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Chapter One

 


Late winter 1753

 


Ben heard the pack horse nicker and then the
rustle of a bare branch sliding across leather. That soft sound
caused him to shudder. Not quite daylight and misty, Ben could only
see a short ways into the hardwoods as he lay next to the embers of
the fire. From beneath the elk robe, his movements were slow but
deliberate; his right hand gripped the pistol at his waist and his
left found the hawk. His long rifle was propped on the saddle next
to his head and he knew if he reached for it he would not live the
minute out. Now the mare snorted as it scented the threat. A low
growl rumbled from the other side of the fire pit and a grey and
black mass exploded up and out toward the horses. Ben rolled fast
to the right and threw off the robe in one movement while he
brought the pistol to bear on the shadowed form reaching for the
hobbles of the mare.

"No!" Ben yelled as he first kneeled then
sprang to his feet, moving left to clear his target from the now
shuffling horse. Switching to Iroquois, Ben ordered, "Your life is
mine, stop!"

The young warrior crouching beneath the chest
of the horse looked at Ben and his eyes widened and then glared in
a hard and deadly gaze. Before he could draw another breath, he was
knocked to the ground by the moving mass of four legged fury
charging in from his left. The thief uttered not a sound as the big
dog had his neck in its jaws and bit down hard. Both tumbled into
the wet leafy ground and the warrior's right hand came outward with
his knife. The momentum of the big dog striking the youth carried
them over and Ben could see the Indian raise the knife to cut the
dog. Ben fired the pistol and the ball struck the Indian in the
back of his head. The young warrior collapsed onto the snarling dog
and was being shaken by the animal that would not release its
grip.

Ben shouted, "That's enough; come back,
Draco!"

The dog shook the lifeless body a few more
times before he released his jaws and stood panting over the young
Indian. The big dog turned and trotted to Ben's side, alert but
still. The sharp dark eyes of the hunter scanned the forest as the
smoke from his pistol drifted past the dead body. Replacing the
hawk in his belt, Ben stepped back, snatched up his rifle and
dropped down on his knee. Unsure if the Indian had been alone, he
watched for movement through the trees and sparse underbrush. The
wind was from his back, and Ben thought that was why the dog didn't
smell the warrior approach.

Ben blew a puff of breath into the warm touch
hole of the pistol to clear any remaining embers then pulled his
powder horn around to unstop the end and poured powder into the
pistol barrel. Reaching into the sealskin bag slung at his side, he
extracted a ball wrapped in grease soaked cloth. Working it into
the end of the barrel, Ben snugged the ball in tight with the bone
handle of a short bladed knife attached to the bag with a leather
thong. He pulled the ram rod from the underside of the barrel and
rammed the ball down on top of the powder. Cocking the pistol, he
then slipped some powder in the pan beneath the striker and lowered
the striker and hammer. All this while never looking down. His eyes
kept watching the woods but saw no other movement except for the
skittish horses.

Slipping the pistol back into his belt, Ben
rose up to his full six foot height. He pulled the leather strap
from the back of his head and shook the forest scrap from his long
black hair. Pulling it back to the nape of his neck he tied it
tightly again, watching the now brightening woods. He moved to
saddle the mare and load his meat and skins onto the pack horse.
Working while watching the approaches to his camp, he put
everything in place ready to move. The dog, part wolf and part
hound, roamed the edges of the camp sniffing the air and lifting
his leg on every other tree.

Ben discovered the dead Indian was not a
Mohawk or Oneida as he had assumed, finding himself in their
territory. The youth was probably a Delaware wearing bits of store
bought clothing along with his tribal leathers. Now Ben had to
decide what to do with the body. The Indian was likely not alone
and his people would be looking for him when he did not return from
his horse stealing task. Ben couldn't hide from them for long.
There were still patches of snow here and there and the ground was
soggy. The horse tracks would be easy to follow.

Slipping one of the elk skins from his pack,
Ben rolled the dead boy onto it, scooping up all of the bloody
leaves that he could see, and tied the bundle with cord. Hoisting
the body up onto the pack horse, he cleared his camp of as much
trace of him as possible. His long rifle in his right hand, he
gripped the saddle with his left and his strong arms and shoulders
pulled him up and onto the mare. She responded to his light heels
and moved through the trees at a fast walk. Ben felt the tug of the
lead to the pack horse and hoped he could cover the miles back to
his crew before more trouble found him.

