Prologue
And the angel of God spake unto me in a dream...

and he said, "Lift up now thine eyes, and see..."

Genesis 31: 11-12 K.J.V.

New Moon raised her arms high as she stretched up and out to the sky. A chill ran along her body and she shivered. She lowered her arms and wrapped them about her as she looked out at the tops of the pines and down to the valley below. She had been here, on this ledge of her beloved mountain, for two days. She heard the screech of an eagle and looked up.

Her husband had called her, "His little sparrow with the heart of an eagle." If only he were here with her. But, he wasn't, and so soon the other would arrive. If only she could soar like an eagle now, but she couldn't. So, like the tiny sparrow, she will not be able to escape here fate.

In her vision she had seen a child growing within her belly. A tear ran down her cheek as she placed a hand to her flat stomach. As much as she had wanted to, as much as she had asked the Great Spirit, she had not been able to give him a child.

Was her vision truly from the Great Spirit, or was all of this a cruel joke from the trickster? What could it all mean? What would it mean to her and to her people?

New Moon made her way down the side of the mountain to where her brother, Chief Dancing Cloud, waited.

"Did the vision come to you?"

He sounded tired, as tired as New Moon felt. She massaged the tense muscles at the back of her neck. What lay ahead would not be easy.

"Yes," she answered and would have walked past but he put out a hand to stop her.

"The spirits tell you that there will be another. Your heart should be happy," he insisted.

Logic! Her brother was always so logical. She looked past Dancing Cloud to the dawning horizon and blinked in an effort to control the tears that threatened once again to come to her eyes.

"Yes, the spirits say he is coming. But I say to you, brother, I will not belong to another. My spirit is too strong. If this were not so I would have been able to give my husband a son."

She drew in a ragged, steadying breath. "I am a warrior." Her resolve strengthened as her spine stiffened. Just saying the words gave her power. "If he had allowed me to go with him, he would not have died. I would have saved him from the white renegade."

New Moon knew that Cloud felt her pain and anger as deeply as he felt his own. Yet his argument was always the same. The damp, cool breeze caressed her skin as the direction of the wind changed, and she shivered.

"You are a warrior, my sister," he agreed. "But you are also a woman. You could not have saved your husband. The spirits were ready for him to come to them." He pointed to her bandaged wrist.

"It is not good that you still wear bandages on your arms. Your time of mourning is over. It is time to let the sad song from your heart. Think about the one the spirits are sending to you. That will make your song turn happy."

New Moon looked at him. "I have been thinking about the one the spirits say is coming," she answered before he had a chance to speak again. "I will belong to no man, my brother, and certainly never to a white man!"

Surprise leaped into Cloud's eyes. "A white man?"

"Yes." She felt better now. Her brother would understand. "The spirits send a white man. A man with hair the color of the great river's clay and eyes the color of the summer sky. I will not belong to him!"

New Moon stomped past, leaving Cloud to watch her retreating form while he wrestled with his own surprise and growing dread.


Chapter One
1734 Appalachian Mountains, Upper South Carolina

"Damn it, Thomas, I thought you said we were in Cherokee Territory and would have safe passage!" James Fitz-Gerald yelled above the bloodcurdling whoops of their attackers.

"We are! And we do!" Thomas Brown yelled in answer. He aimed his flintlock and fired at an advancing warrior. "In fact, we're so close to Chota Town they can probably hear the racket." He tossed the gun aside and snatched a loaded one from Little Buffalo. "Keep'em comin', boy! Yer maw would be proud of you."

James fired and missed. With a curse, he tossed the gun to Buffalo. He had been in many dangerous situations but he had to admit, none quite as exhilarating as being pinned down by a dozen or two screaming natives. He leaned toward Thomas and yelled to be heard above the earsplitting noise, "Then why are they attacking us here, so close to a village?"

At that moment a particularly fierce looking native jumped up from cover and dashed toward them. James snatched up a tomahawk and sent it flying. The primitive instrument buried itself into the chest of the charging Indian who jerked back from the impact.

With what seemed inhuman strength, the Indian stumbled the last few steps before finally crumpling forward. James leaned back as the warrior fell. The dead body draped motionless across the log behind which James, Thomas, and young Buffalo crouched.

Thomas's gravely, ever complaining voice pricked at James. "I thought maybe you was goin' ta invite that one over fer tea," he snorted and reached up to push the body away. Thomas's hand froze halfway to its mark as Buffalo yelped in Indian fashion and scrambled forward. Before either man knew what the boy was about, Buffalo expertly, and with seemingly great enthusiasm, scalped the fallen warrior.

