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This book is a work of fiction. Although some
of the cities and locations actually exist, they are used in a
fictitious manner for purposes of this work. All characters also
are works of fiction. Any names or characteristics similar to those
of any person, past or present, are purely coincidental.

 


AUTHOR’S NOTE: This novel contains
some strong sexual content but no foul language. Also, I feel the
need to elaborate on several other details, mainly because my
great-grandmother was 100 percent Native American (People of the
Dawnland).

 


My novels take place in New England,
primarily near the coast in my home state of New Hampshire, and are
set in the 1600s. All of my stories feature Native Americans.

Unlike the Plains and Western tribes who are
depicted far more frequently in novels and movies (and who spoke
very little, if any, English until the 1800s), members of the New
England tribes learned English as early as the 1550s from European
fishermen and traders who regularly visited the Gulf of Maine.
Later, in the 1600s, they also learned English from Puritan
ministers, the majority of whom were educated at prestigious
universities such as Oxford, Cambridge or Harvard.

 


English quickly grew to become the New
England tribes’ second language, followed by French, due to their
close proximity to New France (Canada). In fact, Samoset
(1590–1653), an Abenaki sagamore who was the first Native American
to greet the Pilgrims, surprised them when he walked into Plymouth
Colony and clearly said, “Welcome, Englishmen!”…and then asked them
for beer! This meeting is described in detail in a booklet called
Mourt’s Relation, published back in 1622, which is an
account of the Pilgrims’ early days in Massachusetts.

 


Therefore, the Native Americans in my novels
do speak English quite fluently and properly…because many of them
did…out of necessity for trading with the numerous ships that
sailed into the Eastern ports, and also for diplomatic purposes.
They also focused heavily on agriculture and traveled by foot or in
canoes and dugouts, not on horseback. For these reasons and many
more, the New England tribes do not seem to fit into many people’s
preconceived notions of Native Americans or how they “should” be
portrayed.

 


And this is why I write about them in my
novels…
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PROLOGUE

 

New England – 1648

 

 

She thought he was a bear…

It was nightfall when the girl regained
consciousness. She was lying on her back on something soft,
something that felt like fur. She could hear the wind still angrily
whipping at the trees, yet, for reasons she could not fathom, she
no longer feared it.

She turned her head to the side and saw a
crackling fire but a few feet from her. Its brightness temporarily
blinded her, causing her to clamp her eyes shut. She allowed
several minutes to pass before she made a second attempt to scan
her surroundings.

Above her was a crude roof made of interwoven
pine boughs, which sagged beneath the weight of the snow. Her eyes
momentarily were drawn to a hole in the center of it, through which
the smoke from the fire curled upward and dissipated. Desperately,
she struggled to collect her thoughts, hoping for some flash of
memory, some clue that would lead her to recall how she had come to
be in this unfamiliar place.

She remembered going out to the woodshed to
fetch some firewood just after the blizzard had begun, and spying a
doe, injured and limping, near the edge of the woods. Concerned,
she had followed it until the fiercely blowing snow had covered the
deer’s tracks and her own…and everything else that was familiar to
her. With no visible landmarks to guide her, and a constant sea of
whiteness swirling around her, she had wandered in circles for over
an hour. The bone-chilling cold had at first been painful, then
numbing, until she no longer was able to feel anything from her
knees to the soles of her feet. She remembered her body finally
defying her and refusing to move, no matter how strongly she willed
it to. Defeated, she had curled into a fetal position in the snow
and awaited her death.

Yet here she lay, still very much alive.

Slowly, she lifted her head. She saw him
then, sitting directly across from her. He was draped in bearskin
from head to foot and sat hunched over with his chin resting on his
drawn-up knees. She could not see his face from beneath his cloak
of fur, only his black eyes, which reflected the firelight and made
him, she thought, appear more beastlike than human. He studied her
silently, not blinking, until she began to feel as if she were some
innocent prey about to be devoured.

She looked away from him in an effort to ease
her discomfort. Her eyes came to rest on something that made her
gasp out loud. There, spread out next to the fire, was all of the
clothing she had been wearing…including her undergarments. Her
heartbeat quickened and her breath came in short gasps as she
struggled to sit up. The action caused the blanket of pelts that
had been covering her to fall to her waist. Her gaze dropped to her
naked breasts, her pale pink nipples erect from their sudden
exposure to the air. Her head snapped in the direction of the
stranger. His eyes also were fixed on her breasts.

She tugged the furs up around her neck and
scooted on her bottom, farther away from the unrelenting eyes.

At that same moment, the man-beast moved to a
hands-and-knees position and began to slowly crawl toward her.

In the flickering shadows of the fire, the
outline of his form, moving on all fours with the bearskin still
draped around it, made the girl believe he truly was not human at
all.

Pressing the back of her hand to her mouth,
she stifled a scream.


CHAPTER ONE
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New England – 1654

 

 

Thus far, the day had been an emotional one
for Rosalind Chandler. She had dreaded its arrival for weeks,
knowing it would bring about a significant change in her life. And
now that it was here, her only desire was to see it over with in
all possible haste.

She took a sip of sweet sack-posset, the
traditional wedding drink, then nibbled absently on her piece of
fruit-filled bride cake. Try as she might, she could not deny that
her brother Benjamin’s undisguised joy as he had spoken his wedding
vows but an hour before had thoroughly warmed her heart. His bride,
Faith Abbot, was a lovely, well-bred young lady, and it was
apparent from her radiant smile she returned Ben’s feelings
twofold.

But as Rosalind eyed the beaming couple being
congratulated by one of the twenty or more guests who had gathered
in the Abbotts’ small, modest home for the celebration, she was
unable to share their joy. She realized she was being selfish, but
she could not help the way she felt. She was losing her older
brother – her only brother. No longer would he be within earshot
whenever she needed him or she wanted to share her thoughts. No
longer would she and her two younger sisters enjoy his tall tales
each night as they sat by the fire. Since their father’s passing
six months earlier, Ben had become the only man she could rely
upon. And now he was leaving her.

“Why the frown?” a male voice interrupted her
thoughts.

Rosalind lifted her gaze to meet her
brother’s concerned blue eyes, the color of which was identical to
her own. She thought he had never looked more handsome. Attired in
a crisp white shirt and neckcloth and gray waistcoat, with his
blond hair neatly groomed and tied back with a black ribbon, Ben
made an impressive groom.

“I am missing you already,” Rosalind said.
“The house will seem too empty without you.”

Ben’s look of concern turned to one of
amusement. “Good Lord, girl, you speak of me as though I have died!
I shall be but a stone’s throw away.”

“Too soon you will have a family of your own
to care for. We shall be fortunate if we ever see you.”

“I assure you, you are worrying yourself for
naught.” Ben paused to accept a congratulatory handshake from one
of the wedding guests, then returned his attention to his sister.
“You must not think of it as losing a brother, but instead as
gaining a sister.”

