
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Too Near to my Heart

 



Book Two of the Corwin-Chandler Trilogy

 


Arianna Eastland

 


Copyright © 2013 Arianna Eastland

Cover Design, Arianna Eastland

 


 


This book is a work of fiction.
Although some of the cities, towns 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.

 


 


DEDICATED TO JOHN

My inspiration for Shadow Runner

 






 


 


 



Chapter One

New England

1654

 


 


The moment her mother opened the door, Rosalind
Chandler rushed inside and embraced her. She broke away from her
mother to receive welcoming hugs from her younger sisters, Nellie,
age eleven, and Elizabeth, seventeen.

“Pray tell, what brings you here so early on
this morn?” her mother, her dark eyes searching Rosalind’s face,
asked. “I am much surprised to see you on this, the day before your
wedding. I would think you still have much to do.”

Rosalind attempted to swallow the lump in her
throat. During the walk to her mother’s house, she had rehearsed,
mostly unsuccessfully, what she was going to say. She knew that no
matter which words she used or how carefully she chose them, they
still were going to upset – no, devastate – her family.

“Mother, there is something I must tell you,”
she said, unable to meet the woman’s penetrating gaze. She took a
deep breath in a feeble attempt to calm the butterflies in her
stomach as she eyed the familiar dwelling she once had called home.
It was cluttered but cozy, with dirt floors, a stone hearth and two
beds near the thick wooden table flanked by benches in the center
of the room. It seemed like decades, rather than only weeks, since
she had lived there.

“There is not going to be a wedding. I-I
cannot marry Nathaniel.”

Her mother, her mouth falling open, plunked her slim
form down on the bench behind her and stared wide-eyed at her
daughter.

Rosalind knew her mother would not easily accept her
decision. In fact, she was certain her mother would not accept it
at all, considering she was the one who had made it her mission to
see her eldest daughter married to one of Magistrate Elias Corwin’s
sons. The Corwin family was the richest and most powerful in
Eastwell, and Rosalind’s mother had felt her child fully deserved
to be a part of it. It had not even mattered to her mother which
son – Matthew, the Harvard scholar, or Nathaniel, the ship’s
captain – Rosalind attracted, just so long as she finally became
betrothed to one of them. To hasten her plan, her mother even had
arranged for Rosalind to become the live-in companion of the
magistrate’s ailing wife, Abigail. Living amongst the Corwins
would, her mother had felt, provide Rosalind with an advantage most
of the young maidens in town only could dream about – the
opportunity to spend every day under the same roof with the Corwin
brothers.

”What are you saying?” Her mother
finally found her voice. “You and Nathaniel are to be wed on the
morrow! The Corwins have spared no expense to make this wedding the
event of the year. What, pray tell, would cause you to have a
change of heart…and now, of all times?”

“Mother, I do not love Nathaniel,” Rosalind
said, leaning back against the wall for support. She clasped her
hands together in an effort to steady them. “Nor does he love me.
To him, I am naught more than a conquest, a challenge. He can have
any woman he wishes, yet he desires me only because I do not desire
him. He cannot bear that I am not fawning over him the way other
women do. Last eve, he came to my bedchamber and when I denied him
what he sought, he struck me and called me vile names. The man is
not what everyone believes him to be. The outer Nathaniel is
handsome and charming…but the inner Nathaniel is ugly and evil.”
She reached up to brush her long blond curls aside to reveal the
bruise along the length of her jaw. “Nathaniel did this to
me.”

Her mother only briefly glanced at the bruise, then
slowly shook her head and sighed. “You have always had such silly,
romantic notions about love and marriage,” she said, seemingly
unconcerned about her daughter’s admission that Nathaniel had
beaten her. “Real life, especially when it comes to love, bears no
semblance whatsoever to what you have created in your fantasies,
Rosalind. Truth be told, I know of no man who is perfect, nor even
close to being so. Can you not find it in your heart to forgive
Nathaniel for his...faults?”

Rosalind lowered her gaze. “Nay, I cannot.”

“Then you actually wish to so hastily cast
aside the man to whom every young woman in this town and beyond
wishes she could be wed?” her mother persisted. “Have you not
considered all that you will be giving up?”

Rosalind still did not raise her eyes. “Aye, I
have.”

Her mother’s tone contained
undisguised irritation as she added, “Do you honestly believe that
every woman who is a wife was deeply in love when she took her
wedding vows? Why, I barely even knew your father when we were wed!
But given time, and through the years, we grew to care about…and
yes, even love…each other. You have too soon formed an unfavorable
opinion of Nathaniel. You have not yet even allowed yourself
sufficient time to understand him or grow fond of him. ’Tis as if
you have closed a door between the two of you and now refuse to
unlock it, which is not fair to him. But I assure you, my child,
after you wed him and bear his babes, your feelings for him will
change.”

“Even if I were to wait a
hundred more
years,” Rosalind said, her eyes narrowing as she finally looked up
at her mother, “I still am certain I would bear no fondness
whatsoever for the man.”

“Have you so soon forgotten he saved your
life?” her mother asked. “Does that not make you feel closer to and
beholden to him?”