"Damn!" Thomas swore as he scratched at his ragged, gray whiskers. His gaze swung to James and his lips pulled back in a toothless grin.

James was glad he was far enough away not to smell Thomas's breath. What few teeth the man had left were black with neglect and decay.

"I guess I lied when I said this one was tame," he intoned with obvious pleasure.

Before James had a chance to ponder Thomas's propensity to increase his discomfort at every opportunity, a yell rent the air. Another warrior sprang up and charged.

Thomas quickly turned and fired. "I'd be careful if I was you, Fitz-Gerald." He glanced at Buffalo and then back to James. "Some savages take a special likin' ta red hair."

Buffalo looked proudly at Thomas as he stuffed the scalp into his waistband. With the blood still on his hands he reached for the spent musket.

James ignored Thomas and the boy as he aimed his firearm. This time he didn't miss.

The past ten years of James's life in the king's service had been a life spent alone -- a life filled with secret missions. The face of death was always neatly hidden behind the mask of civilization and clothed in miss-matched loyalties, a dark deadly puzzle to be figured out.

Now he was here, where death was a painted face with a gaping mouth and mobile tongue frantically pumping to fill the air with nerve shattering screams.

He'd never felt so close to death ... or so alive. Out here the two went hand in hand.

James smiled at Buffalo. "You know the scalp really belongs to me." Some might think their humor misplaced at a time like this but, having danced with death on numerous occasions, James understood the need for levity.

"You owe me. Remember?" the boy yelled back and tossed a fresh gun in his direction.

James snatched the loaded musket from the air just as he heard Thomas gasp. He saw Thomas crumple forward grasping at his shoulder. There was no time to examine his wound. James swung his musket around and fired. Another Indian fell.

"If we get out of this one alive, boy, you can have all the scalps!" he promised Buffalo with a yell.

"Look!"

James spun around at the sound of Buffalo's voice. He had known it would be only a matter of time before some of the warriors circled around to their rear.

He froze for the span of a heartbeat. Not fifty feet away an Indian woman stood, her face partially hidden from his view by the bow she held stretched and ready to let fly an arrow.

Quickly pulling up his musket, he pointed the barrel in her direction. James had never killed a woman. The muscle worked in his cheek as he aimed then suddenly searing pain shot up his arm.

As he fell to one side he looked at Thomas in disbelief. The old mad man had actually kicked him on the elbow sending his shot well wide of its mark.

Thomas gripped his bleeding shoulder as he choked out, "Cherokee!"

At that moment an arrow whistled past James's head and the Indian who stopped it stumbled over their barricade to land across one of his legs. A quick look back revealed the woman was gone.

Cherokee burst upon the scene. James would not have believed the din of earsplitting whoops could increase, but increase it did.

"Hot damn! I knew they would make it!" Thomas cheered through gritted teeth, then moaned just as enthusiastically.

James noted the pride that glowed in his partner's face. It appeared the old thorn in the flesh had a particular liking for this tribe.

"That's right, lad." Thomas chuckled as if he'd heard James's thought and then shifted himself to better wait out the battle. "These here are Dancin' Cloud's warriors."

Their attackers, as of one mind, slipped back into the trees and disappeared. The forest again turned into a troubled silence as the whoops died down and the Cherokee warriors followed the retreating renegades.

Buffalo wasted no time climbing over their arrow-laden barricade to scramble, knife in hand, to lift whatever scalps were still available.

Pushing himself to his feet James looked out at the scene before him. Bodies lay scattered about as the boy scurried, dipped and danced among the dead he further mutilated.

The stench of spent gunpowder and the coppery sweet odor of blood hung heavy in the early morning air to mix with the scent of forest mint and kicked-up soil. The scent of death mixed with the smell of life.

Remembering the woman James looked back once more. "That was a woman that popped up over there," he said, sounding stupid to himself.

"Sure was." Thomas whistled loudly, mimicking James's call to bring his mount. "Now where do you suppose that crazy horse of yours is? I imagine the mules are long gone by now and my Daisy along with 'um."

"They're not gone." Buffalo, who was back from his scalping excursion, intoned with awe.

Both men turned around to get a look at what could have so enraptured their young companion.

Walking gracefully toward them was a warrior whose size very closely matched James's own impressive physique. In one hand he gripped the lead ropes of both mules.

Amazingly the packs were still tied in place. Eagle, James's black stallion, followed docilely behind. Unfortunately, Daisy, Thomas's old mare, was not with them

James watched as the proud warrior squatted down in front of Thomas and examined his shoulder.