“Sisters, I do not need,” Rosalind said.
“With you gone, there no longer will be a man in the house. We
shall be four women alone.”

“Then perhaps you should seriously consider
filling that void…with a husband.”

Rosalind stiffened. “As I have told you
repeatedly, Ben, I fully intend to remain unwed.”

“Nonsense!” He dismissed her statement with a
wave of his hand. “You are far too pretty, too loving in nature, to
forsake marriage and children for a life of naught but loneliness.
The townspeople already are puzzling over the reason why a woman of
nearly twenty shows no interest whatsoever in finding a husband…or
even a suitor.”

“And what concern is it of theirs?” Rosalind
snapped. “’Tis my life! I, and only I, shall decide when or
if I ever wish to be wed!”

“By then, all of the eligible men in town
will be bald, lame and toothless!” Ben shook his head and sighed.
“Oft times I wonder if you fear men, Rosalind. You certainly have
done naught to prove otherwise. Perhaps if you had a man in your
life, you would not be standing here looking as though you have
just witnessed a funeral.”

She narrowed her eyes at her brother, but
held her tongue. Somehow he, as well as their mother, always
managed to shift the topic to her lack of eagerness to become a
bride. Still, she could not fault them for their concern, for she
never had offered a proper explanation as to why she so adamantly
discouraged any man who wished to court her. She knew she never
could tell Ben – or anyone else – the real reason; not without
bringing irrevocable shame upon herself and her family.

“Have you seen Mother?” Rosalind purposely
changed the subject. She did not wish to spend one more second on
the topic of marriage.

“When last I saw her, she was in the company
of Elias Corwin,” Ben said.

“The magistrate?” Rosalind’s eyebrows rose.
“I was not aware he and Mother were acquainted.”

“Well, they appeared to lack naught for
conversation when I witnessed them. One would think they were dear
friends.”

“For what purpose is he here? Did Faith’s
family invite him?”

Ben shook his head, then chuckled. “ Perhaps
he is here to make certain we are upholding the law and not growing
too unruly.”

“Now you have aroused my curiosity,” Rosalind
said. “I think I shall go find them, if you will excuse me.” She
smoothed the folds of her plain, blue dress and tucked a stray
blond curl beneath her white cap, then slowly made her way through
the maze of guests.

She spied her mother and Elias Corwin
standing in a corner near the stone hearth. So deep was their
conversation, they appeared oblivious to any activity around them.
Elias, a portly, balding man, punctuated his statements with
exaggerated arm movements that strained the fabric of his already
too-snug shirt. Rosalind’s mother, slender and dark-haired, seemed
to be hanging on to his every word, her eyes embracing his round
face.

Most of the townspeople feared Elias Corwin.
According to rumors, the man thrived on power and upheld the laws
to the extreme. Even young children, whose crimes were no more
severe than talking too loudly in church, were said to have felt
the sting of the magistrate’s whip.

Elias owned an impressive estate as well as
the Fox and Raven Tavern in town. His two sons, Nathaniel, a ship’s
captain, and Matthew, a student at Harvard College, were away more
often than at home, so Rosalind had not had the opportunity to
meet, or even catch more than a brief glimpse of either of the
Corwin brothers. She had heard it was not difficult to determine
when one of them was about, however. The steady stream of tittering
young ladies carrying their finest baked goods or sweets to the
Corwins’ door was said to be a telltale sign that either Matthew or
Nathaniel was within.

“Hello, Mother, Magistrate Corwin.” Rosalind
greeted each of them with a nod.

“Rosalind!” Her mother’s delight at seeing
her daughter was obvious. “We were just speaking of you!”

When her mother smiled, Rosalind thought she
was truly beautiful, appearing much younger than her years. But
since Rosalind’s father’s passing, her mother’s smile had become
much too rare.

“Oh?” Rosalind said. “And for what purpose
was my name being mentioned?”

“Actually, we were discussing my wife,
Abigail,” Elias Corwin replied, transferring his attention to
Rosalind. “I am greatly concerned about her failing health. At
times, I am consumed with guilt because my duties afford me such
little time to spend with her. And I fear of late, she cares not
whether she lives or dies.”

Rosalind, her expression bewildered, stared
him. Why, she wondered, did he believe that she, someone he did not
even know, cared to hear the details of his family’s troubles?

“My two housekeepers already have far too
many chores, which prevent them from tending to my wife’s needs,”
Elias continued. “’Twould greatly please my wife to have a
companion solely to see to her care.” He paused to retrieve a
handkerchief from his waistcoat, then used it to dab at the beads
of perspiration that dotted his brow. “Your mother tells me you
have a strong spirit and a kind heart, Mistress Chandler, as well
as boundless energy. We both believe you would make a perfect
companion for my Abigail.”

“I?” Rosalind’s eyebrows arched. “You wish
for me to be a companion to your wife?”

“’Tis a great honor that the magistrate
wishes to entrust his wife’s care to you, is it not?” her mother
interrupted. “Granted, ‘twill be no small task, but Mr. Corwin and
I have every faith in you.”

Before Rosalind could speak, Elias added,
“You will be provided with a bedchamber adjoining my wife’s and I
shall pay you a fair wage. You will lack for naught, you have my
word.”

Rosalind did not know how to respond,
especially when she realized she would be expected to live with the
Corwins and become part of their family. She had no desire
whatsoever to leave her own family, nor did she wish to live with a
fearsome man who whipped children, and an ailing woman who no
longer cared whether she lived or died.

“May I be allowed some time to consider it?”
Rosalind softly asked.

Her mother visibly blanched at her words.
“Rosalind!” Her tone was firm, inviting no argument. “The
magistrate has made you a most kind and generous offer, and you
will gratefully accept it!”

“Yes, Mother,” she whispered, her eyes
downcast.

“Excellent!” Elias clasped his hands
together. “I shall anticipate your arrival on the morrow,
then!”

Rosalind’s head snapped up. “So soon?”

“Nellie, Elizabeth and I shall help you
pack,” her mother hastily offered, then turned to Elias. “She will
commence her duties bright and early.”

“Fine, fine.” He nodded. “Abigail will be
so pleased to hear the news!”

Rosalind forced a weak smile. She felt as if
she were a choice cow that had just been auctioned off to the
highest bidder. And was she just imagining it, she wondered, or had
her mother seemed just a bit too eager to be rid of her? Rosalind
had predicted that Ben’s wedding day would bring about a change in
her life, but certainly not one of this magnitude.

Well, she thought, she had vowed never to
become any man’s dutiful wife, so why not become some woman’s
dutiful nurse and companion? Perhaps, she reasoned, her work at the
Corwins’ would, if little else, serve to provide her with some
small sense of accomplishment. And although she prayed for God’s
forgiveness for even thinking it, there always was the possibility
her stay at the Corwins’ might be only a brief one if Abigail’s
health worsened…and the woman died.