Their meat smoking camp was north and east of
the valley where Ben had been hunting. He had several miles of
rolling valley floor to cross before ascending the mountain to
cross to the next valley where his crew was smoking meat and
scraping hides. Turning due south instead to conceal his intended
path, he headed for a small stream feeding into the valley. There
he struck the stream and plunged the mare and pack horse into the
cold water. The dog hesitated at the bank and tried to follow on
dry ground, but Ben dismounted and put Draco up in front of
him.

"Settle now. No big dog tracks on the bank,"
Ben said to the squirming dog.

His flight was now slowed but couldn't be
helped. It was necessary to lead any pursuit away from his crew and
hide the body. Sweat was beginning to form on his chest and back
beneath his buckskin shirt from the exertion he was using to stay
on his mount with the mare's jerking and shuffling on the rocks of
the streambed. Struggling up the stream for nearly a mile, Ben
found a shallow bank to his left where he could make tracks out of
the water.

"Down you go, Draco," dropping the dog once
they were well up onto the higher ground. Into the steepening
forest he rode before dismounting and tying the mare. Using a
fallen branch, he began work on his back trail. It wouldn't fool
most trackers once they followed him up the bank of the stream, but
might slow them down. Any followers would see the tracks coming out
of the stream heading south, but might lose it in the forest and
keep moving in that direction. A light rain began falling and Ben
slipped a small elk skin cover over the lock of his long rifle to
protect the prime. The rain was welcome and would help dull the
trail.

Leading the mare and the pack horse along the
face of the mountain, Ben stopped at regular intervals to back
cover his route. It took most of the morning for Ben to reach the
boulder field where he could leave the dead Indian well hidden from
man or beast. There Ben buried him beneath the rocks with the knife
and bow the warrior had carried. The forest was quieted by the rain
and Ben shivered as he cooled on the ride away from the rocks.

Now he had to reverse course and avoid any
unwelcome meetings. Staying halfway up the ridge, he angled back
down to strike the rising stream well below where he entered it
before. Careful to cover the entry and exit points, he rode across
the wooded valley, pushing hard to make distance in the rain toward
the mountain to the north. The sky was darkening late in the long
day as Ben rode up and over the mountain. Stopping where he could
watch his back trail, he prepared for a cold, wet night on
watch.

Draco watched Ben unsaddle the mare and dump
the heavy pack from the gray pack horse to the ground. Ben
portioned out grain for the horses and found the dry side of a
large oak to hunker down and chew on his supper of dried meat and
parched corn. Draco slipped off along the ridge to a gully running
back along their trail and started to hunt for his supper. The wolf
dog would circle the camp and return after he had caught some
critter. Ben hoped it would have four legs.

As the rain lessened, the wind began to shift
and increase. Tree branches groaned and snapped into each other,
making a terrible noise. It was difficult to hear anything over the
clamor. Clouds gave way to the stars and Ben's eyes adjusted so he
could see just beyond the horses, but not much farther. No sleep
tonight. From his saddle bag he pulled out the match to the pistol
in his belt, refreshing the prime in the pan. The dueling pistols
were the same caliber as his long rifle and were as accurate as any
he had ever tried. A gift from his uncle who had found them among
the belongings of a French merchantman's wreck. Uncle Reuben had
raised Ben on the deck of his schooner plying the islands of the
West Indies. The Frenchman had shoaled and broken in the Bahamas
and Reuben was not above salvaging cargo. Especially that of his
Catholic Majesty's flagged vessels.

In the cold night, Draco trotted into Ben's
vision, dropped and curled up next to the elk skins covering the
pack. "Fed are you?" Ben spoke to the big dog. With Draco back in
the camp, Ben slipped into the trees and moved with stealth out to
post in ambush in case the Delaware's people were able to follow.
It was growing colder by the hour and the wetness was beginning to
freeze. Ben's leggings and moccasins were drying from the ride
through the thick trees and brush, but he was still quite cold. The
rabbit fur lined elk skin cape helped against the wet and cold and
he pulled it tight around his neck as he dropped in under a hemlock
to cut the wind.

Nothing was moving on the ground and Ben
wondered why the Indian was this far north and east. Ben had a
testy relationship with the Iroquois. They usually tolerated him at
the price of meat and trade goods, but he avoided them as much as
he could. They were a warrior people and could be ferocious and
cruel for little provocation. The Delaware people had been victim
to them and driven south and west or suffer the heavy hand of the
Five Nations. Ben only hunted these mountains in the winter months
when most natives stayed close to their lodges and he avoided their
paths and trails. If he encountered them, he watched his horses and
his back closely.

