her people and ran off with a damn fool Irishman. Only went back to her village after he got himself eaten alive by the Huron. She’s got nothing to do with you, or our life here.”

“How can you say that? You brought her here. She’s living under my roof.”

“I decide who—”

“You’d have lost this land if it weren’t for me! Don’t you turn your face from me, Ephraim Hale! You know that’s true. If it weren’t for my dowry—”

Quent heard a crack of sound. Maybe a drawer being slammed shut. Maybe something else. Then he heard his mama crying. That scared him so he ran away.

Next day Ephraim brought Cormac to join the daily lessons Lorene gave her younger son. He was the only pupil because the two Frankel children—Elsie, eight, and her five-year-old brother, Tim—who sometimes came weren’t there that day. It was the only time he had ever seen his father in the classroom.

Ephraim pushed Pohantis’s boy into the seat beside Quent. “Teach him, too,” Ephraim told his wife. “He speaks a fair bit of English, but he needs to learn more. And how to read and write. A little geography wouldn’t hurt either.”

He had always refused to let her teach the children of the slaves. Now he was bringing her a half-breed. “Why?”

“Because I promised.”

Lorene’s blue eyes narrowed and she nodded her head in bitter understanding. “Not her. You’d pay no mind to what you promised her. You promised the village chief, didn’t you? In order to get her.”

“Clever,” Ephraim said softly. “Too clever for a woman. See he learns.”

Cormac did learn, and quickly. And he had things to teach as well.

A few days after Cormac started coming to the classroom both boys were in the woods on a hill above the big house where they’d been sent to gather kindling. Quent spotted a rabbit standing perfectly still with his ears perked straight up and his nose twitching, seeking the danger smells in the biting winter twilight before setting out to feed. But the rabbit was sniffing in the wrong direction. He didn’t pick up the human scent.

Two years before, a Scot who looked like a barrel on legs and spoke in an accent so strange Quent could barely understand him had come to visit his father. The men spent two weeks riding and rowing all over Shadowbrook. Before he left to return to what he called the “auld country” the Scot gave Quent a dirk; he’d been practicing with it ever since. Now the small dagger flew through the air in a perfect arc almost too swift
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