 

* * * * *

 

The sun barely had begun its ascent the next
morning when Rosalind, struggling with her bundles – and to keep
her breakfast in her stomach – set out on her journey to the
Corwins’ house.

It was approximately an hour’s journey by
foot to the Corwins’ estate, but due to her lack of eagerness to
reach her destination, she found herself wishing it were a hundred.
Her family lived west of town in a small settlement comprised
mostly of families who struggled from day to day to get by. They
did not possess much more than their parcels of land, gardens and
simple, sparsely furnished houses with thatched roofs and dirt
floors. The Corwins, however, lived in an area of Eastwell where
the affluent and successful dwelled. Rosalind wondered how she ever
would fit in with such people, for she had little in common with
them.

She had lain awake most of the previous
night, apprehension knotting her stomach until the pain had become
nearly unbearable. It was no wonder her stomach ached, she thought.
In the space of twelve short hours, her mother had cast her from
the only home she had ever known and thrust her into the arms of
strangers.

She deliberately walked slowly, not only
because she wanted to delay her arrival, but also because she
wanted to memorize every tree, house, wildflower and field along
the way, for fear she might not see them again for a very long
time. She breathed deeply, filling her lungs with the fresh spring
air, not knowing when or if she would be allowed any time outdoors
at the Corwins’, especially if Abigail was bedridden and unable to
leave her chamber.

“You look as though you could use a bit of
help.”

Rosalind spun around to face her brother.

“Ben!” She dropped her bundles and ran to
embrace him. “What brings you here?”

“’Tis not safe for a woman to go wandering
about alone,” he answered. Too abruptly he broke away from her and
bent to pick up her belongings. “Besides, I thought you might be in
need of some encouragement.”

“That I am. In fact, I am sorely tempted to
march right back home, crawl into bed and pull the quilt over my
head!”

Ben spared her a tired smile. Rosalind
thought he looked as though he had not slept at all, which she
supposed was understandable, considering the previous night had
been his wedding night. Unlike most unwed young women, Rosalind was
well aware of what occurred on wedding nights. On more than one
occasion she had overheard her brother and his friends, two of whom
already were wed, discussing such matters in some detail,
especially as Ben’s wedding day grew nearer.

“Why are you not with Faith on this, the
first morning of your marriage?” Rosalind asked her brother. The
two of them walked side by side along the winding dirt path that
snaked through a forest of thick pines. Rosalind welcomed the
pine-scented air, hoping it might help to calm her stomach.

Ben sighed. “Truth be known, from the moment
I awoke this morn, I was eager for some excuse to leave the
house.”

Rosalind halted, her eyes widening. “But
why?”

Ben continued walking at a rapid pace. “You
would not understand.”

Rosalind had to run to catch up with him.
“How do you know I will not understand unless you first tell me
what it is?”

Again, he sighed. “Please, just do me the
favor of paying no mind to what I said.”

“You say you are eager to leave your new wife
on the very morn after your wedding and now you want me to simply
forget it? How do you propose I do that?”

Ben ceased walking but did not turn to look
at her. “’Tis just that in my eagerness to consummate our marriage
last night, I did not allow Faith time to…prepare…sufficiently for
me. As a result, I caused her undue pain…and now she recoils from
my touch.”

Rosalind regarded him with obvious
puzzlement. Granted, she knew what occurred on wedding nights, but
she was not familiar with what he so awkwardly was attempting to
tell her.

“By what means does a woman ‘prepare’ for her
husband?” she asked.

Ben looked up at the sky and shook his head.
“Did I not tell you that you would not understand?” He resumed
walking.

Rosalind fell into step at his side. “Then
you must make me understand!”

“’Tis best if you wait for your husband to
teach you of such personal matters. ’Tis not my place to do
so.”

“How many times must I tell you there never
will be a husband?” Rosalind snapped.

“Oh, do not be so certain,” Ben said. “For
what reason do you think Mother practically begged Magistrate
Corwin to employ you as his wife’s companion?”

Rosalind stopped abruptly and grasped her
brother’s arm. “What are you saying?”

He turned to look at her. “’Tis quite simple,
my dear sister. Mother is hoping that during your time at the
Corwins’ you will attract the attention of either Matthew or
Nathaniel. She, not unlike any other mother of an unwed daughter
between here and Boston, would be pleased beyond words to see you
wed to a Corwin. That is why she purposely sought out the
magistrate at the wedding yesterday and convinced him of your
worth!”

Rosalind’s mouth fell open. “You are wrong!
Mother would never send me away to live with strangers solely
because she wants me to find a rich husband!”

“Oh, but indeed she would! She confessed as
much to me herself. Is it so wrong of her to want the best for her
first-born daughter? If you are fortunate enough to wed a Corwin,
you will want for naught for the rest of your life.”

“But I do not want to wed a Corwin!
Nor any other man, for that matter! Why does no one believe
that?”

“Do not be so eager to seal your fate.” Ben
swatted at a fly that landed on his cheek. “You have not yet made
the acquaintance of either Matthew or Nathaniel. Who knows? You
might fall hopelessly in love with one of them at first sight.”

“Do not be absurd! My duty is to care for
Mrs. Corwin, not bat my eyelashes at her sons. Besides, ‘tis common
knowledge the lads’ appearances at home are as rare as udders on a
bull! I may never even have the opportunity to meet either of
them.”

“Ah, I believe ‘tis fate,” Ben said, smiling.
“I hear tell that Nathaniel has been home from the sea since three
days past.”

Rosalind rolled her eyes and once again
continued to walk. “’Tis no concern of mine whether Nathaniel
Corwin is at home or is off hunting for whales, or whatever it is
he does while on his voyages. He and I shall get along just fine if
he has the good sense to keep out of my way.”

“Do you not realize how many young women
would chop off their right hands to be in your position at this
very moment? You should be grateful to Mother for what she has done
for you.”

“I am grateful. But I fear she will be
sorely disappointed when I return home without a Corwin on my
arm.”

 


CHAPTER TWO
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“Welcome, Mistress Chandler!” Elias Corwin
greeted her with a broad smile. “Come in, come in!” He swung open
the thick oak door and gestured for her and Ben to enter.

Rosalind’s legs felt suddenly weak as she
followed Mr. Corwin into the spacious sitting room. Fatigue was
causing her unsteadiness, she convinced herself, not the fear of
living in an unfamiliar house filled with unfamiliar faces.

“How kind of you to accompany your sister
here, Benjamin,” Elias said, his large hand clasping Ben’s
shoulder, “most especially on the morn after your wedding.”

“’Tis not safe for a woman to be traveling
alone,” Ben said. “Not with savages lurking about. I have heard
disturbing tales of what they do to young women.”

Elias shook his head. “While I do not
entirely trust them, I fear that most of those tales of horror have
been greatly exaggerated.”

“Be they exaggeration or not,” Ben said, “I
wish to take no chances.”