Rosalind knew that most people in town, including
her mother, believed Nathaniel to be a hero for saving her life,
but they did not know the true story…nor did they know Captain
Nathaniel Corwin for the depraved man he truly was.

“There are so many things you do
not know, do not understand,” Rosalind said. “For one, Nathaniel
threatened me into consenting to wed him. He said my father had
died owing his father a goodly sum of money he had borrowed to pay
off some…unwise…investments, and that Elias would call the debt and
take all of my family’s property as payment if I did not consent to
become his wife. I could not bear the thought of being the cause of
you losing everything my father had worked so hard to
gain.”

Her mother’s lips tightened and her chin rose. “And
you believed such lies about your father? You believed that the
hard-working man you knew all of your life could be so careless and
foolhardy?”

Rosalind frowned and slowly nodded. “Nathaniel
assured me he possessed signed documents from my father promising
to pay back his father for the loan.”

“If you were so convinced of this loan and the
impending loss of our home and land,” her mother said, her tone
revealing her skepticism, “then why have you now chosen not to wed
Nathaniel? Suddenly you no longer are concerned about our
welfare?”

“There is no need for any concern. I learned
from Elias Corwin himself last eve that no such debt ever existed –
that Nathaniel had created the ruse solely to force me to wed
him.”

“I see,” her mother said, her brows creasing.
“So the only reason why you agreed to wed Nathaniel was because of
his threats? You bear no feelings whatsoever for the
man?”

Rosalind shook her head. “Only ill
feelings. I find him loathsome.” She waited several moments before
she gathered the courage to utter the words she had spent the past
two hours rehearsing, for fear of her family’s reaction. “In truth,
my heart belongs to another.” She silently cursed the sudden
trembling in her voice. “We are to be wed, hopefully within a
week’s time.”

Her mother’s chin dropped and her eyes widened as
the color drained from her face. Rosalind’s sisters gasped in
unison, their expressions mirroring their mother’s.

“My poor, poor child,” her mother finally
said, slowly shaking her head. She rose from the bench and moved to
take her daughter’s hands into hers. “I feared this would
happen.”

Rosalind stared at her, puzzled.

“Your ordeal…with the savage,” her mother
explained. “’Tis obvious that being taken hostage has greatly
affected your mind, as well as your body. You are not well. We need
to gather everyone together posthaste to pray for your
healing.”

Rosalind suppressed a groan. Her mother had heard
only the rumors and falsehoods. The poor woman was unaware there
was more – so much more – to the story.

“I am fine,” Rosalind assured
her. “And believe my words when I say I do know what true love is. ‘Tis
not just in my fantasies, ‘tis genuine. Shadow makes me feel as if
my heart might burst whenever I am near him.”

“Shadow?”
her mother repeated.

Rosalind took a long, deep breath before speaking.
“Aye, Shadow Runner…the ‘savage’ of whom you just spoke – the
savage everyone believes took me hostage.”

For a moment, she feared her mother might swoon.

“But the savage is dead!” Nellie’s voice rang
out. “Everyone knows Nathaniel killed him when he rescued you! I
fear our mother is right, Rosalind. You need healing. You have just
confessed to us that you intend to wed a dead man! We must pray for
you in earnest!”

Rosalind lifted her eyes heavenward, as if seeking
strength from a higher power. She held no doubt that what she was
about to reveal would forever destroy her family’s respect and love
for her. Yet she knew they must learn the truth before they ever
could fully comprehend her reasons for her present actions.

“Please, Mother,” she said, removing her hands
from her grasp, “be seated. There is much I must confess to you.”
She was afraid that if her mother was not seated when she made her
confession, the woman might be in danger of fainting and injuring
herself.

Her mother returned to the scuffed wooden bench near
the table and sat down, her hands folded in her lap. Nellie and
Elizabeth also seated themselves on nearby stools. All three then
stared in anticipation at Rosalind, who remained standing.

“The events that occurred on the
eve that everyone believes I was taken hostage,” Rosalind began,
“are fraught with rumors and untruths. I wish to tell you
what really happened…to make you understand what has led up to this
moment.”

No one stirred, or even blinked.

“The night I supposedly was taken hostage, I
lay awake in my chamber at the Corwins’ house, for it was too hot
to sleep,” Rosalind said, “I heard someone singing outside in the
night and suspected it might be Nathaniel, home from his most
recent voyage at sea and feeling the effects of too much drink. I
did not wish for him to awaken his ailing mother, so I ventured
outside with the intent of quieting him. But ‘twas not Nathaniel.
It was Jonathan, one of the Corwins’ workers…and indeed, he was
sotted and smelled strongly of ale. When I approached him, he
grabbed me and attempted to force himself upon me. In my struggle
to fight him off, I managed to strike him hard. He fell back,
hitting his head on a rock. The blow killed him.”

Silence hung heavily in the room as the three pairs
of eyes remained riveted on her.

“When I realized Jonathan was dead,” Rosalind
said, “I knew neither what to do nor where to turn. I feared I
would bring undue scandal upon the magistrate and his family,
especially since I was outside in naught but my nightdress. That
was when Shadow appeared.”

“For what purpose was Shadow lurking about at
the Corwins’ in the dark of night?” Elizabeth, the dark-haired
image of her mother, interrupted.