The Delaware warrior had clothing and a knife
that had come from a colonist's store or a trader, but that did not
answer all of Ben's worries. If he had not had to protect the dog,
Ben would not have killed the youth unless attacked. The theft of
the mare or pack horse could have been avoided if Ben had been able
to confront the lad and convince him that the odds were in favor of
the long rifle. What's done is done, thought Ben. Now he had
to get to his meat smoking camp and move everyone back toward the
Hudson before more trouble found them.

The moon rose and Ben's field of vision
lengthened. Again he moved through the semi-circle of his back
trail, pausing often to watch and listen. The night passed, but was
long and cold. Well before dawn, Ben was lifting the pack back into
place and saddled the black mare. No use trying to hide the tracks
now that the rain had stopped; distance was what was needed. The
mare set her own pace down the switchbacks of the mountain. She
seemed driven and worked hard to cover ground.

As the light grew in the east, Ben stopped
several times to pull out his small glass and look back up the
mountain for signs of pursuit. Nothing to be seen, so Ben pushed on
into the valley and cut east toward where he had left his men. The
rising smoke from the camp came into view several miles out and he
kicked the mare into a fast trot. The camp would take time to pack
up, but with the extra guns, Ben felt more confident that they
could hold off a sizeable group. The trip back to the Hudson would
not be fast. The meat his party had gathered would fill several
oxcarts and oxen would not be hurried.

Draco took off in front of the mare and
disappeared into the trees. His nose led him toward the smoke
shelter and his second favorite human. Watching the dog melt into
the distance, Ben smiled and new he was close now. After another
quarter hour, Ben shouted, "Hoy the camp! Coming in!"

"Come aboard, Captain!" the reply came. Ben
recognized the voice of his partner and second in command. Through
the trees Ben could see the thick smoke rising and the form of the
big man appear, holding a huge rifle and an earthen jug. The dog
was beside the dark skinned man who hoisted the jug and shouted, "A
toast to ye, young Captain, upon your safe return." Draco ran out
to the mare and circled before running back.

"A quick one, Bear, we have to move out
today," Ben dismounted and took the offered jug for a long swallow.
"Oh my, strong and welcome. Bear, we may have visitors seeking
revenge. Had to take a young Delaware in the next valley. No sign
of his people yet, but we have enough meat and hides for this trip.
Let them deal with the Iroquois."

Bear spit on the ground and snarled, "Damn
them snake devils. Had to gift a party of them two days ago to keep
our horses," the half Susquehannock, half Negro giant's eyes blazed
with hatred. His people had been killed and tortured by the
Iroquois and driven south where the colonists had an uneasy and
sometimes violent reception for them. His father escaped slavery
and took a Susquehannock bride to the hills and caves in the
Pennsylvania wilderness where Cave Bear was born. An eighteen year
old Ben found him living in the woodshed of a trader on the West
Branch of the upper Susquehanna and hired him to help haul trade
goods in and hides out to the Hudson. Bear had thrived and Ben
taught him to read and write. Bear was reading Shakespeare and
studying celestial navigation texts now, but work kept him too busy
for too much of that.

"Let's get the camp broken down, I want to be
on the move before sunset," Ben said as he led the mare and pack
horse into the camp. "Put Jeffrey and The Old Man out on post to
watch for intruders. The rest of us will load the carts."

Ben began removing the load from the pack
horse and transferring it to one of the oxcarts. Jeffrey, a thin
and short twenty year old from Canada, and the buckskin clad Old
Man took up their rifles and moved into the woods that Ben had
emerged from after Bear had passed on the orders. The other two
crew members were dowsing the fires and knocking down the thickly
stacked pine boughs that formed the smoke shed. The last of the
meat went into hides and was rolled into bundles for loading. They
pulled the reluctant oxen from their lazy grazing over to where the
yokes were setting and Bear lifted the heavy yokes onto the oxen
and lashed them to the carts. Working hard and without idle talk,
each watched the edges of the forest for signs of movement. The sun
was obscured by high clouds and still up when Bear sent Hans, the
Dutchman, out to fetch the sentries.