“Please, be seated,” Elias said to the pair.
“You must be weary from your journey. I shall have Grace fetch some
food and drink.”

Ben set the bundles on the floor, then he and
Rosalind seated themselves opposite each other on two benches with
red velvet cushions.

As if on cue, a plump woman with
gray-streaked brown hair partially tucked beneath a white cap
entered the room. She nodded in response to Mr. Corwin’s orders,
then disappeared as quickly as she had entered.

Rosalind was awed by the size and elegance of
the Corwins’ sitting room. Several benches and stools, decorated
with plush, embroidered cushions, surrounded a table made of a
dark, polished wood. Ornate brass andirons and tongs complemented
the massive stone fireplace, and an intricately carved cupboard
with glass doors stood in the corner. Near the front door, a
polished pewter cistern with matching candlestick holders sat on a
small round table. Rosalind cast a glance at her brother and sensed
by his expression he was as impressed by their surroundings as she
was.

“I am eager for you to meet my wife,” Elias
said, lowering his bulk onto a stool. “You cannot imagine Abigail’s
delight when I informed her you would be arriving today, Mistress
Chandler.”

“I look forward to meeting her also,”
Rosalind said, praying her words sounded more sincere than she
actually felt.

Grace, balancing a tray that held several
pitchers and mugs, entered the room. She set it down on the table
and said, “There is ale, cool water and cider. Also some fruit
tarts, if you are hungry.”

Rosalind’s stomach still was too knotted for
her to accept anything more than the water, but Ben ate and drank
with such relish, she found it difficult to conceal her
embarrassment. So intent was her brother on filling his stomach, he
paid little attention to Elias’s attempts at casual conversation.
On more than one occasion, Ben lifted his head and stared blankly
at his host in response to the man’s questions. Rosalind suspected
that in Ben’s haste to leave his new bride that morning, he had not
paused to eat breakfast – which would explain his sudden lust for
cider and tarts.

The unexpected slam of the front door caused
all eyes to turn toward the entrance. Even Ben momentarily ceased
eating to peer over his shoulder.

“Oh, forgive my interruption,” the intruder
apologized. He was a young man – tall and solidly lean with thick,
light-brown hair. “I was not aware you were entertaining
guests.”

“Nathaniel!” Elias rose to his feet. “Your
entrance could not be better timed! Come here, son, and meet your
mother’s new companion!”

Nathaniel stepped into the sitting room and
flashed a smile at Rosalind. She noticed his even, white teeth and
the two dimples that punctuated his smile. He was perfect- looking,
she thought…too perfect.

“Allow me to present Captain Nathaniel
Corwin, my elder son.” Elias’s expression could not disguise his
pride. “Nathaniel, this is Mistress Rosalind Chandler and her
brother, Benjamin.”

Nathaniel stepped forward and grasped Ben’s
hand for a vigorous handshake, then moved toward Rosalind. Taking
her hand into his, he bowed, then allowed his hazel gaze to linger
on her face. “I am certain your presence here, Mistress Chandler,
will bring a breath of fresh air to our home.”

Ben caught his sister’s eye and winked
teasingly at her. She responded with a glare.

“Thank you for your kind words, sir,”
Rosalind said as Nathaniel straightened to his full height. She
spared him a slight smile.

“I also have a good feeling about this young
lady,” Elias added. “I truly believe she will do wonders for
Abigail.”

“Aye,” Nathaniel concurred. “Mother cannot
help but benefit from the company of someone so…lovely.” Both he
and his father smiled at Rosalind.

Sensing his sister’s discomfort, Ben decided
to put an end to the men’s conversation before they nominated her
for sainthood. “If you will excuse me,” he announced and rose to
his feet, “I really must be getting on my way. I do not want my new
bride to think I have deserted her.”

“I understand,” Elias responded with a
knowing smile. “New brides do require a good deal of
attention.”

Ben’s words caused a look of panic to settle
on Rosalind’s face. She did not want her brother to leave her – not
yet – not until she felt a good deal more at ease in her new home.
She stood and directed a pleading look in Ben’s direction, praying
he would sense just how desperately she wanted him to stay.

Ben moved toward Rosalind, then leaned to
give her a brief embrace. “Do not worry,” he whispered against her
ear. “You will be just fine.” He straightened and turned to face
Elias. “May I be permitted to visit my sister on occasion?”

Rosalind thought his request made her sound
as if she were a prisoner…which was exactly what she felt like at
that moment.

“By all means, lad,” Elias said. “Perhaps you
and your new bride might do us the honor of supping with us some
evening soon.”

“It would indeed be an honor,” Ben said with
a nod. “Please, give my regards to Mrs. Corwin.”

“Would you care to meet my wife ere you
depart?” Elias asked.

Rosalind silently willed her brother to delay
his departure and agree to the meeting.

“Although I am eager to meet your wife,” Ben
said, “I really must return home posthaste. When next I visit, I
shall look forward to an introduction.”

 

* * * * *

 

Rosalind stood and gazed at the door for long
moments after her brother had departed. She truly was alone now,
she thought, deserted in a house full of strangers. Biting at her
bottom lip, she fought the urge to run after Ben and join him on
his journey home.

“You and your brother appear to be very
close,” Elias broke the silence.

“Aye…we are.” Rosalind reluctantly turned
away from the door. “Though barely four years separate us in age,
he has always seemed like a second father to me – even more so
since our own father’s passing. Ben possesses the wisdom of someone
far beyond his years.”

“Well then, it somehow seems fitting that
both of you are beginning your new lives on the very same day,”
Elias said, smiling. “Shall I show you to your chamber now? I
imagine you would like to get settled in ere you meet Abigail.”

Rosalind nodded and stooped to gather her
belongings, but Nathaniel blocked her efforts.

“Allow me to carry those for you,” he said,
collecting her bundles. Before she could respond, he already was
ascending the staircase. Rosalind had been so preoccupied with her
brother’s exit, she had forgotten the captain still was in the
room.

Rosalind’s bedchamber bore no resemblance
whatsoever to the cluttered space she shared with her two sisters
back home. She stared in awe at the canopied featherbed with its
embroidered quilt and thick, fluffy pillows. A tall chest of
drawers stood against one wall, and a round table with a floral
design carved into it sat next to the head of the bed. Rosalind was
especially pleased to see a full-length brass-trimmed looking glass
against the wall. Few people, save for the very rich, were able to
afford such a luxury. There were two doors in the chamber – the one
through which she had entered from the hallway, and another in the
back corner, which she assumed led to Abigail’s chamber.

Nathaniel set Rosalind’s belongings on the
bed, then turned to face her. “After you have had the opportunity
to meet my mother, ‘twould greatly please me to guide you on a tour
of the grounds. The sooner you become familiar with everything
here, the sooner you will come to feel like a member of our
family.”