“Shadow also worked for the Corwins,” Rosalind
explained. “So I previously had met his acquaintance. He, Jonathan,
and another Indian worker named Silver Cloud slept in a shed near
the stables. Shadow, just as I, had heard Jonathan’s singing and
had been unable to sleep. Alas, just as Shadow exited the shed, he
witnessed Jonathan’s death by my hand. He told me ‘twould be best
if everyone believed Jonathan had died from nothing more than a
drunken fall. He then urged me to return to my chamber. He said he
would see to it that no evidence remained that would link me to
Jonathan.”

“The savage spoke English to you?” Elizabeth
once again interrupted.

“Aye,” Rosalind said, offering a weak smile.
“Shadow most assuredly is not the primitive savage most believe him
to be.”

“Please,” her mother, her eyes wide with
obvious interest, said, leaning forward on her bench,
“continue.”

“I returned to my chamber, as Shadow had
instructed,” Rosalind said. “But within a few minutes, a gunshot
disturbed the night’s peace. Matthew Corwin, having heard noises
outside and assuming wolves once again were after the sheep, had
grabbed his musket and hurried out there, where he spied Shadow
leaning over Jonathan’s body. Immediately he assumed the ‘savage’
had murdered him.”

“Matthew fired a warning shot above Shadow’s
head,” Rosalind continued. “Matthew and his father then beat and
bound Shadow and tossed him into the stables for the night. They
planned to transport him to the gaol the next morn to await his
trial and his inevitable execution for killing
Jonathan.”

Rosalind took a long, deep breath and looked
directly at her mother when she spoke. “I could not allow an
innocent man to die for my mistake, nor did I have the courage to
confess the truth to the magistrate, so after everyone returned to
their bedchambers for the night, I crept down to the stables and
set Shadow free.”

“But,” she added, “I barely had accomplished
the deed when I heard someone approaching. Fearing I would be
discovered aiding a prisoner and thus, be sent to the gaol myself,
and with no way in which to sneak back into the house unnoticed, I
ran off with Shadow…of my own free will.” Her gaze penetrated her
mother’s. “I was not taken hostage.”

Her mother gasped and her hand flew up to her chest.
Rosalind silently prayed her confession was not about to cause the
woman’s heart to cease beating.

While she still had the courage,
Rosalind continued, “Once Shadow and I were safely away in the
shelter of the forest, the realization of what I had done and where
I was…and most especially with whom…frightened me. I was alone with
a stranger, a savage,
far from everyone and everything I knew. But
Shadow, witnessing my distress, assured me that at any time I so
desired, I could return to the Corwins’ and no guilt would be cast
upon me. He said everyone would believe he had made his escape on
his own and had taken me hostage. After all, he said, he was
thought to be a desperate killer, while I was the innocent young
lass, betrothed to one of the most eligible men in Eastwell. So no
one ever would believe I ran off willingly.”

Rosalind exhaled and added in a rush of words, “What
he said made good sense to me, so I allowed myself to relax
somewhat, knowing I could choose to return to Eastwell at any time,
and without fear of being accused of any crime. The only hindrance
was I knew that when I did return, I would have to convincingly
play the part of a distraught hostage, because the last thing I
wished to do was anger or upset Nathaniel and cause him to make
good on his threats to cast you from your home.”

“But you were gone for so many days,” Nellie
said. “We were worried to death!”

“Aye,” Rosalind said. “And for that, I am
truly sorry. ‘Tis just that the longer I remained on the run with
Shadow – hiding with him, sharing food with him and learning from
him about the ways of his people – the less I wished to leave him.”
She paused to absently twist a loose thread on her white apron. “In
fact, there came a time when I felt I never wanted to return home
at all. I knew then that I…loved him.”

A long silence followed her confession.

“I do not understand.” Elizabeth finally
spoke. “When Nathaniel rescued you, you were badly injured, near
death. He said he saved you from the savage just as he was about to
kill you. He said if it had not been for him, you surely would have
died.”

“Nathaniel did not rescue me in the manner he
described,” Rosalind said. “Shadow and I eventually arrived in
Portsmouth, where he has a friend named Adam Stoddard. Adam’s
daughter, Mary, is wed to Shadow’s cousin, which is why Shadow and
his people are so familiar with the ways of the English…and our
language. While in Portsmouth, Shadow and I had a disagreement – a
misunderstanding on my part, actually – and we parted ways. He
planned to journey up to New France, while Adam arranged for me to
be escorted back here by a guide named Roger Beckford.”

“Roger was a frail man, and during our journey
back, his heart failed and he died in the night. I had no choice
but to attempt to make the remainder of the journey on my own.
After a day of walking until I was too spent to carry on, I came
upon Mr. Beckford’s body, exactly where I had left it that morn. I
had walked in naught but circles all day! The sight of his body,
stiffened from death by then, caused me to scream. Alas, because I
was so hot, weak and weary, I collapsed. When I awoke, I was back
in my chamber at the Corwins’. I remembered naught of how I came to
be there…other than the details Nathaniel related to
me.”

“So you are saying that Nathaniel created a
false tale to make himself appear the hero?” Nellie
asked.

