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PART ONE

May 1774


Oh, that I was where I would be,

Then I would be where I am not,
 
Here I am where I must be,
 
Go where I would, I can not,
 
Oh, diddle, lully day,

Oh, de little lioday.

Katy Cruel, eighteenth-century ballad








Chapter One



NATHANIEL PRESSED HIS nose against the coarse linsey-woolsey of his sleeve. He breathed in deeply. It was the first time in almost a year that it hadnt stunk of horsehair, dirt, straw, and leftover grease from wiping dinner off his lips. He kept his face buried in the fabric. It smelled instead of lye soap, of clean, of the warm sun that had dried it. The smell was wonderful.

Nathaniel dropped his arm to look across the York River, swollen and muddy from May rains. His mother had made him the shirt two years ago, right before they left England for the New World. Now it was barely long enough to protect his backside from the scratch of his breeches. It was well made, though, twenty tiny stitches to an inch in the seams. And it was clean. Silly, he knew, but somehow the feeling of clean gave Nathaniel a sense of rebirth.

Standing atop a bluff overlooking the Virginia river, Nathaniel watched gulls drop out of the sky into the slow-moving waters. He assessed the horizon for a good omen. Blue skies would promise fortune, surely. But the heavens were coy about their thoughts. Wispy clouds fogged the sky, coloring it a shy white-blue. It was, in fact, just the color of Nathaniels eyesa veiled, barely-there blue.

His father had hated the paleness of Nathaniels eyes. When irritated, hed curse them as bewitched and lily-livered. Nathaniel could judge the souls of strangers by their reaction to his eyes. Those with meanness inside smirked. Those afraid of devils looked away. Kindness smiled.

His mother had said, Theyre the color of sky and mist mixed together, as the worlds waking up to the day, my son. Those be your eyesthe promise of a new day.

She was like that, his mother. Her own eyes had been the brilliant hue of bluebells, abloom with springlike hope, always believing in possibilities. Even during their six-week voyage across the Atlantic Ocean to Virginiawhile they and seventy other passengers clung to the below-deck posts of the merchant ship lurching through storm after storm during the winter of 1772she held fast to his fathers promise of the faraway colonies being a place of dreams to be had for the taking. She believed even as she lay dying of ship fever.

Love hopes all things, she quoted Corinthians from the Bible, the one book Nathaniels family possessed.

A breeze brushed Nathaniels face and ruffled his blond hair, lifting it to dance in the airanother unfamiliar feeling of clean. Hed been startled after scrubbing himself with the lye to look down into the barrel of water and to see the reflection of such fair skin and hair, bleached by the Virginia sun. Grimy for so long, hed forgotten what he really looked like.

Nathaniel took another deep breath, this time pulling in the sweet smells of new bloom, of greening grasses. There had been a wild hailstorm earlier in the month that destroyed all the peach blossoms and sent the plantations owner into a fit about the loss of peach brandy for the year. But now the earth was in full blossom, joyfully shaking itself awake, spewing out millions of flowers in field and trees. Nathaniel looked back up to the gulls. He wondered if they rejoiced in the festival of color beneath them.

When the breeze rustled his hair and shirt again, Nathaniel felt a hesitant happiness creep through him. He closed his eyes and held his arms out, imagining, just as he had when he was a small boy. The wind picked up a bit, flapping his billowy sleeves. He willed his feet to lift up off the ground, his arms to sprout feathers. He could almost feel himself float on the pale blue air of soft breezes, delicious new-life smells, and fledgling possibilities.

Today was a day that would change his circumstances. Perhaps today, he could brave hoping for his own spring.



All right, sir, lets see what you have to offer, spoke a voice behind Nathaniel.

Nathaniel dropped his gaze to his bare feet, waiting. Two long shadows slid across the clover toward him. A well-polished set of boots came into view alongside a set of fat, cracked shoes with tarnished buckles.

What? This? This here? This be nothing but a runt of a lad.