Rosalind appreciated the Corwins’ efforts to
make her feel as though she belonged and could easily fit in and
adapt to their way of life, but in truth, she did not want to feel
like a member of the family. She already had a family – a perfectly
acceptable one – which she missed more and more with each passing
minute.

She mustered a smile and looked up at
Nathaniel. “Thank you for your offer, Captain Corwin. I am indeed
eager to learn all I can about my new home. A tour of the grounds
would be greatly appreciated.”

“Please, call me Nathaniel,” he said. “May I
call you Rosalind?” His eyes caught hers and held them.

“If you wish,” she replied, although she had
strong misgivings about encouraging such familiarity. After Ben’s
taunting about snaring a Corwin for her husband, she felt even more
compelled to keep her relationship with the captain as formal as
possible.

Not that a man like Nathaniel ever would
consider courting her, the family’s help, anyway, she thought. She
felt certain Nathaniel’s ideal bride would be an affluent, elegant
woman, not someone who shared a bed with her two sisters in a
cluttered two-room house with dirt floors. Nor would his future
mother-in-law be a woman who earned a few coins by mending and
washing other people’s garments. Rosalind knew that her mother and
Ben both believed her to possess all of the qualities necessary to
capture the heart of a Corwin man, but she wondered how quickly
their confidence in her would be dashed if they knew the secret
that constantly nagged at her…the secret she intended to take with
her to the grave. Even if, by some miracle, she were to suddenly
decide to change her mind and search for a husband, she knew she
was as likely to wed one of Elias’s sons as she was to sprout
eagle’s wings and fly to the moon.

“Is something amiss, child?” Elias asked,
interrupting Rosalind’s thoughts. “If there is something about your
bedchamber that is not to your liking, please do not hesitate to
tell me, and I shall see to it that it is changed posthaste.”

Rosalind felt her cheeks grow hot. “Nay,
everything is just fine. But if you would be kind enough to allow
me a moment alone, I should like to make myself more presentable
ere my meeting with Mrs. Corwin.”

“You look perfect the way you are,” Nathaniel
commented, smiling. His words served only to fuel Rosalind’s
discomfort.

“I shall return for you in a half-hour’s
time, then?” Elias said.

She nodded. “Thank you. That should be more
than sufficient.”

She purposely avoided looking at Nathaniel.
Something about him made her feel ill at ease. Perhaps it was his
smooth, self-confident manner or the way compliments so
effortlessly rolled off his tongue. Perhaps it was the way he
stared at her, as if his eyes were attempting to bore right through
her. Whichever, she found herself regretting she had accepted his
offer to guide her on a tour of the grounds.

 

* * * * *

 

Abigail Corwin smiled warmly when Elias and
Rosalind entered her chamber. She was a painfully thin woman with
gray hair pulled back in a long braid, and dull hazel eyes that
appeared even more lackluster against her wan complexion. She sat
propped up in bed with her back against several pillows, an
unfinished needlepoint on her lap.

The chamber was large, and so was Abigail’s
bed. The woman seemed lost in its depths, as if the bed were
swallowing her. There were two chests of drawers in the room and
two small tables – one on each side of the bed – with vases of
fresh flowers on them. A rug made of richly colored wools covered
the planked floor, and a tapestry of flowers hung on the wall.
Although the hour was early afternoon, the room was dark due to the
window shutters being closed. The only light came from several
candles burning on one of the bedside tables.

“Dear Mistress Chandler,” Abigail said in a
surprisingly strong voice and extended her hand. “I have so been
looking forward to your arrival.”

Rosalind took her hand. It felt cold and
bony. “I am honored that you and Mr. Corwin consider me a proper
companion for you, ma’am,” she said. “I promise I shall do my best
to attend to your every need.”

“I shall leave the two of you alone to get
acquainted,” Elias said. With a nod, he left the chamber.

“Please, be seated, my dear,” Abigail said to
Rosalind. She indicated a chair at the side of the bed. Rosalind
obeyed and seated herself. “First of all, if we are to become good
friends, you must call me Abigail.”

“’Twould be discourteous,” Rosalind
protested, shaking her head and lowering her gaze. Not calling
Nathaniel by his surname was bad enough, but addressing the
magistrate’s wife so informally was totally inappropriate – totally
out of the question.

“I insist,” Abigail said, her lips
tightening. She removed her hand from Rosalind’s.

Rosalind dared not argue with the woman. “I-I
shall try,” she said.

Satisfied, Abigail smiled. Her eyes slowly
appraised Rosalind, from her soft blond curls and wide blue eyes to
her slim waist. “You are indeed a lovely young woman,” she said.
“So, pray tell, have you a man in your life?”

Keeping her eyes downcast, Rosalind shook her
head. “Nay. There is no one.”

“I find that difficult to believe. I would
think many young men would be lining up outside your door in their
eagerness to win your heart.”

Rosalind remained silent, her hands clasped
in her lap. She did not wish to respond to Abigail’s bold
comment.

“I apologize,” Abigail said. “I can see the
topic is not one you care to discuss. I did not mean to pry. ‘Tis
just that most girls your age are eager to wed, or have already
been made brides…and mothers.”

Rosalind lifted her eyes to meet Abigail’s.
“I assure you, ma’am, I have no such desire at present.”

“I see.” Abigail’s smile contained a hint of
amusement. “In truth, I do sense already, even though our meeting
has been but a brief one, you are someone special, Rosalind. I am
certain you and I shall become very close friends during your stay
here.”

“I pray we shall,” Rosalind said.

 

* * * * *

 

 

The early May air felt cool against
Rosalind’s face as she followed Nathaniel about the Corwins’
property later that afternoon. She tilted her face toward the sun,
enjoying its warmth. Abigail’s chamber, in her opinion, was much
too dark and dispiriting, and she had been eager to escape it, even
after only a short while.

With each step, the enormity of the Corwins’
wealth became more apparent to Rosalind. Their dairy house held
flitches of bacon and more cheese than she ever had seen in one
location. In the outer buildings and yards there were sheep, cows
and pigs, and in the stables, several fine horses.

Leisurely, Nathaniel and Rosalind strolled
past the stables and to the top of a grassy knoll. “We are clearing
more of the area so that we may build on it in the future,”
Nathaniel indicated, waving his arm in the direction of a large
expanse of land that was partially cleared but mostly still covered
by forest and rocks. The majority of the trees surrounding the
clearing were pine and maple, dotted with clusters of white
birch.

As Rosalind’s eyes swept over the vast
acreage, she spied two silhouettes toiling in the area being
cleared. “Who are they?” she asked.

“Two of our workers,” Nathaniel said,
offering no details.

“May I meet them?”

He shook his head. “There is no need.”

“But if I am to live here, sir, would it not
be to my advantage to be able to distinguish friends from strangers
or foes?”