“Partly,” Rosalind said. “From what Nathaniel
told me of my rescue, and from what Shadow and I have since pieced
together about it, it appears that Nathaniel, who had endlessly
searched for me since the eve I disappeared, was nearby when I
screamed, which led him to me. At the same time, Shadow’s cousin,
Little Bird, who was hunting in the area, also heard me. When
Nathaniel saw Roger lying dead on the ground, and me, lying not far
from him, with Little Bird standing near us, he made two mistakes.
The first was he assumed the Indian was Shadow because he saw only
his back. The second was he believed Roger and I both were dead…and
the savage was to blame. He shot Little Bird and then hurried to
examine Roger and me. When he discovered I was alive, albeit
barely, he hastened to carry me back to his parents’ house. He did
not pause to inspect the Indian’s body, so he was unaware it was
not Shadow he had killed.”

“When I awoke days later, Nathaniel assured me
I was safe. He then boasted about how he had rescued me and…
murdered Shadow. The pain his words caused made me feel as if I
also had died. I was beside myself with grief. I no longer wished
to carry on.”

“Yet while you were so deeply grieving for
Shadow, the man you now profess to love and are so eager to wed,
you still agreed to wed Nathaniel, the very man you thought had
murdered him?” her mother asked, her eyebrows arching.

“Aye. There still was your welfare to
consider. I believed if I did not wed Nathaniel, he would make good
on his threats to take everything from you. Also, I was consumed
with guilt and blamed myself for Shadow’s death because, I
reasoned, had he not attempted to protect me on the night I
accidentally killed Jonathan, he still would have been alive. And
for that, I could not forgive myself. Marrying Nathaniel, I felt,
would be a much-deserved punishment, or even a penance of sorts,
for my grievous mistakes.”

“But how did you come to discover Shadow
actually was alive?” Elizabeth asked, her stare
unwavering.

“Ben came to fetch me at the Corwins’ two days
past,” Rosalind said. “He told me he needed me to look after Faith,
who was feeling ill due to being with child, while he journeyed to
collect a cow he had bought. I asked why he did not have one of you
look after his wife, considering you live so near, but he said
Nellie and Elizabeth also both were ill.”

Her mother shook her head, as if attempting to clear
it. “Your words confuse me. Why would your brother tell you such
tales? Faith has been away all week visiting her sister.”

“And we were not ill!” Nellie chimed
in.

“Ben lied because Shadow had returned here and
sought him out, seeking his help in arranging for us to be together
again…away from the Corwins’ house.” Rosalind explained.

“I cannot believe your own brother
would allow some strange savage, especially one he believed, as we
all did, had murdered a man and taken you hostage and then
was killed,
to even approach him, never mind talk him into delivering his
sister to him!” her mother said, her voice rising. “It makes no
sense! You are making no sense!”

“Ben knew the whole truth, Mother,” Rosalind
said. “He came to visit me at the Corwins’ soon after my return,
and I confessed everything to him, including the fact I had fallen
in love with Shadow. At the time, I, just as everyone else,
believed Shadow to be dead, so I told Ben I also wished to die
because I could not bear the thought of never again seeing him. Ben
witnessed my pain and my tears.”

“When I returned with Ben to his house,
thinking I was going to help care for his wife,” Rosalind
continued, “Shadow was there waiting for me. Never have I felt more
stunned…or more joyful. We vowed right then we never again would be
parted. My happiness was marred only by the fact I knew I had to
form a plan to rid myself of Nathaniel once and for all…and in a
way that would not cause him to still seek vengeance on my family.
At the time, I still believed my father owed money to
Elias.”

Rosalind paused, wondering whether or not she should
divulge the plan she finally had devised – to entice Nathaniel to
attempt to have his way with her so she could accuse him of
attempted rape, a crime that oft times was punishable by death. She
decided it might be wise to spare her mother, and especially her
younger sisters, from hearing the disturbing details. She felt she
already had provided them with more than enough information to
explain her actions and her reasons for leaving Nathaniel.

“When I discovered that Nathaniel had lied
about my father’s debt and therefore, had nothing left with which
to threaten me,” Rosalind said, “I departed in all haste, never
wishing to be in the presence of any of the Corwins again. Shadow
and I are free to be together now. We have made plans to leave here
posthaste and travel to his village to be wed. But first, I felt it
was imperative that I come here straight away and confess the truth
to you...before any more false tales reached your ears.”

When no one spoke, she added, “I wish you to know
that although I shall miss all of you more than you can even begin
to imagine, I must follow my heart. In truth, it does frighten me
when I pause to consider all that I am about to leave behind to
begin a new life that is a complete mystery to me, amongst people
whose customs and beliefs vastly differ from my own…but none of
that matters as long as I have Shadow by my side.”

The room was silent, save for the crackling of the
fire in the hearth, for what seemed like an eternity to
Rosalind.

Finally, Nellie spoke, “I suppose this means I shall
not be able to wear the lovely blue gown Mrs. Corwin had the Boston
seamstress fashion for me for your wedding?” she asked,
frowning.

“I truly am sorry, Nellie, but I fear not,”
Rosalind said.