Nathaniel lost the scent of new bloom in the stench of rum, garlic, and sweat the men carried. His heart began to pound.

One of them rattled papers as he spoke: Hes thirteen years of age, Mr. Owen. Hell grow into your needs. Remember he has eight years more on his indenture until he turns twenty-one. If you purchase a grown mans time, you only have him four years. Price is eleven pounds, his cost of passage from London. If you want a strong slave, like that one, itll cost you upwards of sixty pounds. The man pointed to Nathaniels friend, Moses, who stood nearby amongst a group of slaves. He was sixteen but tall and strong, and could handle a hogshead of tobacco on his own.

Hmmm Owen growled. He grabbed Nathaniels arms and squeezed, looking for muscle. Blacksmithing is hard work, boy. I need someone to stoke my fires, carry water, sort scraps of iron. Youve no meat on you. He began testing Nathaniels legs.

Nathaniel tried to keep from recoiling from the bruising, sausage-thick fingers. Itd been like this at Leedstown, when their ship had finally docked in the Rappahannock Riverpeople checking him over as they might an ox, assessing strength and the amount of feed the animal required to pull a plow for as many seasons as possible. Hed been purchased then by the plantation owner, whod seemed kind enough. But the planter turned out to be a gambler. He lost most of his tobacco fortune on horse races held in Fredericksburg. The rest evaporated when an unusually large tobacco crop in Virginia caused the prices England would pay for it to plummet.

As the planter became poorer, hed starved his servantstwenty-some slaves and a dozen indentured servants. Since winter, Nathaniel hadnt eaten anything much but corn and hoecakes. The only kindness done them had been the recent laundering to make them presentable, because all of them, along with everything in the estatethe house, the acres, the hogs, plows, featherbeds, pots, pans, and hoeswere up for sale to pay off the masters debts.

Any pestilence about him?

No. Hes fit. They say he is exceedingly good with horses. Useful for a blacksmith, I thought. The man holding the papers was clearly an auctioneer, assigned to market the plantations human merchandise.

Owen grunted. He seized Nathaniels jaw and twisted it around so that sunlight fell full on his face. Prying Nathaniels mouth open, Owen stuck a filthy finger in and counted his teeth, lingering over the one in the back that had just finished growing in.

Well, they look sound. He shoved Nathaniel aside and wiped his hand on his jacket. If nothing else, if I work him to death, I can sell those teeth. Theres a surgeon in Norfolk giving forty shillings a tooth. Id make a profit. Owen jabbed the auctioneer with an elbow and guffawed.

The auctioneer straightened his waistcoat and asked coldly, Do you want him?

Aye, hell do for something. But Ill only pay seven pound for him.

Nathaniels heart sank. This man seemed worse than the planter. No! Say its not enough coin. Make him go away.

The auctioneer thought a moment. Nine.

Eight and ten shilling.

Agreed. The auctioneer made a note in his papers.

Nathaniel fought off fainting.

Right then, said Owen. Let me see what horseflesh you have. Come, boy. He shoved Nathaniel to walk abreast of him.

Hopes all things?

Only fools hoped. Hope made lifes disappointments hurt the more. Hope is what had brought him to bondage.

Owen hadnt even asked Nathaniels name. And he certainly hadnt looked him in the eye. That was the other kind of reaction to Nathaniels eyesnoneborn of such indifference to his existence as a human being that a person never saw them because they never bothered to look Nathaniel in the face.







Chapter Two



MISERABLE, NATHANIEL TRUDGED toward the stable, listening to the heavy, grunting breathing of his new master. From sideways glances, he saw that Owen was a massive man, with a lot of weight to pull along on gout-inflamed legs. He dared a backward look toward Moses. His friend was being questioned by a man in a fine frock coat with silver braiding and lace sleeves dangling beneath the cuffs. Moses would be all right, then. Such a richly dressed gentleman had to be a merchant or such. It was sure to be better than the circumstances to which he was headed.