He shrugged. “Perhaps. But I would not call
those two friends.” He turned to look at Rosalind and
noticing her look of disappointment, added, “Alas, if you would
like to meet them, I shall grant your wish. But once I have, I
strongly suggest you not go near them again.”

Rosalind was about to ask him why, but
Nathaniel hastened off in the direction of the workers. She
scurried after him.

At Nathaniel’s beckoning, the two men halted
their work and moved toward the approaching couple. Nathaniel
paused and turned a stern gaze on the pair. He assumed an
authoritative stance, his arms folded across his chest, his feet
braced apart, as he awaited their arrival.

They were Indians.

Rosalind silently scolded herself for
allowing that fact to unnerve her. After all, it was not as if she
never encountered Indians. They did venture into town on occasion
to trade. Still, whenever she was in the presence of one, she felt
ill at ease.

The two workers, both carrying spades, now
stood directly before her and Nathaniel. Rosalind’s gaze instantly
was drawn to the younger of the two. He wore snug leather breeches,
nothing more. His muscular chest and taut, flat stomach glistened
with a light film of perspiration. His chest was completely
hairless and smooth, something she was not accustomed to seeing.
Her eyes rose. His hair, well past his shoulders in length, was
glossy and so black, it shone blue in the sunlight, and was held
back with a strip of leather. Rosalind decided that his face, with
its high cheekbones, strong chin and jaw, and large, dark eyes with
their thick fringe of lashes, was one of the most striking she had
ever seen.

The other Indian, who was similarly attired,
was several inches shorter, much older and not nearly as muscular
nor as visually appealing as his companion. Curiously, he also had
two prominent slits carved just above each nostril on his hawk-like
nose.

“The Indians who trade in town have told us
this one is called Shadow Runner.” Nathaniel inclined his head
toward the younger man. “Shadow, for short. Last summer, my father
caught him trying to steal one of our finest ewes. The savage so
badly injured the animal, it had to be slaughtered. Had the
decision been mine, he would have been swinging from the gallows,
but my father instead chose to put him to work here until he is
satisfied the sheep’s value has been met. For some reason, my
father seems bent on keeping peace with the savages.”

Rosalind eyed Shadow somewhat warily. His
unblinking dark eyes returned her gaze. The way he stood –
straight, with his shoulders back – and the way he held his head
with his chin tilted slightly upward, gave him an air of
importance, even regality. Shadow, she was convinced, was more than
just some common sheep thief.

“Although he appears to understand some of
what we say,” Nathaniel continued, “he has never spoken. I do not
know if it is because he cannot or will not.” He shrugged. “From
what I have heard, he is the son of a sachem, but I am finding that
bit of information difficult to believe. I doubt any son of a chief
ever would have allowed himself to be disgraced by being caught
doing something as paltry as stealing a sheep.”

Shadow’s expression remained closed, but
Rosalind noticed his fingers tighten around the handle of his
spade. The Indian was neither shackled nor guarded, which puzzled
her. “Why does he not escape?”

“Getting caught for thievery dishonored him,”
the older Indian responded in surprisingly good English. “He now
must accept his punishment, not run from it like a coward.”

“That one is called Silver Cloud,” Nathaniel
said. “He stole from his own people, repeatedly. Offenders such as
he are oft permanently branded to mark them as thieves. In Silver
Cloud’s case, the sachem slit his nostrils.”

Rosalind grimaced at Nathaniel’s words. In
all of Ben’s frightening tales about Indians, he never once had
mentioned nostril slitting. And even if he had, she doubted she
would have believed him.

“He is an outcast, shunned by his people,”
Nathaniel added.

Rosalind noticed that Silver Cloud’s jaw
clenched in response to Nathaniel’s words. She thought it odd the
captain would speak of each man as if he were invisible, when both
were standing directly before them.

“He was seen wandering about here so
frequently,” Nathaniel continued, “my father, with pistol in hand,
finally confronted him and threatened to jail him for trespassing.
Alas, as you can see…he did not. Silver Cloud has been with us for
three years now.”

Rosalind began to suspect Elias Corwin was
not the heartless brute the rumors had led her to believe he was.
In fact, from what Nathaniel was describing, he seemed to have more
compassion than she ever might have imagined.

“So, is this your new woman?” Silver Cloud
asked Nathaniel.

His bold question brought an immediate blush
to Rosalind’s fair skin. “Nay,” she responded before Nathaniel
could. “I am here to see to the care of Mrs. Corwin. My name is
Rosalind Chandler.”

“You are too comely.” Silver Cloud’s tone was
more critical than complimentary. “Be careful.”

The warning look in his eyes made Rosalind
feel ill at ease. She opened her mouth to ask him for what purpose
she should be careful, when Nathaniel interrupted her.

“Well, enough of this idle chatter,” he said,
directing a scowl at Silver Cloud. “You men still have work to
complete ere nightfall, so I suggest you hasten back to it. Come,
Rosalind.” He took her by the elbow. “I already have kept you away
from my mother far too long.”

Not wishing to defy Nathaniel, Rosalind
allowed him to lead her away from the clearing…and the Indians.

As she and Nathaniel slowly walked back up
the knoll, Rosalind could not dismiss the feeling she was being
watched. So disturbing was the sensation, she heard only bits and
pieces of Nathaniel’s lengthy narrative about his last voyage to
France. Finally, when she could bear the feeling no longer, she
stole a glance over her shoulder and spied Shadow, still standing
where they had left him, his hands resting on the handle of his
spade, his eyes burning into her back. She gasped and snapped her
head back toward Nathaniel.

“Is something wrong?” he asked.

“Nay. ’Tis just that Indians make me uneasy,”
she said. “They always have.”

“’Tis not unusual.” Nathaniel cast a brief
frown in Shadow’s direction. “Many people feel ill at ease around
savages…and with good cause.”

 

* * * * *

 

Rosalind supped with Abigail in her chamber
that evening. The woman had invited her to sit on the large bed
with her and share a trencher of bread, cheese, boiled pork and
dried apples. As they nibbled on the fare, Rosalind seized the
opportunity to learn more about Abigail.

“May I inquire as to how long you have been
ailing?” she asked, hoping Abigail would not take offense at such a
personal question.

“For the better part of a year.” She drew a
long breath. “At first, the weak spells lingered not more than a
day or two, and then several weeks of good health would follow. But
now I am constantly weak and tired. There no longer are good
days…only bad. I fear I have not much longer to live.”

“You must not dwell on such thoughts. Instead
you should concentrate only on getting well.” Rosalind took a sip
of cider, then gathered the courage to add, “Have you no desire to
live to witness the births of your grandchildren?”

Abigail shook her head and laughed
humorlessly. “’Tis too far away to even consider. Neither of my
sons is yet betrothed, and neither seems eager to remedy that
situation, despite my constant urging. I shall consider myself
fortunate if I am still breathing when…or if, one of them finally
decides to wed.”