"You will live, old friend." the Indian announced as he stood and, with surprising gentleness, pulled Thomas to his feet.

* * *

New Moon stood before the open doorway of her summer lodge and peered into the dark interior. Behind her she could hear the excitement in the village; it crawled over her skin like a thousand ants. She breathed deeply of the scent of wood-smoke and roasting meat, but not even the comforting aromas that spoke of the safety of her home could quiet the uneasiness in her spirit.

His hair was the deep rich color of the great river's clay. Every nerve, every sense, told her he was the one. She could feel him now, drawing closer.

As if in response to her thoughts, the village quieted. Even the dogs that had moments before been yelping suddenly stilled. She did not have to turn around to know they were watching him. He would at this moment be coming through the gate of the tall wooden wall surrounding their community.


Chapter Two
James studied the tall timber walls on either side of them as they moved slowly through the narrow gateway. He had heard that the forts of the frontier were patterned after the design of the Cherokee's walled villages. Above, standing guard along the tall wall, were warriors whose job it was to watch over the coming and going of villagers and visitors.

Once all were through the gate he pulled back lightly on the reins and his large stallion halted. From his vantage spot he had a clear view of the village. Unlike the plains Indian who lived in tents, these people lived in wooden lodges. Each wooden or summer lodge had a smaller domed structure beside it used for sleeping in the winter.

He saw the Peace Chief exit his lodge. Their eyes met briefly and James grinned as he looked away. His friend Dancing Cloud would not have shown surprise if he'd shown up in his village with a traveling circus, complete with clowns and dancing bears. Why would his expression be any different at seeing him dressed as a trader and riding double with Thomas?

As Dancing Cloud made his way in their direction, James let his gaze move from one detail of the village to another until his eyes focused on the straight, stiff back of a woman.

Something about her stance piqued his interest. Not one other person in the village stood with his back turned toward the new arrivals. In fact the, entire citizenship moved in their direction. Everyone...except her.

He tilted his head to one side and contemplated her behavior. She was doing nothing that he could discern. Just standing there, waiting. For him? His skin tingled.

Thomas must be right. All the excitement has rattled my brain, he told himself with a sudden snort and then patted Eagle's neck as the horse stepped nervously in response. The horse calmed easily enough. Making himself relax was another matter.

His gaze followed the flow of ebony hair that ended at the small of her back, bringing attention to the curve of her hips beneath the short skirt. He shifted uncomfortably and told himself to look away, but he could not.

She turned.

New Moon's gaze went directly to his. The surge of power that slammed into her body felt like a solid wall rather than her own perception of his strength. She wanted to turn and walk away but she remained, held by his eyes.

A light breeze caught in her hair and whipped it gently from her face. She saw his longing in the tightness of his features. An unwanted warmth coiled in the pit of her stomach.

The same breeze molded the soft doeskin of her dress to her figure like a gentle caress. She watched as his gaze traced the outline of her body and then returned slowly to meet her own. Her mind rebelled against the sensations coursing through her. He was a white man ...a nothing! Yet, with every fiber of her being she knew. He was the one.

The grin that tugged at the corners of his lips did not go unnoticed by her as her own gaze raked over him from head to toe. Then, with a gesture known the world over, she tilted her head back, her nose into the air, turned and entered her lodge.

New Moon walked on trembling legs to her bed of furs and lowered herself to their blessed stability. She gasped for air that seemed suddenly too thin as the thundering rhythm of her heart beat against her ribs.

His eyes were the clear shade of blue that graced a summer sky ... the same shade of blue that enveloped her when her vision was upon her.

* * *

"James," Thomas hissed impatiently. "Get me down off this damn horse."

James frowned as he looked over his shoulder at Thomas, "I guess you're feeling better now." He answered half vexed. He looked around. "Where's Buffalo?"

"You worry too much about that kid. He's prob'ly makin' hisself acquainted with tha young folks," The older man shifted and twitched as he grumbled under breath.

Wanting the old trader off his horse as much as the old trader wanted himself off, James wasted no more time. He swung one leg over Eagle's neck and slid smoothly to the ground.

He couldn't help but grumble a bit himself on the way down to the ground. "If you trained your mounts better, that scrawny animal you called a horse wouldn't have run off." He reached up to help Thomas slide clumsily from Eagle's back. "I'm not letting you ride double again. It's too much to ask of any horse."

Thomas puffed up like a game rooster in a standoff. He took a few awkward steps in a comical effort to readjust his britches while gripping his wounded shoulder. "Wouldn't a had to ride double in tha first place if that damn horse of yours would a let me up there without you."