Nathaniel swallowed hard. Itd been Moses whod convinced him to eat, to breathe when hed nearly died of grief at first coming to the plantation. Moses had a large goodness about him. The smaller slave boys used to skip along behind him, like devoted puppies. Remarkably tall, Moses had a long, odd scar like a crescent moon across his forehead. It came from his mother having to work the fields with him on her back when he was a baby. One day her hands were full with tobacco leaves, and hed fallen. But Moses liked the moon shape of it. He claimed it was an omen, a mark showing that he was destined to travel. He loved to hear Nathaniels stories of England and the sea. Nathaniel had just started to teach Moses the alphabet, scratching letters in the sand down by the river after their chores were completed. Nathaniel would miss him sorely.

The two of them had discussed the possibility of being separated this day. Moses seemed resigned to it. Many years before, he had been sold away from his family. All Moses remembered of his fatherwhod been a saltwater slave, stolen directly from West Africawere his gold earrings and face tattoos.

Its the way of it, Moses had said. But it wont be forever, Nathaniel. We hear about good men talking on liberty, breaking with the king. If they be arguing against their master, they see it wrong to use us the way they do.



Nathaniel, Owen, and the auctioneer passed the manor house, a rectangular, brick building of two stories and long windows, with a commanders view of the river. In front of the door was a crowd of people as if it were a market day. A man waddled down the stone steps, bracing a huge basket filled with china against his legs. In the drive, a wagon was being filled with delicately made chairs. Several slaves balanced rolled-up Persian carpets atop their heads, following a gentleman whose arms gleamed with a mass of silver candlesticks.

An older, gawky man struggled to toss a sack stuffed with leather-bound books up into a two-wheel, bright green riding chair. Nathaniel noticed that the carriage horse fretted and shied away from the man, who foolishly flapped his arms and grabbed at the harness, further flustering the horse.

That one would be fortunate to make it home in one piece, thought Nathaniel. He knows naught about horses.

In the past year, Nathaniel had come to know almost everything about horses. Hed fed them, brushed them, soothed them when the farrier hammered in their shoes, soaked their sore spots after races, walked them to health when their guts twisted up in colic. Hed happily slept in the hayloft of the finely built stables. Even in the winter, it wasnt so bad. Hed burrow into the straw like a field mouse and sleep just fine, listening to the comforting sounds of the horses munching their hay. Sometimes he crept into the stalls and curled up against mares that had just had their foals taken from them for training. He seemed to calm their anxiety at losing their offspring, as if they regarded him as just another colt in need of care.

The head groom often commented on Nathaniels way with the animals. Nathaniel didnt know from where the instinct came. He never had had a horse of his own. That was far too much of a blessing for his poor family. But back in England, his father had worked for a saddler and harness maker. Nathaniel steadied the horses being fitted, even when he was so young his head had barely reached the horses chest.

Thatd been his fathers dreamto serve his indentureship with a saddler and then set up his own shop.

But it hadnt worked out that way at Leedstown. A planter who had depleted his rich, Tidewater soil with years of tobacco crops had bought new land on the frontier, past Richmond, toward the wild Indian country of the Blue Ridge Mountains. He came looking for strong men to clear fields. Hed taken Nathaniels father and several other skilled tradesmen, whod cried out against the change in their hopes. But Thomas Hodge, the Leedstown merchant in charge of selling their time, hadnt listened, didnt care. Money was money. Unlike most planters who used tobacco as currency, this one had actual coin to pay.

Nathaniels father hadnt bargained to include Nathaniel in the deal as other fathers did their sons. Hed said nothing when Nathaniel was taken from him. Hed said next to nothing, in fact, since the horrible night halfway across the Atlantic Ocean when they had wrapped Nathaniels mother in a hammock and buried her at sea, a victim of the fever coursing through the servants crowded in the putrid cargo hull. It was as if he had died too, along with his wife. She had been the heart and soul, the light and joy of their small family. All his father had done before walking away to the West and out of Nathaniels life was to hand Nathaniel a German flute. That be your grandfathers, he said, and turned away.