Rosalind’s mother stared at her lap as she fought
the urge to leap up and shake some sense into her foolish daughter.
She had been presented with the honor of marrying one of the
wealthiest and handsomest men in town, yet she had sacrificed all
of it for a savage who lived in some primitive village in the
wilderness? She could not even begin to understand how Rosalind
could be so imprudent, so ungrateful. She sensed that within a few
short months, the impulsive girl would be filled with regret about
the path she had chosen and would come crawling back home, begging
for forgiveness and attempting to make amends with the Corwins…and
perhaps even with Nathaniel. The captain, her mother thought,
probably would not seem quite so distasteful to her after she had
lived amongst the savages for a time.

Why? Her mother fought to hold back the tears of deep
disappointment she felt rapidly building within her.
Why is this nightmare occurring? I was the
happiest I have been in years, finally gaining the respect and
admiration of the townspeople! And most important of all, their
envy! Never before has there been any reason for people to envy my
family! All of my dreams finally were about to be fulfilled –
dreams of a life of comfort and affluence, once the Corwins and
Chandlers became related through marriage. But now all of those
dreams so cruelly have been snatched away from me – all because of
some loathsome savage! How could my own daughter betray me in this
manner? I shall not be able to show my face anywhere in town after
this, my shame will be so great! And Nellie and Elizabeth are
likely to remain maidens for the rest of their lives, once everyone
is made aware of the shocking fact their sister has chosen to jilt
a Corwin in favor of some...heathen.

“’Tis a shame I shall be
unable to meet this future son-in-law of mine ere you wed,” her
mother finally said, her tone flat. “He undoubtedly must be
very special if he
was able to so swiftly cause you to turn your back on a future that
most young women – at least those who possess a scrap of common
sense – would be willing to give up everything
for.”

The touch of sarcasm in her mother’s voice and words
did not escape Rosalind.

“Oh, but you shall be able to meet him, if you
wish!” Rosalind said, certain her mother had not anticipated such
an introduction and therefore, was ill-prepared for one. “Shadow
awaits me just outside.”

Three heads snapped in the direction of the worn,
wooden-plank door.

“You jest!” Elizabeth gasped. “The
savage is here…at this very moment?”

“Aye,” Rosalind said. “As I stated, we vowed
never to be parted again.”

She moved toward the door and opened it, then called
to Shadow to enter. Within seconds, he was standing in the
room.

“This is Shadow Runner,” Rosalind announced,
smiling up at him.

Rosalind’s mother stifled her gasp as she eyed the
stranger from head to foot. Never had she seen a more
stunning-looking man. His hair, black and glossy, hung past his
shoulders. His eyes, large and so dark, they looked nearly black,
were fringed with thick lashes. His nose was straight, his lips
slightly full, and his jaw, strong and angular. His skin, taut and
smooth, was deeply bronzed, and his body was well-muscled,
especially his chest, a good portion of which was visible from
beneath the open jerkin he wore. Leather leggings, over which he
wore a breechclout, clung to his thighs, outlining their perfect
form. She was embarrassed to feel a ripple of desire course through
her as she studied him, something she had not felt since her
husband’s death eight months prior. Of a sudden, she understood why
Rosalind was so captivated by this exotic-looking man. Still, she
knew all too well that appearance alone was not nearly enough on
which to base a marriage, a lifetime together. Rosalind had nothing
in common with this man – not religious beliefs, traditions,
upbringing, morals – nothing whatsoever.

“I am pleased to at last meet you,” Shadow
said, nodding at all three of his future in-laws. “I feel as if I
already know you because Rosalind has spoken of you so
often.”

“Dear Lord, Rosalind!” Nellie blurted out
before she could stop herself. “He is magnificent!”

Shadow smiled, and Rosalind’s mother noticed he had
perfectly even, white teeth – something rare, most especially for a
savage, she thought. She had seen only a few of the Indians who
came into town to trade, but more than one had displayed
brown-tinted teeth from, what she had been told, smoking some sort
of strong tobacco they favored. And the women’s teeth were even
worse, supposedly from chewing on animal hides to soften them
before fashioning them into clothing. The mere thought of Rosalind
becoming part of these primitive creatures’ lives made her shudder.
It did not matter how wonderful Shadow seemed, she thought, for he
surely was the exception. She held little doubt the rest of his
people quickly would show Rosalind just how uncivilized and crude
they truly were.

“Thank you, Nellie,” Shadow said.

“You know my name?” The petite blonde lowered
her gaze and giggled shyly.

“He knows much about all of you,” Rosalind
said, moving closer to Shadow. He immediately reached for her hand
and held it. “During the time we were on the run together, we
shared many stories of our lives.”

The expression on Rosalind’s face and the almost
hungry look in her eyes when she gazed up at Shadow, made her
mother wonder if stories were all the two of them had shared during
their time alone in the forest together, especially in the dark of
night. She quickly dismissed the thought, assuring herself that her
daughter fully understood that any intimate contact between a man
and woman prior to marriage was a mortal sin that would place her
in grave disfavor with the Lord.

“Alas, I fear we must be on our way now,”
Rosalind said. “When word gets out that I have jilted the almighty
Captain Corwin, I hope to be far away from here so I shall not have
to answer questions about my sanity. After all, this entire town
seems to be infatuated with the man! I am also certain the Corwins
will find some way to make me appear the cold-hearted villainess
who broke their precious son’s heart.”