"You would not have had to ride Eagle at all if you would have let me cut loose some of your precious goods from one of those broken-down old mules." James responded and then swore silently, regretting his remark the second it parted from his lips.

Once again he had let the old man drag him into another childish argument. Maybe if he just ignored him, Thomas would find someone else to harass.

But Thomas wasn't through with James yet. "A couple a days alone with that beast and I'd have him trained proper. Just what do you have ta say about that? Mister cut my- packs-loose!"

James hid a grin as he focused his attention on removing Eagle's saddle. He didn't bother to remind Thomas that, as partners, the goods in those packs belonged as much to him as they did to Thomas. He supposed, however, since Thomas was unaware of his identity or his mission, he should appear more interested in the post as a moneymaking operation.

If only his thoughts at the moment were not so monopolized by that woman. He chuckled softly. His father once told him his downfall would come callin' in a skirt. He bet his dear old Da had never seen legs like that exposed below a skirt. In his minds eye he re-experienced the vision of those legs.

His concentration broke when the big Indian who escorted them to the village took Thomas by the arm and spoke in a deep, curt voice, "Your wound bleeds. Come with me. Our medicine man will dress it."

Dancing Cloud stepped up and placed a hand on the proud warrior's shoulder. The man immediately turned to face his chief. "There were no whites among the renegades," the warrior said quietly.

The look of pain that fluttered across Cloud's face reflected in the warrior's eyes then was gone.

Thomas, oblivious to the unspoken emotions, bellowed over his shoulder at James as he was led away, "Just a couple of days, that's all it would take."

The large Indian placed a firm hand on Thomas's back and pushed him into the medicine man's lodge.

Cloud turned to James. "Come with me to my lodge, Silent Deer will see to Thomas's comfort. We have much to talk about."

The chief motioned and a young brave of high standing among his peers stepped forward. "Runs Far, take our guest's horse and tend to him."

Runs Far anxiously snatched at the reins. James knew horses were still rare in the upper towns. Runs Far's status among the other young braves would be elevated by this chance to care for one of these strange and beautiful animals. James smiled down at the boy to let him know that he trusted him to care for his mount.

Just then Buffalo appeared as if from nowhere, a gleam of mischief lurking in his black eyes. This elicited a warning frown from James. Patting Eagle's neck he spoke in a hushed but serious tone, "You behave yourself, Buffalo." There was no doubt in his mind that the boy was up to something.

Until now the well-trained stallion had shown no real concern, even with all the unknown hands stretching out to touch his shiny coat. James knew his horse and as long as no one other than himself tried to mount Eagle, the stallion would remain as docile as a kitten. But now something about the boy holding his reins must have caught the horse's attention.

Eagle stuck his damp nose close to Runs Far and sniffed. He was obviously agitated.

James raised a brow as he looked straight at Buffalo. His suspicions were confirmed as Buffalo fought to keep a straight face.

Then to Runs Far's surprise and with a suddenness that made every native jump in startled surprise, the proud beast blew his hot, wet breath directly into the boy's face. This brought a loud burst of laughter from the villagers.

Runs Far stood ramrod still as slick moisture dripped from his chin and a glaze of sheer terror shown from his charcoal-colored eyes.

Buffalo avoided looking directly at James as he magnanimously offered to take the crazy horse himself.

With a warning thump to the back of Buffalo's head James turned and followed Cloud into his lodge.

Cloud motioned for James to make himself comfortable against a cane backrest located in a far corner of the one large room. "Why are you here, my friend?" Cloud finally asked.

James raised a questioning brow as he glanced over to Cloud's wife and daughter who sat on a platform on the opposite side of the lodge.

Cloud understood and spoke to his family in Cherokee, "Smiling Face, take Sparrow and find some other chore to do outside."

James was surprised to see Cloud's wife lift her chin in defiance.

Cloud sighed heavily, not the least angered by her show of stubbornness. "Please," he said in English. A smile touched his lips evoking a playful grin from his mate.

It was easy for James to see how she came by her name. As her lips spread across her face, her eyes twinkled and an otherwise solemn expression took on a beauty and vibrancy all its own.

With an exaggerated look of defeat Cloud explained in English, "After my trip to England I made the mistake of telling my wife about the word please, and how the white man made a great show of asking their women. Now I am no longer chief in my own lodge."

James worked to keep his own face immobile. "I see."

"Good. I plan for us to talk more about this thing later."

Smiling Face rose gracefully and gathered her things, but Sparrow was not ready to leave. She wanted to get a closer look at the white man. With the comical mixture of boldness and curiosity only children posses she walked directly up to James.