You know the horses well, lad, do you not? the auctioneer asked, startling Nathaniel from his thoughts.

Aye, he answered, barely above a whisper.

Speak up, boy, Owen barked, and cuffed Nathaniels ear. Know you the horses?

Aye, sir, I know them, Nathaniel spoke, keeping his head bowed. He figured the smaller and meeker he appeared, the less trouble would come to him.

Owen shoved him again. Be off with you, then. Bring back a good mare. One that will pull a cart and breed. No lameness. Hear? If you bring me a horse that goes lame next month, your hide will pay for it.

Aye, sir. Nathaniel shuffled off. It wasnt until he was many yards away that he raised a hand to rub his throbbing ear.

No lameness next month? There was no way to guarantee that! Canter on a stone the wrong way, trip over a tree root in the road, and a horse could limp for days. The demand would just turn into an excuse to beat him. Nathaniel could tell that Owen struck out in foul temper as readily as he breathed.



The coolness of the stable greeted Nathaniel. So did the horses. One after another they raised their heads to whinny, hoping for dinner. At least the bankrupted planter hadnt starved them in the last months. Nathaniel gently touched them as he passed, letting them know he carried no treats. Snorting their disappointment, they turned back to their hay.

Nathaniel lingered at the end stall, that of Warrior. He was a tall, muscular, dappled gray, a son of the legendary Dotterell, an English blooded horse that had been imported by the Lee family. Warrior had won many a fifty-pound purse for Nathaniels master. But Warriors days of glory were over. Greedy for money, the planter had over-raced him. Finally one of Warriors tendons had bowed, leaving his right front leg swollen and slow. What would happen to the magnificent horse now? Once he might have commanded five hundred pounds in price, now more like fifty. Still a fortune to Nathaniel, but not a price that would guarantee he be treated as the treasure he was. Nathaniel rubbed his hand down Warriors neck and scratched along his mane, a trick hed learned by watching the horses affectionately nibble on one another in greeting.

A rage began to boil up in him. God forbid that someone like Owen get a hold of Warrior. How was it that he, Moses, and this beautiful horse were subject to such unknowns? Nathaniels hands balled into fists. His feet begin to trot, then run toward the mares stable.

He knew exactly which horse he was going to present to Owen to consider. And if she were in her usual temper, Owen would receive a thrashing he deserved. Nathaniel knew hed be beaten for it. But he didnt care. Itd be worth the price to just once hand back what he was given.







Chapter Three



HER NAME WAS River Fox, because of her reddish coloring, but everyone about the stable called her Vixen. They didnt mean it kindly. Shed kicked every last one of them at least once. Even with gentle currying and handfuls of tender clover, she didnt tame. The plantation master kept her because she birthed beautiful foals.

Nathaniel figured she acted the way she did out of anger. Vixen was a gorgeous, rounded animal, but she didnt hold up in Virginias subscription races that required a horse to win two out of three heats. After running and losing and being whipped for the failure, Vixen was given to the plantation mistress as a pleasure horse. But she threw the lady off onto hard ground. So Vixen was hitched to a lightweight chaise like a common farm mare. Nathaniel just knew the noble-blooded mare felt her new job was humiliating.

Nathaniel crept along the wall of the stall to avoid a bolt from those brutal back hoofs. Here, girl, he crooned, and ran his hand along her chestnut coat before attaching her halter to a line. He led her out into the lukewarm sunshine. Dancing along behind him, her eyes wide and her nostrils flared, she snapped her head to and fro, alarmed by the crowd. Nathaniel felt her quiver with agitation.

Good, he thought to himself. Shes in fine fettle, ready to throw a fit.

He couldnt believe what he was planning. He was so careful to hang in corners, to remain unremarkable. This was asking for trouble. But Nathaniel didnt care. He was so unhappy about the days twist in fate, he wouldnt care if Owen beat him senseless. Hed almost prefer death to yet another unknown. Maybe thats what he was really after. He kept his head low, his grip tight on the line, and walked on, like a condemned man happy for the gallows.