Rosalind noticed the tray on Abigail’s lap
was sliding to one side, so she leaned over to adjust it before any
of the food or drink spilled onto the bed quilt. It was such a
beautiful quilt, Rosalind thought – soft and white and covered with
what resembled an entire garden of embroidered flowers – it would
be a pity if it were to become stained.

“You cannot predict fate’s plan,” Rosalind
said. “Why, Matthew might very well return home from college with a
bride on his arm.”

Abigail smiled. “You do not know Matthew. He
is more likely to return home with a stack of books in his arms
than a wife. Were he given the choice of a willing woman in his bed
or a newly written book, he would opt to take the book to his
bed.”

Rosalind giggled. “You jest!”

“Nay, I swear ’tis the truth.” Abigail’s
smile grew. “I do suspect if anyone takes a bride, ’twill be
Nathaniel, long before Matthew even considers the notion.”

“From what my brother has told me,” Rosalind
said, “the young women in this town would gladly chop off their
right hands for the chance to wed either of your sons.”

“Are you one of those women?”
Abigail’s eyebrows rose.

Rosalind’s bite of bread nearly lodged in her
throat. “Oh, I did not mean to imply…I –I mean, no, I am not here
to pursue one of your sons. I pray I did not give you that
impression. I swear I spoke the truth when I earlier stated I have
no interest in becoming a bride.”

Abigail placed her hand over Rosalind’s.
“Fret not, my dear child. I have become quite gifted at determining
which women are out to snare one of my boys. I liken them to
spiders, hungrily awaiting their prey to be caught in their webs.
You, Rosalind, are not one of those spiders. Of that, I am
certain.”

“I am much relieved to hear you say that.
Although I am certain your sons would make fine husbands, my sole
purpose for being here is to see to your needs. Marriage is not a
subject I even care to think about.”

“’Tis strange talk for such a charming young
woman. Tell me, what has so poisoned your mind against
marriage?”

“Many things. But trust me, I know what is
best for me.”

Abigail’s brow creased. “And what is best for
you is to spend the rest of your life alone, never knowing the joys
of motherhood or the warmth of a babe against your breast?”

“Aye.” The response came in a whisper. “’Twas
not meant to be.”

“I do not understand.”

“’Tis really not something I care to
discuss.” Rosalind lifted pleading eyes to Abigail. “Would it be
too terribly rude of me to request a change of topic?”

Although the girl’s obvious discomfort
greatly piqued Abigail’s curiosity, she decided it best not to
upset her on the first day of her employ. The subject of men and
marriage would be dropped…for now. Nevertheless, Abigail thought,
soon enough she would learn the whole truth about Mistress
Chandler.

“So,” Abigail said, “Have you had the
opportunity to meet everyone here yet?”

“I have met your housemaids, Grace and
Marian, and also Shadow Runner and Silver Cloud, who were out
clearing your land.”

“Then you have not met Jonathan?”

Rosalind shook her head.

Abigail took a nibble of bread that scarcely
was larger than a crumb. The woman’s lack of appetite concerned
Rosalind. She never would regain her strength if she continued to
eat barely enough to fill an ant’s belly.

“Jonathan frequented our tavern,” Abigail
said, frowning at the memory. “The man was always alone and had a
fondness for ale, which he drank until he barely could stand. We
learned he had lost his wife during childbirth on the first
anniversary of their marriage. The babe lived but only a few hours,
which probably was why Jonathan took to drinking so heavily. Elias
felt sorry for him and decided perhaps what he needed was a purpose
in life, so he offered him a job here, caring for our stock. ‘Tis a
very rare occasion now when you will spy him lifting a
tankard.”

“Has he no desire to wed again and have a
family?”

“Aye, he does, but I fear the tales of his
past drunkenness have made him less than a desirable choice for a
future husband in the eyes of most women here in town.”

“Where do Jonathan…and the Indians…sleep?”
Rosalind broached the subject somewhat hesitantly. “Here, in the
house?”

“Nay,” Abigail replied. “Their beds are in
one of the larger sheds near the stables.”

Rosalind was relieved to learn she would not
be sleeping under the same roof with savages. She remained silent
for a moment as she stifled a yawn. Suddenly she felt unbearably
tired. “I fear the hour has grown late,” she finally said. She
stood and lifted the trencher and Abigail’s tray from the bed and
set them on a nearby stool. “I think it would be wise for you to
get some rest now.”

“But I am so enjoying our conversation,”
Abigail protested.

“And I, also. But I believe we both could
benefit from some sleep. Truth be known, I am feeling quite weary.
My anxiety about leaving home robbed me of a proper night’s sleep
last night...as did the tears of both of my younger sisters, who
were distressed because they did not want me to leave them.”

“Oh, dear child! How inconsiderate of me! I
should have realized that today would be very trying for you. By
all means, feel free to return to your chamber. Do not allow me to
delay you a moment longer.”

“First,” Rosalind said, “I must make certain
you take your medicine. Your husband has informed me that despite
Dr. Tuthill’s orders to take a spoonful each day, you have refused
to heed the good doctor’s advice.”

“It tastes terrible,” Abigail said, wrinkling
her nose and sticking out her tongue. “I dare not imagine what
dreadful ingredients Dr. Tuthill combined to make the vile
potion!”

Smiling and shaking her head, Rosalind
removed the bottle she had tucked into the waist of her apron and
opened it. She then poured a drop of the liquid onto her index
finger and licked it. “It tastes of hyssop and aniseed,” she said.
“’Tis not unpleasant at all. I am going to give you a spoonful and
you will swallow it, will you not?” She raised an eyebrow at
Abigail.

Abigail sighed and scowled, though her eyes
could not conceal her amusement. “I was hoping you would be a timid
sort, but ‘tis quite apparent you are just the opposite!” She
opened her mouth just wide enough to accept the medicine from
Rosalind.

“There, that was not so bad now, was it? You
probably will be a new woman by sunrise!”

“If I could be assured this medicine were
indeed some miracle cure, I would gladly drink every last drop of
it. I am still not entirely convinced, however, it will do me any
good whatsoever.”

“Get some sleep now,” Rosalind said. “I shall
see you when the sun rises.”

Struggling to carry the heavy wooden tray and
trencher along with a candle to light her way, Rosalind departed
Abigail’s chamber and stepped out into the hallway. Even though her
aching body was urging her to go directly into her own chamber and
collapse onto the soft bed, she first had to return the trencher
and tray to the kitchen downstairs.

She took only a few steps when the trencher
slipped from her grasp and fell to the floor with a loud crash.
Every morsel of food she and Abigail had not consumed lay scattered
across the floor.

Rosalind rolled her eyes and silently scolded
herself for being so careless. Embarrassed, she quickly knelt to
clean up the mess.

“Allow me to get that for you,” Nathaniel’s
voice startled her.

The man, she thought, was like a cat,
silently moving about the house and springing out of darkened
corners when least expected.

“I am so sorry,” Rosalind said to him. “I
should not have attempted to carry so much at once.”