He winked.

The beautiful child with round, tawny cheeks and eyes as black as night giggled in response. She reached out and touched a finger to James's chin. Sparrow had never seen short prickly hairs on the faces of the village warriors.

James sat very still while she ran her tiny finger along his cheek. "Are you the one?" She asked boldly in Cherokee.

Smiling Face turned with a start at the sound of her daughter's voice. Her disbelief that her husband would allow their daughter to behave with such lack of respect to their guest was plainly reflected in her eyes.

James had been taught the language by Dancing Cloud himself, yet he wondered if he'd heard her correctly. "The one? I don't know. Do you want me to be?" He asked gently.

Sparrow glanced over her shoulder at her father and then back to James. A smile very much like her mother's widened across her face and brightened her eyes. "Yes," she answered simply.

This tiny girl with her knowing eyes tugged mightily at his heartstrings. Her spunk and mischief reminded him of the children in his beloved Ireland. "Then I'll do me best ta give ye yer heart's desire, lass," he answered her in his native brogue that, even now after so many years away, came easily to his lips.

Smiling Face frowned, uneasy at the strange sounding words while Sparrow giggled as if in total understanding. Smiling face took her daughter by the hand and drew her quickly outside.

James watched as they passed through the doorway. "You have a beautiful family, Cloud."

Cloud hid the laughter that rumbled in his heart. "Yes, I do," he agreed happily. "And the boy you brought with you. Is he your son?"

James turned back to Cloud and adjusted his weight against the backrest. "No, but he's a fine lad. I brought him with me from the post. His name is Buffalo."

"Ha, I remember Buffalo. I remember his mother as well." There was a flicker of regret in the kind eyes. "It has been a long time since I have been to the post. Buffalo has grown into a fine looking young brave."

With a tone of approval the chief added, "It is good that you have taken the responsibility of his manhood. His mother has no family to train him. This act of kindness will impress my people much."

James watched as Cloud reached down to pick up his pipe and loaded it with tobacco. There was no way Cloud could know of James's mission. Yet he hit James's intention of situating himself within the village right on the head.

Even so, his bringing Buffalo along had nothing to do with it. He'd felt sorry for the boy, and felt it would do him good to get away from the post for awhile.

Both men sat quietly while Cloud packed down the leaves then drew slowly from the long stem as he touched a burning twig to the carved bowl. With lungs full of the aromatic smoke he tilted his head back and blew three short puffs upward to float in the air above them.

Cloud passed the peace offering to James. "I have heard of the Englishman who paid off all of Thomas's and George's debt at the trading post and then rode out to live two summers with the Choctaw. Tell me, Robin, why has your heart led you here?"

James laughed. "It is good to hear my friend call me by my old name." He held the carved bowl in his hand and drew deeply from the stem. The smoking ceremony was the first one Cloud taught him years ago when he and a handful of other Indians came to England to visit the king.

'No lies,' the chief had told him, 'not even a half-truth is to be spoken during the passing of the pipe.'

James leaned forward as he passed the pipe back to Cloud. He rested a forearm on his bent knee while resting most of his weight on the other hand. "My king has sent me to take an evil man out from your nation. This will not be an easy thing because he is an honored friend among your people."

James felt the tension slowly leave his body as he watched Cloud draw casually from the pipe. The tobacco was strong. That was good, he needed to relax. Maybe tonight he would sleep ... and not dream.

"Who is this evil man?" The chief asked and passed the pipe back to James.

"His name is Christoph DuPrey." James knew he took a huge chance in telling this to Cloud, but he would not dishonor their friendship by telling him a lie. He passed the pipe back to Cloud who took a long draw.

Cloud nodded, "I know this man. I also see the deceit in him. He has gained great power among my people."

Time hung suspended between them as James waited for Cloud to finish speaking, as it was clear to James the chief had more to say.

"It is a good thing that you do." Cloud piddled with the pipe. "And when you have completed what the Great White Chief has sent you to do, what will you do then, my brother?"

James watched Cloud's expression closely. Clearly he had missed some nuance in the exchange. "I suppose I will return to the lands of my father. I will find a wife and have children. The usual things that a man does when he is ready to settle down."

"Ha..." the Chief responded. "I hear your words with my ears," Cloud tapped a finger to the center of his chest, "but not with my heart. This is because you speak only of your plans." Cloud's gaze locked with James's, a gesture not practiced among Cherokee.

After drawing deeply from the pipe once again he passed it back to James. He waited patiently for James to inhale. Then, as if they had discussed the subject many times before, he asked, "Now, my brother, speak to me of your dreams."