Shadow reached out to gently touch
the bruise on Rosalind’s face. “Their precious son would long be dead if
it were up to me,” he said. “There is no reason great enough for a
man to ever strike a woman…unless the man is naught but the lowest
form of a coward…such as Nathaniel.”

Rosalind’s mother saw it then – the unmistakable
love in the savage’s eyes when he gazed at her daughter. Perhaps,
just perhaps, she thought, the pair shared enough love to overcome
all of the challenges that lay ahead of them.

And perhaps I have been selfish, thinking only of
myself and my own wishes instead of Rosalind’s. Not once since her
arrival here today have I considered her happiness…no, I have
considered solely my own…as well as my own pride. But Lord help me,
I still cannot convince myself that her future, her true God-given
path in life, lies with anyone other than Nathaniel!

“I shall miss you nearly more than my heart
can bear, Mother.” Rosalind interrupted the woman’s thoughts and
moved to embrace her.

“And I shall miss you also, my dear child,”
her mother whispered as she returned the embrace.

Rosalind then hugged her two sisters. She returned
to Shadow’s side and said, “I wish Ben were here so I also could
say my farewells to him. Please, Mother, tell him that Shadow and I
shall be eternally grateful for all he did to help us. There are
not even enough words in existence yet to fully express our
gratitude.”

Her mother nodded, her eyes glistening with tears as
she struggled to suppress the overwhelming urge to plead with her
daughter to reconsider and remain in Eastwell…to still go through
with the wedding, as planned, even if it meant having to beg
Nathaniel for his forgiveness.

Elizabeth and Nellie stood silently staring at
Shadow. Suddenly, Nellie asked, “Do you think we might be allowed
to give Shadow a farewell embrace?”

Rosalind held back her laughter. “That is entirely
up to him.”

Shadow smiled and opened his arms, into which both
girls immediately ran. He embraced them warmly as he said,
“Although our meeting was brief, I shall carry your memory with me
from this day on.”

He released them and stood to his full height,
turning to look at Rosalind’s mother. “And I shall carry yours
also,” he added.

Without pausing to consider what she was doing,
Rosalind’s mother extended her arms toward Shadow. Instantly, she
felt herself being pulled against a strong, solid body. The feeling
nearly took her breath away.

“I promise you I shall take good care of your
daughter,” Shadow whispered against her ear before breaking away.
“I cannot even begin to describe the depth of the love I feel for
her.”

He and Rosalind then headed toward the door.

“I wish you both nothing but the best,” her
mother said, using a corner of her apron to wipe away a tear that
had slipped down her cheek.

Lord knows, you are going to
need more strength and courage than you ever imagined possible if
you are to have even a slight chance of making your union a
successful one. 

“Godspeed, my children.”


Chapter Two

 


 


 


The sun had just begun its descent
and the air was humid and thick with insects as Rosalind and Shadow
stopped in a small clearing near the river’s edge to make camp for
the night. They had covered a good deal of ground during the day,
but Shadow’s village still lay at least two days away.

Rosalind sat on a patch of soft green moss, leaned
back against a maple tree surrounded by pines, and closed her eyes.
She breathed in the scent of pine and allowed the sound of the
water rippling over a small waterfall to calm her. The strain of
the past few days – discovering Shadow still was alive, plotting to
rid herself of Nathaniel, not going through with the wedding and
then having to confess that fact to her family – had affected her
both in mind and body. She was tired, her feet ached and her head
throbbed. And whenever she allowed herself to think about meeting
Shadow’s family – her future family – her stomach knotted.

What, she wondered, would occur if they did not
approve of her? Or even worse, what if she did not like them? Would
Shadow choose his family over her and send her on her way? Shadow’s
father, White Eagle, was a sachem, the leader of his tribe, and
Shadow was destined to follow in his footsteps. Could Shadow, if
forced to do so, choose between her and his destiny?

“You look deep in thought.” Shadow’s voice
startled her.

She opened her eyes. Her future husband, holding a
pointed stick with two fat fish speared on it, was standing before
her. Shadow was such an experienced hunter and fisherman, Rosalind
was certain he could spy a fish and spear it from twenty paces
away.

“I am just weary,” she said, forcing a
smile.

“I shall start a fire and cook these,” he
said, holding up the fish. “A good meal and some rest will make you
feel better. Are you hungry?”

She shook her head. “In truth, my fears about
meeting your family have robbed me of my appetite.”

Shadow set the fish on the ground, then knelt before
her and took her hands into his. “You are fretting for naught,” he
said softly. “My family will love and accept you, just as they did
Mary.”

Her blue eyes searched his dark ones. “How can you
be so certain, Shadow?”

“Because they wish me to be happy. And no one
brings me more joy than you do.”

Rosalind leaned forward to embrace him. The moment
she felt his arms surround her, all of her fears eased. Being with
Shadow felt so right, she knew her place was with him, no matter
what. And she was willing to do anything within her power to keep
him…even if it meant forsaking all of her English ways.