Nathaniel knelt, facing her, and helped her
collect the remnants of food, tossing them back into the trencher.
When the floor once again was clean, he lifted the trencher and
stood at the same time Rosalind did.

“You look weary,” he said, his eyes making a
quick sweep over her face. “Go to your chamber now and rest. I
shall take the tray and trencher down to the kitchen for you. That
is where I am heading anyway.”

“Thank you, sir, for helping me,” Rosalind
said. “But there is no need for you to do any more for me this eve.
’Tis my duty, after all.”

Nathaniel made no move to hand the trencher
back to her.

“I believe your daily duties cease when my
mother retires for the eve,” he said.

Rosalind did not wish to defy him, but she
shook her head and said, “I do not believe my duties ever
cease, sir. If your mother should awaken and call out for my
assistance, then I must respond posthaste, no matter what hour of
the day or night.”

“Then at present, if she were to call out for
you, would it not be better if you were in your chamber adjoining
hers and not needlessly roaming about somewhere downstairs in the
kitchen?” His lips curved into a smile, causing the dimples in his
cheeks to appear.

“I suppose,” Rosalind said, releasing a long
sigh. She hesitated for a moment, then handed the tray to him.
“Thank you.”

She lifted the candle in its holder and held
it out in front of her as she moved back toward her chamber. Her
fingers were touching the door’s handle when she felt Nathaniel’s
hand on her shoulder.

“Were you not even going to wish me a good
night?” he asked.

Rosalind turned to look up at him. His eyes
locked with hers and he moved a few inches closer.

“Good night, Captain Corwin,” she said, her
voice sounding more brusque than she had intended. “Sleep
well.”

She opened the door to her chamber and
stepped inside.

“Call me Nathaniel,” he called after her.


CHAPTER THREE
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“Mistress Rosalind,” Grace’s voice halted her
as she walked into the kitchen the next afternoon. “Would you be
kind enough to fetch a bucket of water and take it out to the
workers? I would do the deed myself but I am in the midst of
preparing Mister Corwin’s favorite meal – eel pie.”

“Eel pie?” Rosalind’s expression did little
to conceal her intense dislike of the dish. Although the pie also
had been one her father’s favorites, she never had acquired a taste
for it.

“Do not look so concerned, child.” Grace
chuckled. “A tasty venison stew is already simmering on the lug
pole, and Marian baked several loaves of bread this morn.”

Grace was not telling her something she did
not already know. The scent of freshly baked bread had filled the
house all morning.

“Stew sounds more to my liking,” Rosalind
said. She walked over to the hearth and grabbed the wooden bucket
that sat on the floor next to it, then headed outdoors in the
direction of the well.

The warmth of the afternoon sun surrounded
her like a soft blanket as she filled the bucket with water and
then slowly carried it toward the knoll. She welcomed the
opportunity to be outside, away from Abigail’s musty chamber. She
had spent the morning tending to the woman’s needs – bathing her,
reading the Bible to her, changing her bedding, emptying and
rinsing out her chamber pot, brushing her hair and braiding it, and
completing what had seemed like a hundred other tasks. Although
Rosalind was fond of Abigail, the thought of being confined with
her for countless hours day after day, was far from appealing.
Perhaps, Rosalind, decided, Abigail’s health and mood might improve
if she were able to sit out in the sun for a short spell each day.
The woman’s wan complexion begged for color, and her lungs could
only benefit from a breath of fresh air. Rosalind had offered to
open the shutters and let some light enter Abigail’s chamber, but
the woman had protested, saying she preferred the dark.

The Corwins’ land stretched out from the top
of the knoll to as far as the eye could see. Rosalind paused at the
top to watch a raven flying overhead. A part of her wished she
could be like that raven and also fly…far away from her new life
and back to her old one. To her, it already seemed as if she had
been away from her family for weeks instead of only a day.

She was relieved to spy the two Indians
separated by only a short distance from one another, toiling in a
section of the clearing that was nearest to her. Her arm was
beginning to ache from toting the heavy bucket.

As Rosalind approached the two men, her eyes
immediately cut toward Shadow Runner. The Indian wore no shoes or
shirt, and his deeply bronzed chest glowed as he worked to dig a
stump from the soil. His snug breeches clung to his narrow hips and
solid thighs, and when he bent over, Rosalind found herself unable
to tear her gaze from the hollows of his back, just above his
buttocks.

Shadow abruptly straightened and turned to
look at her. For reasons Rosalind did not understand, the moment
she set eyes on his face, she felt as if she had forgotten how to
breathe.

“I-I brought you some water,” she said. She
plunked the bucket down in front of him with such force, a good
portion of the water splashed over his feet.

Shadow squatted before the bucket, cupped his
hands, dipped them into the water and drank from them. He then
rubbed some of the water on his face and neck. He stood, wiped his
mouth with the back of his hand and nodded his silent thanks to
her.

Rosalind stood there, as if frozen to the
spot. She felt a sudden, strong urge to linger in the company of
this magnificent-looking man. She wanted to talk to him, to find
out more about him and his people…about being the son of a sachem.
She knew it was futile to imagine a conversation of any sort with
Shadow, for he did not speak, yet she could not suppress the
desire. And although a part of her feared him, she, to her
bewilderment, felt more inclined to remain than to walk away.

Inhaling deeply, Rosalind grasped the handle
of the bucket and lifted it, then straightened and said, “I shall
take this over to Silver Cloud now. If you crave more water, I
shall leave the bucket beneath that oak over yonder after Silver
Cloud has had his fill.” She quickly strode away.

In the distance, Nathaniel Corwin stood
leaning against a pine tree, his watchful gaze trained on Rosalind
as she moved toward Silver Cloud. When Shadow spied the captain and
the object of his attention, his eyes narrowed and his fingernails
dug into the wooden handle of his spade. From the first moment the
Indian had observed Nathaniel and Rosalind together, it had been
disturbingly obvious to him the captain desired the blond beauty.
What troubled Shadow was he knew that Rosalind, in her innocence,
had not even the slightest notion of the captain’s intentions.

Shadow knew first-hand that the rumors about
Nathaniel’s insatiable appetite for women were true. The Indian
vividly recalled the scene he had witnessed the summer before at
the pond that lay on the Corwins’ property. Nathaniel and a buxom,
red-haired woman had first enjoyed a swim together, then emerged
from the water, their naked bodies glistening in the sunlight, and
had passionately fondled and caressed each other, using their
mouths and hands in ways that Shadow at first had found
shocking…then enticing. Unable to tear his eyes from the erotic
scene, he secretly had observed the pair’s lusty mating and the
woman’s cries of obvious pleasure. On



































































































































































































































cover.jpg
-

ARIANNA EASTLAND






tmp_6ca9db6b6a1d73c1f28f4efb39f9d5a6_0NKDUL_html_m76df5337.jpg