Up on the mare, Ben cracked a cut sapling
over the backs of the lead team of oxen to get them moving east
down the valley. Bear put his best shots, The Old Man and young and
handsome Michele, a French outcast from Martinique, at the rear of
the party to ambush any followers. The Old Man was only in his
mid-forties, but had been shipwrecked and starved as a youth and
never grew to full size. His graying hair and beard also made him
look older. Many a tough had mistaken his stature and gray hair as
weakness and found The Old Man could whip most any healthy man let
alone a drunken bully. He could shoot as well as he could fight and
brought in as much meat as Ben and Michele.

Michele ran forward from the rear of the
column and trotted to the front to speak to Ben. In French he
asked, "Captain, is there hope of a few days to visit my ladies
when we return to the river?" Michele was well built and a shark
with women. He had worn out his welcome in most of the river towns
and Ben had saved him several times from angry Dutchmen whose
daughters swooned over his golden locks and blue eyes.

"We sail by the end of the month if the ice
is gone. No worry, my friend," Ben replied. In English he said, "I
think I covered my trail, but can't be sure. Watch carefully, we
count on you."

Michele knuckled his forehead and ran back to
join The Old Man. Hans and Jeffrey walked beside the second and
fourth cart carrying their rifles and swatting sticks to move the
oxen along. Jeffrey was thin and stooped at the shoulders. He was
the cook and doctor, but could hold his own in a gunfight or hands
on. Hans was a tall, yellow haired Dutchman who smiled constantly.
Hans could skin and strip an elk faster than any of the other crew.
Deadly with a blade, he carried a double barreled coach gun loaded
with grape; his aim not as sure as his skill with a knife. Bear
rode his big draft horse, towering above the rest. He swiveled his
head all around looking for signs of danger. Draco trotted between
Ben and Bear, jumping out and nipping at the oxen's legs if they
slowed. Bear carried a heavy barreled rifle that fired a huge .75
caliber ball and he usually loaded it with two extra grape shot.
The others called it "Bear's cannon," but in a fight it could even
the odds.

The group moved right through the night,
starlight and moonlight would be enough to avoid stumbles at the
slow pace the oxen set weaving between the trees and briar
thickets. Before mid-day Ben wheeled back to Bear and said, "I'm
going to scout ahead to where the valley ends and we start up the
mountain. Be back before dark."

The mare was kicked into a trot and moved
ahead of the column. Ben scanned the spaces between the trees and
checked for sign on the ground. It would take them three days or
more to travel back to the river and another to build rafts to
float the cargo down to his dock at Rondout Landing. At the river,
they planned to send the oxen ahead with The Old Man. Then Ben
would help Bear, Jeffrey, Hans and Michele build the rafts to float
the carts downriver. Driving the horses south, Ben would then catch
up with The Old Man to push the stock to his pastures outside of
Kingston and meet the rest at the dock. That is if no interference
was encountered.

Cresting the first ridge, Ben pulled out his
glass to look back at the column moving down the valley. The trees
were thin enough in the valley drainage for the carts to push
through. At the base of the mountain, the rough track they had cut
two years ago began and would switchback up the ridges and down the
other side. The carts were built narrower and longer than most
oxcarts. They held just as much, but slipped easier through the
thick woods. Through the bare, leafless trees, he could see The Old
Man and Michele a half mile behind, slipping from tree to tree
covering the back trail. Beyond them the trees thickened and Ben
studied the forest for any sign of followers. So far all was clear.
Ben put the glass in his saddle bag and urged the mare farther up
the ridges. Once across these ridges, another valley turned them
south of east toward the Hudson.

Beneath him, Ben felt the black mare stiffen
and jam her front legs hard into the rocky ground. She bellowed and
jumped sideways screaming, but Ben held on and looked up and around
to see what was wrong. The panther was crouched between two rock
outcrops and staring at the frightened horse. Ben brought up the
long rifle and cocked it as he jammed it into his shoulder. Firing
just as the catamount leaped out from the rocks, the ball struck
under its chin and twisted the cat in mid-air. It fell hard on the
lower rocks but was trying to get up. Jumping from the mare, Ben
drew his hawk as he covered the ground in quick steps. His swift
blow found the cat's neck and its movement stopped. The mare was
still jumpy and Ben led her to a maple a few yards away and tied
her. She was frightened and could not stand still. Ben reloaded and
laid the long rifle next to the cat as he drew his knife and began
to skin the animal. The men would not eat the meat when good elk
and deer were available, but he cut out a fair sized piece for
Draco. The rest he left for the wolves and bears. The mare was not
pleased when Ben tied the hide to his saddle, but obeyed Ben's
reins and moved higher up the mountain. Draco appeared at his side
and Ben tossed down the dog's meal for the day. A mile farther, he
circled north for a half mile and then turned back. Bear and the
others would be concerned at the rifle shot and would be out after
him if he did not return right away.