Whats this, boy? Owen snapped. I cannot afford the likes of her. And shed be worthless hauling iron.

She pulls a two-wheel chair, master. She can pull a cart. Nathaniel didnt add that shed nearly kicked the small carriage apart. He was counting on a vanity that he could sense in Owena desire to climb up in social class. A fine-looking mare could help. Virginians set a store on their horses.

Whats her price?

The auctioneer began to sift through his list. Whats her name, lad?

River Fox, murmured Nathaniel, hoping she was recorded as Vixen, buying him time as the auctioneer looked for her information.

He positioned Vixen so that Owen was several strides away from her backside. Nathaniel knew that horses hated being approached from their hindquarters, where their vision was blocked and from where predators such as wolves attacked. Stupidly, Owen walked straight toward her rump. Thats it, Nathaniel thought, watching Owen approach for his inspection. Vixen began to flinch aside and crane her neck to see what was coming.

Hold her steady, fool, Owen grumbled. He was looking at her silky, flowing tail that cascaded to the ground. How many times had Nathaniel been knocked over trying to comb it out to keep it so attractive?

Id have to dock this, Owen said, referring to the practice of bobbing horses tails. It was a cruel doing in Nathaniels mindfor fashions sake, denying a horse his ability to switch away biting flies. Dockings the macaroni in Williamsburg. No horse has a long tail. A pity, though. Fullest tail Ive ever seen. Maybe I can sell that horsehair for surgeons thread.

Yes, pleaded Nathaniel silently. Take hold her tail. Thatll do it, sure.

Owen lifted his meaty hand and grabbed up Vixens tail. He might as well have slapped her with a thorn-studded crop.

Vixens eyes rolled back. Whinnying in alarm, she pawed the earth with her front hooves, threw her head down, and kicked back with a force that catapulted Owen and all his bulk several feet. He landed with a thud and a curse, in mud.

Nathaniel felt a small, sly smile of triumph slide across his face. It felt good to embarrass someone whod cuffed his ears. A strange, hot vengeance overcame him. Nathaniel knew that given the chance, Vixen wasnt done with Owen. Oh no. He should have held on to her, as she thrashed and kicked, to prevent her doing further mischief. But Nathaniel didnt. He let go of the line.

Vixen wheeled around, snorting like a dragon, high tailed, murder in her look. Owen had been lying and shouting curses. Seeing Vixen turn, he stopped mid-blasphemy and struggled to get up. But he couldnt right his heft. Instead, he rolled onto his hands and knees and crawled.

Vixen reared onto her back legs, pumped her front legs in the air, screamed shrilly, and then came down, hard, missing Owens body by inches as he rolled to the side.

She reared again, landed again, missing only because Owen rolled the opposite direction. It was the way horses killed snakesNathaniel had seen itrearing and pounding until the serpent was sliced apart.

Help, ho! Owen cried out in despair.

Vixen was in more of a rage than Nathaniel had planned. She really might kill Owen. This is not what Nathaniel had meant to happen. He just wanted Owen humiliated, as hed been over and over again since setting foot on this accursed shore.

Nathaniel waved his arms. Hey, hey, Vixen! Off with you now! Hey! Once more, she reared up. Owen seemed rooted to the ground.

Nathaniel scooted between them. For a moment Vixen balanced herself on her hind legs, as if considering. If she came down straight now, shed hit Nathaniel. But he held his ground. Her eyes seemed to meet Nathaniels. She twisted, landed to the side and took off, running the fastest race shed ever given, straight for the big house.

Feeling like he might throw up, Nathaniel doubled over, all his anger spent. But in the distance came the sound of cries and crashes. Now hed be responsible for the price of Vixen if she escaped.

Nathaniel straightened. Hed have to try to catch her. Nathaniel struck off as Owen crawled toward him like a crocodile and just missed latching on to him by the ankle.