Shadow broke away from her and
moved to gather kindling for the fire. He dared not confess as much
to her, but he also was concerned about how she would fare with his
tribe. There were many facts about his customs and the ways of his
people he purposely had not yet discussed with her – with good
reason – and one of them greatly concerned him at that
moment.

Not long after Shadow was born, the
shaman of his tribe, Hawk That Soars, and Shadow’s father, White
Eagle, made a pact in all good faith. They pledged that Shadow and
the shaman’s first-born daughter, if the spirits saw fit to bless
him with one, would become husband and wife in the
future.

Aroostook, the daughter of Hawk
That Soars, was born four years after Shadow, and ever since the
day of her birth, Shadow’s people, due to the pact, had assumed he
and Aroostook eventually would wed. Shadow also had assumed they
would…that is, until he met Rosalind.

Although Shadow already had confessed to his father
he had fallen in love with an Englishwoman, and White Eagle had
advised him, albeit reluctantly, to follow his heart or he never
would be at peace, it was not only his father’s opinion that
mattered. In his tribe, tradition ruled that a couple could not be
wed until they received the approval of every member. If even one
person disapproved of the union, the marriage would not be allowed
to take place.

Shadow had not deluded himself into
believing his people unanimously would agree with his choice to wed
a white woman instead of Aroostook. Even more disturbing, Aroostook
and her family also would be required to vote in favor of the
marriage or it would not be approved.

And if he and Rosalind could not be wed in his
village, he doubted any Englishman willingly would unite one of his
own with a savage, a heathen.

The thought of Rosalind never
becoming his wife was not something Shadow wished to even consider,
yet he knew he must prepare himself – and her – for that
possibility. In all good conscience he realized he no longer could
continue to assure her everything was going to be fine. He had kept
the information from her thus far solely to spare her feelings,
mainly because she already had been through so much of late. Still,
he knew he was not being fair to her. But how, he wondered, could
he confess the truth without causing her to lose her faith in him
and all of his promises to her?

Rosalind sat and studied Shadow as
he laid the fire. How different their journey was this time, she
thought. Back when they first had run off together, they could not
chance lighting a fire for fear of being discovered, and the nights
had been cold and often wet. Also, back then Shadow had been a
stranger to her, someone she was wary of, thanks to the tales of
horror her brother often had related to her about the Indians
capturing women, having their way them and then torturing
them.

Nevertheless, she still had chosen to remain with
Shadow, even though she barely knew the man. At every turn, she had
feared he might force himself upon her…but then, and for reasons
she did not fully understand, the time came when she secretly began
to hope he would.

Rosalind’s pulse quickened as she
watched the muscles on Shadow’s arms flex as he struck the side of
the blade of his knife against a rock he held, to create a spark
for the fire. This knife was not his favorite – not the one his
father had given to him – which he had left behind at the Corwins’
after holding it against Nathaniel’s throat. This was a smaller
knife he kept concealed inside his boot-like moccasin.

Her gaze dropped to Shadow’s hands as he continued
to work, and a shiver of desire ran through her, despite her
exhaustion. She recalled how those hands had felt against her skin
– their touch surprisingly gentle, despite their obvious strength.
Two nights ago, when she and Shadow had been left alone in her
brother Ben’s house, their emotional reunion had led Rosalind to
willingly surrender herself to him. His lips, his touch, the feel
of his body pressed against hers, had been more than she could
bear. Had she stopped him at that moment and told him she did not
wish to go beyond kissing and caressing, she knew he would have
obliged.

But Lord help her, she had not wanted him to
stop.

Vividly she recalled the initial
pain of surrendering her virginity to him, and how much it had
frightened her at first. But those terrifying feelings gradually
had given way to only pleasure – the depth of which no one ever had
described to her. Each sensation she had experienced that night had
been so new to her, her emotions had ranged from confusion and fear
to awe. She and Shadow now were truly one in the most intimate way,
and to her surprise, the thought did not fill her with regret.
Granted, her morals and her strict religious beliefs all told her
that what she and Shadow had done together was wrong, a mortal sin,
and at first, she had felt shame for what she had allowed to occur.
But her shame quickly had waned. Consummating their love had served
only to increase her feelings and respect for Shadow. He had been
tender and patient with her, thinking only of pleasing her. And,
Rosalind reasoned, the fact she had consented to share a bed with
him only after he had asked her to be his wife, surely must have made the act
less of a sin.

She could not help but wonder, now that they were
alone, when they would share such passion and intimacy once again.
Whenever it might be, Rosalind thought, she knew she would welcome
Shadow with open arms…and legs. She giggled at her own lustful
thoughts and how easily she had cast aside her morals. She dared
not even imagine what her mother’s reaction would be if she knew
what already had occurred. But in truth, it did not matter to
Rosalind, even though she knew what she and Shadow had done most
likely would assure her a permanent place in Hell. She was eager to
give herself to him again – especially now that she no longer was a
naïve virgin who did not know what to expect. She now fully
understood what occurred between a man and a woman…and, Lord
forgive her, she craved it.

Rosalind was so consumed by her thoughts, she failed
to notice Shadow had succeeded in lighting the fire and now stood
staring at her. It was not until she felt his gaze burning into her
that she finally looked up at him.