Bear heard Ben's rifle echo across the
valley, but heard no following pistol shot and knew Ben was either
alright or dead. Either way, there was not much Bear could do but
send Draco. The oxen plodded on, following Bear's horse and were
guided through the forested valley with generous stick work from
Hans and Jeffrey.

Bear said to Hans, "We will stop before
climbing the ridge and have our meal. If the Captain has not
returned, I will go and fetch him."

The mare was calming and returning to her
work moving Ben through the trees and angling back down the ridges
toward the valley. Draco shot past Ben and ran ahead. Ben could see
the hair on Draco's back raised and tensed, expecting trouble. He
slowed the mare to a quiet walk and tried to look ahead for what
had spooked the big dog. Within a few minutes Draco appeared,
looked up at Ben and turned back to trot into the trees.

Moving forward, Ben saw the form of a
buckskinned man lying next to a gray boulder begin to take shape.
The deep brown of his leggings was stained black with blood and the
man's shirt was half torn away. Before moving to the still figure,
Ben scanned the nearby forest and then dismounted. Draco stood over
the man, watching Ben kneel and check for breathing. The man was
older than Ben's twenty five summers, but not by much. Alive but
dirty, his skin was torn from thorns. The poor soul had no shoes or
moccasins on his feet and no weapons. A deep gash in his side had
bled down over his leggings. It still oozed blood. Ben took a water
skin from his saddle and tried to pour a bit into the man's mouth.
That roused the stranger and he opened his eyes, showing fear then
calm.

Ben said, "Drink some if you can," offering
the skin again.

"Huron. Caught me but I fooled 'em," the
injured man said and then chuckled and wheezed out a cough.

Ben fetched a woolen scarf from his saddle
bag and wrapped it around the wound, pressing a mat of mud and cold
wet leaves over the gash and tying it. The man winced with pain,
but made no sound.

"How far?" Ben asked as he checked the trees
on the hillside again.

"Probably fifteen miles or more back to the
west. I lost track last night. Been running and hiding for two
days. Lost 'em, I think, I hope. I'm Joshua, thank you," he saw
Draco behind Ben and startled. "Good God, man, that beast
friendly?"

Ben said, "Not really, but he don't eat
people, yet. I'm Ben Deland. My crew are coming across the valley
heading for the river. Let's get you up on my horse. We have half a
doctor with us and can feed you. Huron this far south? I don't see
the reason in that." Ben lifted Joshua to his feet and stumbled
with him to the mare. With much effort, Ben raised the wounded man
into the saddle and showed him where to hang on.

"They was parleyin' with a Delaware half
breed back near the stone mountain. Caught me day sleepin' and
walkin'. Wandered into them before I knew it. They beat the fight
outta me and trussed me up," Joshua said.

Trotting along with the mare, Ben led them
back down toward the valley, bouncing Joshua who let out a sharp
"Hufft" every few steps. They slowed a bit, but kept moving.
Neither spoke again until Bear came into view.

"Saw you coming down to us," Bear said, "A
passenger?"

"Needs Jeff's doctorin'," said Ben, "Let's
stop for a bit and get him sorted."

Bear wheeled back toward the column and Ben
led the mare and Joshua to a small glade and eased the injured man
down to the ground. The first oxcart appeared within a few minutes
and Jeffrey came forward to look at Joshua's wounds. After he
examined Joshua, he asked Bear to make a small fire to heat a blade
to burn and close the wound in Joshua's side.

Jeffrey offered Joshua a jug and said, "Drink
as much of this as you can. The rum will ease your burden a
bit."

Joshua smiled and took the offered jug and
drank heavily, "This'll hit me hard on an empty stomach, but so be
it."

Ben sat next to Joshua while Jeffrey tended
the fire and the large knife heating over the small blaze. "What
happened?"

"They was three of 'em. Two Huron and the
half breed," Joshua caught sight of Bear at the edge of the glade
watching the forest and took another long drink. "Reckon I meant to
say the Delaware. Jabbered in French and Injin while I was tied up.
Bits I could make out was they was somethin' about buffalers and
one of the big lakes out west. The Frenchies are rumbling about up
north and bribing the Huron along to their ways. Figured the
Delaware was passin' words to the Huron or takin' words back
west."