Chapter Four



IT WASNT HARD to track Vixen. Nathaniel simply followed the trail of dropped baskets, scattered papers, and startled people, all staring in the same direction. He heard a whinny, a terrified Great God!, a clattering and crashing, and the sound of dozens of items hitting the roadplopplopplop, plop, plop, plop. Oh my! Theyll all be ruined. Ruined! Someone shoot it. Shoot it!

Nathaniel sprinted. He didnt care that the crushed oyster shells in the houses pristine lane were cutting open his bare feet. If someone shot Vixen, Nathaniel would be indentured for the rest of his life for sure.

More people scattered, parting the crowd. Now Nathaniel could see that Vixens victim was the old man with the book-filled carriage. Vixen was nipping and driving the carriages horse, in play more than anything else, to assert her dominance. But by Vixens herding the poor weaker mare, the riding chair was going round and round like a whirligig, spewing out books as it spun. The old man had dropped the harness reins and was clinging to a long, ornate box, crying, The spinet! Not the spinet!

None dressed in finery were willing to approach the wild Vixen, churning up clods of mud as she danced the carriage horse around. The scene, in fact, was so ridiculous, the spindly man so silly looking, that a few of the merchants standing about were laughing. But Nathaniel was not amused. The reins were slithering along the ground, beginning to wrap about the carriage horses hoofs. A few more loops around her front legs and the horse would go down, overturning the riding chair and perhaps crushing the man underneath.

Nathaniel inched his way toward Vixen and the other horse with his arms outstretched. Whoa, now, girl. Easy, Vixen, easy. The reins, more than Nathaniel, saved them. With the leather wrapped around her, the carriage horse finally refused to move, and Vixen, satisfied that the mare was completely under her control, stopped too. Nose to nose, the horses snorted into each others nostrils, completing the negotiation between them.

Carefully, Nathaniel took hold of Vixens halter. He held the carriage horses as well. Vixen even nudged Nathaniel in a friendly manner, as if to say the chaos shed caused had been a fine joke between them.

With a hearty laugh, a man approached Nathaniel. Head bent, Nathaniel got his usual chest-down view of a person. The mans tall boots were polished but well worn, and his plain breeches had rub marks along the thighs from the saddle, telling Nathaniel the man spent many hours riding horses. Quite a horse, lad, he said in a young, friendly voice. Is this her usual behavior?

Nathaniel hesitated. Not exactly, but close enough. Aye, he mumbled.

What say you, lad? Would she be good for the steeplechase in Williamsburg? A rare fast mover, she seems.

The man actually laid a gentle hand upon Nathaniels shoulders. Nathaniel almost gasped in surprise. For the kindness, Nathaniel spoke up honestly. She does not finish well, sir. But she does have beautiful foals.

Yes? Hmmm. The man stroked Vixens neck. She seemed pleased with the touch. Know you her price?

No, sir. But shes caused enough trouble, shed deserve being bought for shillings.

The man laughed. That will be useful information when I bargain for her. He called to his servant, Abel take this horse, please. Let us see what we can have her for. He patted Nathaniel on the shoulder and turned to walk away.

Oh, why should a devilish-maker horse be treated to such a fine owner, when a hero like Warrior was left? Nathaniel braved to speak. Sir, he called out.

The man stopped. Yes, lad?

Nathaniel was afraid to step forward, afraid to let go the carriage horse, afraid to speak loudly enough for others to hear. The man came back to him with light and athletic strides. He leaned over to be nearer Nathaniels head. Yes, lad. Have you a secret to tell me?

There is a fine stallion in the stable, my lord, Nathaniel fell back to using Yorkshires titles for noblemen. His name is Warrior. Hes a gray. You may not recognize him from the track. My master sometimes had us paint him a horse of a different color to get larger odds on him. He oft won disguised as a dark horse. He hasnt run, my lord, for almost a year, because they bowed his tendon. But hed make a proud riding horse, my lord, and would father fine racers. He and VixRiver FoxNathaniel nodded toward Vixenwould have comely foals.