“What were you laughing about?” he asked,
cocking his head and smiling at her.

Embarrassed because he had heard
her, she felt the color rush to her cheeks. Silently she scolded
herself for reacting that way. After all, she reasoned, she and
Shadow were about to become husband and wife and spend the rest of
their lives together, so why should she not be truthful with
him?

“I was thinking back to our night alone at
Ben’s,” she confessed.

His eyebrows rose. “And you find humor in what we
did?”

“Oh, no…not at all! ‘Tis just that
I was thinking that any time you wish to repeat your actions of
that night, I would welcome you with open arms…and
legs!”

Shadow shook his head and chuckled. “My dear
Mistress Chandler, what have I turned you into?”

Her expression sobered as her eyes
held his. “Someone who loves you so much, she fears she might never
be able to get enough of you.” Her gaze dropped to her
lap.

Shadow moved to sit next to her. With the side of
his index finger, he lifted her chin and stared into her eyes for a
brief moment before he lowered his head and his lips captured hers
in a kiss she felt certain contained more heat than the fire he had
just lit. She returned his kiss, boldly sliding her tongue into his
mouth, as she wrapped her arms around him and clung to him. Their
bodies were so close, she could feel his heart pounding against her
breast. She could think of nothing other than how desperately she
wanted to feel him inside her once again, filling her completely,
joining the two of them as one.

Shadow’s lips moved from Rosalind’s
mouth down to her neck, where they left a trail of lingering kisses
until he came to the collar of her bulky linen dress. He felt an
all-consuming desire to strip her of the garment and kiss her
breasts, her stomach, her soft inner thighs. He ached to thrust
into her until both of them were spent.

But, he lamented, this was not the
proper time, not when he finally had summoned the courage to tell
her about Aroostook and the effect she might have on their plans
for the future. He was certain Rosalind would be upset by his
admission, especially since he constantly had been assuring her she
had no reason to be concerned about his family accepting her. So if
he chose to sate his desire at that moment and then later confessed
to her they might not be able to marry, Rosalind surely would think
ill of him – perhaps even that he had used her. And he did not wish
for her to compare him to the likes of Nathaniel Corwin, a man who
bedded women solely for his own pleasure with no regard whatsoever
for their feelings. Shadow loved her far too much for
that.

He lifted his head from Rosalind’s neck and
attempted to break away from her, but she clung to him even more
fiercely.

“Rosalind,” he finally found his voice. “There
is something we must discuss.”

Slowly she released her grasp on
him and leaned away just far enough to look up at his face.
“Now?” she
asked, her voice breathless and her tone heavy with
disbelief.

“Aye,” he said, moving to stand. “It is
important.” He held out his hand. “Come sit with me by the fire
while I cook the fish.”

Rosalind, her gaze still fastened on him, took his
hand and rose to her feet.

She knew from past experience Shadow was in the
habit of inciting her passion and then abruptly walking away,
leaving her feeling unfulfilled and frustrated, but his reasons
always had been to protect her virginity. Now that she no longer
was pure, she could not fathom what had caused him to cool her
ardor so abruptly this time.

“’Tis so hot out, I really do not care to sit
by the fire,” she said, although she allowed him to lead her to
it.

“Please…sit,” Shadow said.

Obediently, Rosalind plunked down
on a grassy spot near the fire and tucked her legs beneath her. Her
lips still tingled from Shadow’s kiss, and the desire he had
awakened within her made her squirm from the desperate need to
quell it. The last thing she wished to do at that moment was talk.
And what, she wondered, was of such importance that it could not
wait until later – until after he had satisfied her? This
was their first night alone together since their night of passion
at Ben’s…and Shadow preferred to waste it talking?

Shadow could think of no gentle way
to tell her what he had to say, so he chose to be direct. “Before
we reach my village,” he began, not looking at her, “there is
something I must confess to you.” He held the stick with the two
fish on it over the fire and concentrated on cooking them for
several moments before he allowed his gaze to rise to meet
Rosalind’s. “I am betrothed to a woman in my village.”

Rosalind, her eyes wide and her
mouth sagging open, stared at him. Surely, she thought, she had
misunderstood him.

“Did you truly just confess to me
you are betrothed to another woman?” she asked. “Or are you merely
jesting with me?”

The expression on his face told her
he was serious.

“I spoke the truth,” he said.

She felt as if he had just lifted
his knife and stabbed her through the heart.

Slowly she shook her head. “I-I do not
understand.”

He sighed. “When I was not yet even
a year old, my father and the shaman of our tribe, Hawk That Soars,
made a pact that if the shaman ever fathered a daughter, she and I
would be wed one day. So when Aroostook was born, everyone who knew
of the pact assumed she and I would become husband and
wife.”

“Aroostook?” Rosalind
repeated.

Shadow nodded. “She was born four
years after I was. In your language, her name means ‘beautiful
river.’” He then gathered the courage to add, knowing how much it
would pain her, “Back when I was accused of attempting to steal the
Corwins’ sheep and was forced to work for Elias for many months,
all of the preparations for our wedding already had been made. As
you might suspect, due to my absence, the ceremony never took
place.”

Rosalind feared she was about to be sick. For what
purpose, she wondered, had Shadow waited
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