Joshua belched and Ben offered him a strip of
smoked elk to chew on. "They was going to skin me and have their
fun, I heard that much. Figured I had nothin' to lose. After dark,
chewed through the leather at my knees and took out runnin' like a
madman, hands still tied behind me. I still got my good teeth yet.
One a the Huron pitched his hawk at me and caught me in the side.
Thought I was gonna fall there, but gutted it out. Just kept goin'
and goin' and here I am!" Joshua was feeling the rum now and
Jeffrey nodded to Ben that it was time. "Cut my hands loose on some
sharp rocks."

Bear appeared and he pushed Joshua over onto
his back and Ben joined him on top of the laughing patient. Jeffrey
withdrew the big knife from the fire and moved to Joshua's side. He
pressed the flat of the glowing blade into the gash and smoke
roiled up, stinking of burned flesh. Joshua screamed and Bear
stuffed a hawk handle sideways into his open mouth to silence him.
Joshua bit down on the hickory and let out muffled howls as Jeffrey
withdrew the knife, stepped past the fire and wiped the blade on
the ground.

Bear said, "It is over now, give me back my
hawk," Bear pulled the handle from Joshua's mouth, "Not all half
breeds wish to kill you, friend."

Joshua grimaced as the big man stood over him
and then moved away. Jeffrey was back over Joshua now and inspected
his work, "You're gonna have a nice scar to show your
grandchildren. We'll leave it to air out a day or two and hope it
don't fester up. Climb up on the first cart and try to sleep off
the rum." Jeffrey helped Joshua to his unsteady feet and led him to
the cart.

Michele and The Old Man had moved up to eat a
bit while the rest were stopped and moved back again into the trees
to cover their back trail. Bear dowsed the fire and scattered the
bits. Ben and Bear mounted and the oxen were started and began
their slow march over the rising ground.

Moving the mare alongside Bear, Ben said,
"Sounds like trouble to me. The Delaware that ran afoul of me might
have been with them. We have to watch for the Huron now also."

Bear said, "'Whereof what's past is prologue;
what to come, In yours and my discharge.' It is good we are
finished with the forest for this year. Back to the waters."

Cocking his head, Ben smiled at Bear's
ability to pick a quote from the air, "If no English tax boat or
French privateer runs us down before we sail back up the Hudson, my
friend." Ben pushed the mare back up the mountain ahead of the
crew.

Just over the highest crest was a rock
outcropping. Going afoot to ease out onto it, Ben trained his glass
over the next valley and surrounding hills. What Ben believed to be
an abandoned settler's cabin was at the far end of the valley and
he could barely make out chimney smoke in the evening light. He
thought for a moment then whispered to himself, "Someone's taken it
over."

There was no other smoke over the rest of the
valley and he laid until almost dark, watching for movement. Only a
she bear and cub just out of the den at the northwest end of the
valley waddling along nibbling here and there. Back over the crest,
he moved down and met with the crew as they worked up the height.
The group paused as Ben dismounted and reported to them.

"I'm going to change horses and eat a bit.
Let's all stop and let the back watchers catch up and rest," Ben
said to Bear. Walking the mare to the rear of the column where the
extra horses were gathered, Ben chose a sure footed pack horse then
switched his saddle and kit over.

Hans squatted down next to where Ben sat
cross legged chewing on a strip of meat, "Ya, Capitain, dis vas
goot trip, ya? Plenty goot meat und skins, ya? Ve have to tank da
Lord for our luck, Ya?" Hans smiled, "Buy my leedle Elsa new chews
und coat, Ya?"

"And one a them fancy New York dresses, eh?"
Ben replied, "We'll get Annabelle's bottom scraped before we
sail. We may need all her speed if the French are dusted up
now."

"Ya, I hope ve have goot vinds for de summer,
ya?" Hans smiled and moved off to speak to Bear. Ben rose and
nodded to Jeff and Michele standing nearby and with the reins of
his fresh horse in his hand, moved past the lead cart into the
forest.

At the steepest part of the trail, Bear
called a halt. The oxen, strong as they were, were not able to pull
the carts up and onto the next part of the climb. Ben appeared from
the darkness and helped Bear dog the last cart and loose the oxen
from it. Joshua roused and watched the crew lead the oxen up into
the darkness from his perch atop the first cart. He was not feeling
well at all. His fever had risen and the curiosity he had for the
activity gave way to fatigue.