Indeed?

One other thing, my lord. Dont put her under carriage. She doesnt like it, he finished in a whisper.

The young man laughed once more. It was a good, deep laugh, no checks, no hesitation about it, the laugh of a free man. I wager not, lad! Thank you. And you neednt call me my lord. There are no lords here in Virginia, just citizens, with all the rights afforded Englishmen that God granted us. Here in Virginia, lad, a man can accomplish anything when guided by reason and self-reliance. So my father and his friends claim at least. He reached into his pocket, pulled out a coin, and placed it into Nathaniels hand. Godspeed, lad.

The young man walked away as others called to him, John! John Henry! Heres the jolly fellow! Come tell us about the latest trouble your father is causing! Think you Virginians will stop drinking tea and merchants will cast aside their fortunes to forego British imports? On the oratory of that obstinate firebrand Patrick Henry? And does he really think that will convince Britain and the king to change their ways? Is he mad?

Indeed, friends, he is. But to listen to him is to embrace what he says. He has the preachers way about him. Hes certainly convinced me of things, when I full planned to disagree with him! I believe if he could have an audience with His Majesty, he could convince King George to pay us taxes!

The men walked out of earshot.

Nathaniel looked into his hand. A shilling! A whole shilling! He furtively bit the coin to test its strengthreal, all rightbefore thrusting it into his pocket. As an indentured servant, he had to carry a pass, a legal permission slip, to run errands for the master off the plantation. He didnt know if he were allowed to have coin of his own. Nathaniel glanced about to make sure that no one saw him pocket the precious money, afraid they might take it away. It was only then that he realized that the old fellow remained frozen to the carriage seat, still clutching the wooden box to his chest, breathing heavily, as if dazed.

Threading the reins back through the harness rigging along the horses rump, Nathaniel attached them to the front of the carriage. He stooped to pick up the books, dusting them off. Gu-ll-i-vers Tra-tra-vels, he sounded out in his mind. Ro-bi-bin-son Cru-soe, The Whole Du-ty of Man, The Art of Th-thi-thin-king.

He gathered up a dozen leather-bound volumes and packed them into the carriage. Still more littered the ground. He paused a moment, worried that the old man was ill, since he remained silent and completely still. Nathaniel came around to touch his shoe, about to ask if he could help him out of the riding chair.

But before Nathaniel could speak, he felt himself lifted and twisted around to confront Owens bloodred face, snarling in anger.

You! You saucy whelp! Youll learn to trick me so!







Chapter Five



OWENS FIRST BLOW caught Nathaniel full in the right eye, sending a concussion of pain through his skull. The second split his lip. By the third, Nathaniel had managed to hold his hands up to protect his face. Owen switched to pounding Nathaniels back. It felt as if he were being stoned.

Thats enough, man. Hold! Through hits, Nathaniel heard the alarmed voice of the old man in the carriage chair. Stop, I say!

Hes my property, shouted Owen. Im going to beat the trouble out of him.

Another blow and Nathaniel crumpled to the ground. Owen gave him a kick. There, brat. Now get up and find me another horse.

The world was rocking, the feet in front of his eyes spinning around and around. Nathaniel couldnt move.

Get up! Owen hauled Nathaniel to his feet. Nathaniel hung limp.

I insist! Let go the lad! came the same reedy voice. The riding chair lurched a bit, and delicate but determined hands managed to pry Nathaniel loose and prop him up against its huge wheel. Nathaniel noticed the hands were stained heavily with ink before he slowly slid down the wheel to the ground.

Now came the clatter of running feet. Shoes seemed to dance around him. Nathaniel blinked to clear his blurred vision.

Whats the matter, man?

He nearly killed the boy.

No need to beat him so, blacksmith; youll lose your investment.

Hes mine to do with as I want, Owen roared.

Another set of feet walked up
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