Bear returned and unlimbered a heavy rope
from the last cart and fashioned a harness to the tongue of
Joshua's. "Time to get up and move over to the side, Joshua, you do
not wish to be aboard until we are up."

Bear helped the wounded trapper over to a
mossy space beside the track and covered him. Bear played out the
line up the trail to where Ben had the oxen team. At Bear's
command, Hans started the first team and together with Ben's team
up top, drew the cart up the steep ridge. The oxen howled in
protest and several times slipped their footing. The rope was
routed through a huge block tethered to a stout oak. Bear doused
the block with water to cool the warming shafts and the teams
together pulled the first cart to a milder slope. Ben halted as did
Hans and Bear dogged the block. They repeated the tasks for each
cart, pulling the most rested oxen back down to the last one to
drag it up the hill.

After they sorted the oxen and carts, the
first light of a gray dawn was showing. The clouds had begun to
shade the moon and stars and Bear could smell snow. "Down we go, my
Captain. Will be snow before twilight. Maybe we can reach the
farmer's cabin by dark," he said to Ben.

Once again on the mare, Ben was beside Bear
who was leading his huge draft gelding. They were making better
time down the east side of the mountain, but would slow again when
they came into the valley. They would have to cross and re-cross
the creek in the valley to avoid the low hills. The oxen would not
have to swim the shallow waters, but would have to be urged up the
bank at each crossing. If they camped tonight, in two more days
they would be at the river villages and maybe a hot meal. Moving on
ahead, Ben felt more confident that the Huron and the Delaware had
not followed. They would not come this close to militia patrols
unless they were in strength.

The snow started as sleet and rain. As the
wind veered from the north and increased, the sleet turned to
sticking snow and soon the trail was covered and slippery. The crew
struggled through the wet stream crossings and Ben circled out and
around, checking with Michele and The Old Man on each pass. As the
day neared an end, Ben approached the farm and stopped inside the
tree line to produce his glass and study the cabin and
outbuildings. Ben was startled when he could see no cattle or
horses in the fenced pens. A thin smoke column came from the
chimney. No one was seen and all appeared to be quiet. This time of
year, the farmer should be clearing more field space and preparing
to plow for spring planting. Maybe it was an early supper, but that
did not explain the lack of visible stock. Not even a hog or a
chicken.

Gripping the long rifle, Ben urged the mare
into the clearing. Looking left and right, he found that nothing
moved except the falling snow. "Hoy the cabin, hunters coming in!"
Ben shouted. There was no response. At the fenced enclosure beside
the cabin, Ben dismounted and tied the mare. His left hand was on
the grip of his pistol at his belt as he walked to the door.

"In the cabin, you have visitors," Ben heard
a thud from inside. Something had fallen to the earthen floor. Ben
raised his rifle and covered the door. There were only slits for
windows and Ben could not see inside. With his left hand, he
reached out and slid the wooden bolt aside, pulling the door open a
bit.

"Hello, friend," Ben called. Again there was
no response. Ben snatched a look past the edge of the door and saw
the inside was cluttered with broken furniture and objects strewn
about. A sputtering flame in the hearth was doing little to warm
the cabin. Something moved in the far corner and Ben raised the
flintlock. "Come out! Show yourself," Ben shouted.

"Don't. Don't, please," a small voice said.
Dirty hands appeared from the dark corner and a boy of about
thirteen peered from behind a barrel. "Don't shoot me," the boy
sobbed and Ben could see behind the hands there were tracks down
his dirty face where tears had washed away the filth.

"Come out, boy, I'm a friend passing by," Ben
told the boy, "Where's your folks?" Ben lowered the rifle and took
a fast look about the clearing before stepping into the cabin. The
boy broke into loud sobs and shook from crying.

"I found 'em dead," the boy cried. "Indians
kilt 'em. I'm alone here. Don't know what to do." The boy sat down
on the packed dirt floor. "Come back and found 'em. My brother and
sister, too. All gone."

Ben moved over to the boy and knelt down near
him. "When, boy?" he asked.

"Maybe two days or three. I, I can't
'member," he stammered through his sobs.

Ben stood and crossed the room to close the
door. He found a broken chair and added the cracked wood to the
fire. The room was bone cold and the boy only had a rough cloth
shirt and britches with torn legs that came up well short of his
bare ankles and the worn and broken shoes on his feet. Ben removed
his cape and draped it over the lad and led him over next to the
now building fire. A quick search of the room revealed no firewood.
Some smashed wooden shelves and a small table that had the legs
torn away were added to the fire.

"Stay by the fire, boy," Ben ordered and went
outside. At the far side of the cabin, he found a snow covered wood
pile and brought in an armload of wet wood. He placed it next to
the fire and the snow began to warm and the wood hissed as it
heated and began to dry.

"My name's Ben. What's yours?" Ben asked.

The boy hesitated with a blank look on his
face as if he could not remember. He said, "Thomas, sir. Thomas
Howard, from Massachusetts." The boy was warming and his sobs had
faded.

"Well, Thomas Howard from Massachusetts. This
cabin was empty when we passed here last. Tell me what happened,"
Ben asked.

"We come out and Pa fixed it up. We was goin'
to plant this spring. Had two cows and a plow horse. Now they're
dead. Damn Indians," Thomas began to sob again. "I drug 'em to the
shed. The ground ain't thawed yet. Got to get 'em buried proper.
Say Bible words over 'em and all."

"What tribe were they?" asked Ben.

"Can't tell you, sir. I come back from the
villages with salt and molasses and found 'em here. The Indians
took everything and left my family dead."

Ben added two small oak splits to the fire
and they hissed louder. "Have you eaten anything?"

"Some molasses is all. We didn't have much
and them devils took what there was," said Thomas.

"Stay by the fire, I'm going to put up my
horse and get some food for you. More of us are coming, you're safe
now."

Ben tossed the boy's dirty auburn hair and
took up his rifle and went out the door. Stopping beside the corner
of the cabin, he stood watching all around the tree line. After a
few minutes, he untied and led the mare to a shabby lean-to. In the
lean-to, he found some bunched dried grass the plough horse had
left and unsaddled the mare under the overhang. She would be out of
the snow, but not much else. Her thick black hair kept her warm,
though. She would keep her shaggy coat until early summer. By then
Ben would be far away and she could graze bareback in the warm
air.

Ben took his saddle and kit to the porch and
dropped it where the snow did not land. Walking around the cabin,
he found the shed in back. There he discovered the bodies of
Thomas' family. They were a horrible sight. The man was scalped and
his head nearly cut off. The boy had been shot through the chest
and also scalped. The women were stripped naked and had been
tortured brutally. Ben found grain sacks that had been sliced open
and the seed spilled and an old deer hide to cover the bodies as
best he could.

He rummaged through the shed and found a pick
and an axe that needed sharpening. No spade, but the crew had two.
At least they could break through the soil to bury the pitiful
souls. Then he circled the clearing and found sign just inside the
woods where the snow had not yet covered. The raiding party had
come and left from the north. A broken hawk shaft carved with
symbols lay behind the cabin and Ben figured it was Abenaki or one
of the other eastern Canadian tribes.

"French trouble again," Ben said aloud to
himself. The struggle between England and France never seemed to
end. The northern Indians allied with the French were their advance
scouts and raiders. Ben's Huguenot parents and grandparents were
also the victims of the royal French and he resented that he was
often confused with the "other" French.

As Ben came back to the cabin, he again
stopped and looked out into the surrounding woods. Bear appeared
leading his horse, Draco at his heel. Ben walked out to meet him.
"Boy inside is all that's left of the family that took this place
over. French Indians, probably Abenaki or Huron raiders wiped them
out a couple of days ago. Drove the stock off to the north." Ben
handed the hawk handle to Bear for his examination. Ben looked back
at the stock pen, "We can put the oxen in the pen and feed 'em.
There's a horse shack the other side of the cabin for your gelding,
but we'll have to hobble the rest. We can warm and rest in the
cabin, but we better picket the clearing. Work out a watch; I'll
take the first after we get all the carts in here."

Bear turned the hawk handle over several
times to study the carved symbols and then handed it back to Ben.
Without a word, he pulled the gelding toward the cabin. Draco
trotted to the small cabin porch and dropped into a big ball.

Ben took more wood inside to dry and then
carried his saddle in. Some smoked venison and some of the parched
corn was produced to make a meal for Thomas. While the boy ate, Ben
cleared the cabin floor from clutter to make room for the crew to
warm and eat. Thomas cried out in fear as Bear's huge frame filled
the doorway.

Bear stopped and looked at the boy's wide
fearful eyes. "Am I that frightful of a
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